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   For all of the people I’d never have the pleasure of knowing had
 
   you not taken a chance and read my books. You are some of the best 
 
   people I know and your constant encouragement 
 
   means more than you could ever comprehend. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   One
 
    
 
   I missed Taylor and Saben.  I missed Court and Anna Beth and our lunches at the deli.  I missed the way Court made me laugh and the way Anna Beth rolled her eyes at his stupid jokes.  I even missed the grumpy security guard I’d pass every morning as I made my way to the elevators to take me to the fourteenth floor. Most of all though, I missed Drew.  There was something about seeing him in his office, sitting behind the cherry oak desk, eyes focused, seeming bigger than life, when in actuality he was just a man I’d fallen in love with despite my best efforts not to.  I missed the way he watched me while I worked.  His gaze was heavy and I’d turn sometimes to find his eyes on me.  My cheeks would burn and if I was being honest, so would other parts of my body.  I’d pretended for as long as I could that he hadn’t been watching me and that I didn’t like the fact that he watched me, when the truth was, I’d liked it very much.
 
   Since leaving the firm, I’d sometimes pretend that he was there, checking me out to spice up my days, like I was doing now as I sat at my desk reading through an incredibly boring story set to run on the eleven o’clock broadcast. It amazed me sometimes what constituted news. Tonight the people of New York would be privileged to learn about the winner of Manhattan’s ugliest dog contest. While I loved animals as much as the next person, I doubted the anchors would be able to get through this story with a straight face. At least what they were reading on the teleprompter would be perfect because it was my job to make sure of that. When I left Taylor and Saben, I didn’t know what I was going to do.  I considered applying to graduate school, but had yet to make any decisions on that.  I’d applied to more publishing houses than I could remember, none of which called me back and when I realized I was desperate for a job, I started scouring Careerbuilder.com, applying for anything I looked remotely qualified for. It paid off because Channel 5 took a chance on me and I was hired as a junior non-linear editor. I hadn’t had a clue what that meant aside from the job description, but my English degree had proven useful. I hadn’t fulfilled my probation period yet, so I could be fired for looking at someone the wrong way, but Ava, my direct supervisor, seemed pleased with my work so I wasn’t that worried about it. It wasn’t as much fun as working for Drew obviously, but it was a job with a steady paycheck and for that, I was grateful.  
 
   I’d only been on the job a little over a month, but the days could be long and I wanted a break from staring at the computer screen.  I was nearly done and I glanced at the clock.  It was almost five. I’d been here since seven. I wanted to get home. It was Friday and I was looking forward to a long weekend.  I looked once more over the document and then emailed it to Ava and printed out a hardcopy as well to put on her desk. That’s how she liked it, so that’s what I did. 
 
   “This is all set, Ava,” I said, handing the paper to her. She glanced at it as she pushed her blonde hair out of her face and then looked up at me with big blue eyes. 
 
   “Good work as usual, Natalie. Enjoy your weekend. I’ll see you on Monday.”
 
   “Thank you. You too,” I said, gathering my things and heading outside onto the busy streets of Manhattan.
 
   It was February, which meant it was cold.  I pulled out my gloves and scarf from my bag and then slipped my wool hat on as well before going to the curb and hailing a cab.  Drew’s hatred of the New York City subway system had rubbed off on me and while I still took it on occasion, I preferred taxis.
 
   I was surprised how quickly the ride to Drew’s apartment was, considering it was a Friday evening.  I paid the driver and got out, thanking him and making my way inside.  I smiled at Charlie, the doorman, as I walked in and headed toward the elevators.  I was alone on the ride up and as I walked to the apartment, I wondered if Drew would be home.  Probably not.  When I’d worked for him, he had a tendency to stay at the office late.  He didn’t do that as much anymore and part of me wondered if I was the reason for that.  
 
   Still, it was only five-thirty and I doubted Drew would leave that early.  He didn’t have a lot of big projects going on at the moment that I was aware of, which made for an enjoyable Drew.  Happy and attentive and that was exactly how I liked it.  I could still recall how tense he’d been during the project he’d been in the middle of when I started working for him.  He’d been worried, but that was behind him now and the cultural arts center was under construction.  He’d sometimes show me pictures of the progress of the building and I couldn’t help but feel a sense of pride that I’d helped it come to life when I’d given Drew some suggestions he’d actually used.  I was even more proud of him though…that he’d taken my advice and created a building that was beautiful.  His talent truly amazed me.
 
   I punched in the key code to the apartment and heard the door unlock.  A moment later I was inside, looking around the place.  It seemed so empty when he wasn’t there.  Stuffing my hat, gloves and scarf back in my bag, I draped it and my jacket on the coat rack and made my way to the kitchen to start dinner.  
 
   I still couldn’t get used to the kitchen sometimes.  Back in the tiny apartment Ethan and I shared, you could barely turn around in the kitchen.  We only had a few cabinets and drawers and a stove with two burners, but here, in Drew’s place, it was very different.  I could’ve done a cartwheel followed by a back handspring in his kitchen if I wanted to.  
 
   I still referred to it as “his” kitchen and “his” apartment because even though I’d been living in it for nearly three months, right after things imploded with Ethan,  I insisted my living at Drew’s was temporary.  I only planned to stay until I could save up enough money to get my own place and because I’d been able to save money while living with Drew, the time for me to move out was becoming more viable.  I tried giving him money for rent, but he refused it.  He’d let me buy groceries on occasion, but only because I insisted upon it.  I knew he didn’t mind me living there rent free, but I didn’t want him to think I was taking advantage of him.  I wanted to contribute too. 
 
   I’d planned on tacos for dinner.  The ground beef had thawed in the fridge during the day and I took it out and began cooking it.  While it browned on the stove, I began the tedious task of chopping up the lettuce and tomatoes.  I heard the door open then and I looked up to see Drew.  I stopped what I was doing, a smile forming on my face immediately when I saw him.  He pulled off his black coat, hanging it next to mine before setting his briefcase down and my eyes wandered over his body, tall and lean, draped in a navy dress shirt and slacks, his black hair gelled back, a few strands falling on his forehead. When my eyes met his impossibly green ones, a smile spread on his face too.  He walked in long strides across the living room to meet me in the kitchen.
 
   “Smells good,” he said as he stood behind me, his hands brushing my hair aside as his lips kissed my neck.  I closed my eyes, stopping mid-chop at the feeling of his lips on my skin.  Too soon they were gone though and my hair was draping down my back again.  He moved next to me, grabbing a piece of tomato from the cutting board and popping it into his mouth. I couldn’t help but stare at his lips as he chewed, wanting them back on my skin.  
 
   “How was your day?” I asked, turning my attention back to dinner preparations.
 
   “Not bad.  Yourself?” he asked, sliding the cutting board away from me and then he removed the knife from my hand and took over the chopping.  
 
   I turned my body so I was leaning against the counter, watching the way his hair fell across his forehead as he concentrated.  Then my eyes drifted to his neck and the collar of his shirt, focusing on the skin peeking out.  I wanted to unbutton it so he was standing in his undershirt or better yet, nothing.  Naked cooking could be a good thing as long as Drew was the chef. 
 
   “I asked how your day was, Natalie.” 
 
   I didn’t realize my mind had wandered until his voice brought me back.  He was looking at me with a smug grin, obviously aware of the daydream I was lost in.  He loved the effect he had on me, but it was all right because I had the same effect on him, which is how we’d found ourselves together in the first place. 
 
   “Oh,” I said, shaking my head back to reality. “It was fine.”
 
   “Do you like it?” he asked, lifting the cutting board and pouring the cubed tomatoes into a dish before turning his attention to the lettuce.  I stirred the ground beef, adding the taco seasoning and then went to the fridge to pull out the shredded cheese.
 
   “I actually really like it,” I told him as I dumped the packet into a bowl.
 
   “Is it better than working for me?” His grin was a cocky one and I could tell by the way he raised his eyebrow he was thinking about me the way I’d been thinking about him only a few moments before.  
 
   “Nothing could beat working for you,” I said, weaseling myself between him and the counter as I slid my arms around his waist, reaching up to brush my lips with his.  I heard the knife he’d been holding clank against the counter as he let it go and a second later, he’d taken my face between his hands, breathing in deeply as the chaste kiss I’d started quickly turned into something more. The edge of the counter was pressing uncomfortably into my back as the weight of him crushed me while his tongue forced its way in my mouth.  I ignored the pain though and kissed him back just as eagerly.  I hadn’t changed out of the dress I’d worn to work and I could feel his hands underneath the skirt, inching higher and I wished I hadn’t worn the tights.  Damn cold weather.  
 
   He pulled his mouth from mine as his hands continued to move on my thigh, eventually finding their way to my neck, leaving a trail of wet kisses on my throat.  My back arched as he moved over me, wanting him to touch me, but then a loud bang jostled us both out of the spell we were under as we noticed the bowl of tomatoes all over the floor.  We stared down at the mess and I rested my forehead against his chest as we both started cracking up.  He wrapped me in his arms, giving me a quick squeeze before he let me go.
 
   “So much for that,” he said with a low chuckle before kissing me on top of the head. “Would you mind chopping some more tomatoes while I clean up this mess?” he said as he walked over to the roll of paper towels.
 
   “Not at all,” I said, going back to the refrigerator and pulling out another tomato.  
 
   As I washed it in the sink, I glanced to Drew, bent over on his knees, scooping up the tomatoes.  I couldn’t help the little smile that spread on my face.  The whole situation was so normal.  Cooking dinner together.  Cleaning up messes.  The life we’d shared since the night of Thanksgiving, when I’d finally left Ethan, was ordinary and I liked it.  It was strange though because when I first met Drew, I didn’t think there was anything ordinary about him.  Sometimes when I looked at him, I still found it hard to believe he was just a man…a man who loved what he did and worked hard to be a success…a man who, for whatever reason, loved me.
 
   Drew finished cleaning up and I diced the tomatoes and soon dinner was ready.  We sat at the breakfast nook overlooking Central Park.  Even though the word breakfast came before nook, we used it for most meals we ate together.  He had a dining table and even stools at the counter, but I preferred the nook.  It was cozy and the view couldn’t be beat.  
 
   The sun had almost set as we sat eating dinner, but the park was still busy, despite the cold.  People were walking their dogs and there were even people out jogging.  I could understand their need to get out and go to the park.  I’d loved it from the first moment I set foot in it.  I loved the city, but it could be suffocating, especially for a girl from Iowa who’d grown up with fields of corn and open skies.  The park was the one place that felt even a little like home, where I could shut out the city and all the noises that accompanied it.  Sometimes I missed Iowa and I thought about how different my life would be had I never taken a chance and come to New York.  Ethan and I would probably be engaged.  We’d both have jobs somewhere living the comfortable life we’d always known.  I hadn’t chosen that life though.  I was here, without Ethan, and sometimes the whole situation seemed like a dream.
 
   “Do you realize I have used my kitchen more since you’ve been here than in all the time I’ve lived here?” he asked as I continued gazing out the window and my mind was drawn back to Drew.  His hand was on my knee under the table and I wished he’d inch it up my skirt again.
 
   “Do you miss all the take-out you used to eat?” I laughed, turning to him.
 
   “Not at all.  I think I’ve actually lost weight since you moved in,” he said and I started laughing because there was nothing about his body that needed to be improved.  To quote Court during a discussion I’d had with him on my first day at Taylor and Saben, Drew was alarmingly attractive, to the point he didn’t seem real when I’d first met him.  Thick black hair that he kept groomed impeccably and eyes almost too green.  Perhaps I was biased because I was in love with him, but his strong jaw line and muscled physique did not go unnoticed.  They’d definitely not gone unnoticed when he walked into my interview during our first meeting.  
 
   I remembered it like it was yesterday, because when he’d look at me, it wasn’t the way anyone had ever looked at me before.  I’d tried ignoring it at the time, because of Ethan, but it was there, it had always been there.  
 
   “I like having dinner with you, Natalie.  Coming home to see you in the kitchen, waiting for me.  It’s all very domestic.” I turned to him, not surprised to see him looking over at me with a grin on his face.
 
   “Is that a bad thing?” I asked, standing up and taking his plate for him, walking it into the kitchen and setting it in the sink.  I turned around to finish clearing the table, and nearly jumped when I did because he was there, not even a foot separating us. 
 
   “It’s not a bad thing at all.” 
 
   His voice was low and rugged as he stroked my cheek with his fingertips, staring down at me.  The cocky grin from earlier was gone and I knew what he wanted.  I’d become accustomed to the look of want in his eyes over the course of our relationship.  It was always there.  I could feel the need when we were together and I missed it when we weren’t.  He was looking at me with that longing now.
 
   His fingertips left my cheek and crawled around my neck to bury themselves deep in my auburn hair as he pulled me to him.  His mouth was on mine a second later, our lips brushing over each other, slow and deep.  His kisses had a way of consuming me…of making me forget where I was…of wanting to do anything he asked of me. This time was no different and as he scooped me up effortlessly in his arms, I didn’t protest.  
 
   We were in the bedroom a moment later and he was laying me on the softness of the gray comforter.  He stood at edge of the bed, staring down at me and I watched as he slowly began to unbutton his shirt.  Each button seemed to take an eternity, but finally, he was sliding it off, draping it on the desk chair behind him, and then he stood before me, his strong arms coming towards me.  I knew I was breathing harder than I should have been. I should’ve at least tried to be discreet about the way I reacted to him, but I’d tried restraining myself when it came to Drew and I’d quickly learned that it was nearly impossible.  He knew what he did to me and I no longer tried to fight it.
 
   He must’ve noticed the change in my breathing because a wry grin spread over his face as he reached under the skirt of my dress, his hands sliding up my thighs slower than I would’ve liked.  Drew knew exactly what to do to me.  He knew how to prolong the want to a point of near combustion and I knew that was his intention now.  
 
   When he finally reached the top of my tights, my muscles twitched when his fingers crawled under and he began rolling them down, slowly just as I knew he would, until finally they were off.  I wished he would’ve just thrown them on the floor and got on with it, but he knew that was what I wanted and he grinned down at me as he neatly folded the tights before placing them on the desk and then turning his attention back to me.  
 
   He held his hand out and I reached for him.  His touch was always so warm and he pulled me up until I was standing.  He was brushing a strand of hair off my forehead and then kissed me sweetly where his fingers had just been.  He reached down then and was inching my dress up.  He didn’t have to ask.  My hands rose and he pulled it over my head and then I felt his touch on my shoulders, turning me from him.  He swept my hair away, planting delicate kisses on my neck, the need growing to the point I almost couldn’t take it. He turned me towards him again and our eyes locked and the grin was gone, replaced with a serious line.  He eased me onto the bed, the heaviness of his body on top of mine causing my breathing to quicken even more as his hands moved over me, tangling in my hair as he kissed me with such force I couldn’t think straight. I thought I should be embarrassed that I lost all my inhibitions around him, but I wasn’t.  It wasn’t like that with Drew.  He made me feel beautiful and with him, I believed I was. I opened my eyes to find him focused on me and me on him and when it was over, he clung to me, burying his face in my hair that was pooled around my neck.  He was trying to catch his breath just as I was and I held him tightly until our breathing had finally calmed.  
 
   “I don’t know how you do that to me every time,” he whispered, still nuzzled in my hair. 
 
   I smiled to myself, getting an incredible amount of pleasure from the fact that someone as ordinary as me could have that kind of effect on someone like Drew, someone far from ordinary.  
 
   He suddenly sat up, staring down at me, his mouth curled up into a satisfied grin.  
 
   “I love you,” he said, leaning down and kissing the tip of my nose.
 
   “And I love you,” I smiled back at him and I was disappointed when he eased himself off of me so we were both lying on our backs, staring at the ceiling.  He pulled me to him so my head was resting on his chest, his arm wrapped protectively around me and we laid in silence for a long while, which was fine with me.  Being with him was all I wanted.  I didn’t need any words, I just needed him.  
 
   “I’ve been wanting to talk to you about something,” he said, his soft voice breaking the tranquility we’d been wrapped in. 
 
   I sat up, propping myself so I was looking at him while my arm remained draped on his chest.  
 
   “What about?” 
 
   He had on his poker face so I had no idea if this was a good thing or not. 
 
   “Well,” he began and I thought I detected nerves in his voice, which in turn made me nervous because Drew was a lot of things, but nervous usually wasn’t one of those. “Next weekend is my mother’s sixty-fifth birthday. I’d like you to come to Connecticut with me to celebrate.”
 
   I didn’t say anything.  I didn’t know what to say.  I’d only met his family one time…the night it ended between Ethan and me…the night I’d moved in with Drew.  His parents had been nice enough, but his sister, Christina, had been a downright bitch.  I wasn’t even sure he’d told his family about me.  Drew didn’t talk to his family that often and I liked the bubble we had here in the city.  It was just us, but he obviously wanted to change that.
 
   “Do your parents even know about us?” I asked him.
 
   “A little.”
 
   “What exactly does that mean…a little?”
 
   “They know I’m seeing someone, which is why my mom was relentless that we come to the party.”
 
   “They know you’re seeing someone, but they don’t know it’s me?”
 
   “I don’t discuss my personal life with my family.”
 
   “Then why do you want me to go with you?”
 
   “Because,” he said, the grin reappearing on his face as he urged me towards him, kissing me slowly, biting my lower lip playfully before pulling away. “I think it’s time I start sharing my personal life…you, with my family.”
 
   I don’t know why, but I felt a lump form in my throat from the implication of his words.  He wanted me to know his family.  He wanted them to know about us and that meant more to me than anything he’d ever done for me.  
 
   “Is everything all right, Natalie?” he asked me, his eyebrow creasing, obviously noticing the change in my disposition. 
 
   “Yeah,” I said quietly. “I’m just surprised you want me to get to know your family.”
 
   “Why does that surprise you?” he said, sitting up so he was propped against the pillows. “You’re special to me.” He smoothed my hair and then his fingers twisted in it, pulling me closer to him, his eyes piercing mine. “I want them to know you because I’ve never met anyone so worth knowing.”
 
   “Are you sure?” I whispered and he leaned in, kissing me sweetly, pulling back and looking at me with a warm smile 
 
   “I am.  Now, will you?  Will you come to Connecticut with me?”
 
   “Of course I will,” I responded softly and he smiled, kissing me again.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Two
 
    
 
   The weekend had gone by too quickly as it always did.  If it were up to me, I’d be back in the apartment, lounging with Drew with nothing to do but focus on each other.  Unfortunately, that wasn’t real life.  Real life was work, which is where I found myself.  I’d finished up an initial proofing of a story for the evening news, this time on a robbery in a convenience store in The Bronx. I’d ignored my growling stomach long enough and once I’d hit the save button, I went to the fridge in the break room to get my lunch: leftover eggplant parmesan Drew had made for dinner.
 
   “Natalie, do you have a sec?” Ava’s voice called from behind. I turned away from where I’d been watching my lunch twirl around like a carousel in the microwave. She was peeking her head into the doorway, motioning for me to follow her.
 
   “Of course,” I said, leaving my eggplant to finish the ride on its own, following her down the hall and into her office. 
 
   “Sit,” she said, gesturing to a chair. I did as she said and looked at her across her desk. She had a pleasant look on her face, so I wasn’t worried. “Sorry to interrupt your lunch and I won’t keep you, but I wanted to give you some good news.” She smiled at me and my curiosity was piqued. “You’ve passed your probation.”
 
   I felt the corners of my mouth curl up into a smile, growing wider as I digested her words. 
 
   “That is good news,” I said, trying to keep my excitement contained to a professional level. 
 
   “I’ve enjoyed working with you, Natalie. You do good work and I look forward to seeing what else you can do. Now,” she said with another grin, “go enjoy your lunch.”
 
   “Thank you, Ava,” I said, standing up and wondering if I should extend my hand across the desk to her in thanks, but I decided against it and turned around to head back to the break room, suddenly too excited to eat.  
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   I was still on a high when the end of the day came. I had no plans to stay late and soon I’d hailed a cab, heading Downtown.  I stepped out in front of building 435, making my way inside, right past the grumpy security guard and into the elevators.  I made the familiar ascent to the fourteenth floor and got out when the doors opened, Taylor and Saben greeting me in fancy script above the reception area.  It hadn’t been that long since I left as an employee.  It felt a little strange whenever I’d return because I didn’t work there anymore.  I’d gotten used to the peculiar gazes I got from the staff now that I was Drew’s girlfriend.  Of course, no one ever said anything, but I’d be an idiot if I hadn’t noticed the way they looked at me now.  
 
   “Hi, Christa,” I said to the receptionist, who looked up, greeting me with a smile. “Is Drew here?”
 
   “He is.  He just got back actually.”
 
   “Thank you,” I said, signing into the guest register and then making my way through the office.  Everyone was busy working as usual.  I glided past Leslie’s office, not bothering to check if she was inside.  Even though I was with Drew now and the office manager no longer had any place in my life, she still wasn’t my favorite person and I did my best not to have to talk to her.  
 
   I saw my old desk a moment later and then Court and Anna Beth came into view.  Each time I came to the office, I was reminded how much I missed it, and while I wished the vacant desk was still mine sometimes, I wouldn’t go back because that would mean I wouldn’t be with Drew.  Plus, it seemed as if I might finally be finding my own path, which made the void of Taylor and Saben in my life a little more tolerable. 
 
   “Look what the cat dragged in,” Court said when he looked up from his computer and saw me approaching.
 
   “Hey!” I said, enthusiastically, leaning down and hugging Court before walking over and giving Anna Beth one as well.  
 
   “You’re in an awfully good mood.  Did you get laid this morning or something?” he teased and I slapped him on the arm.  
 
   “You are completely inappropriate, Court.”
 
   “You do know he’s nearly impossible to deal with now that you’re gone.  I’m sure Drew would hire you back.  Please talk to him about it,” Anna Beth complained and I laughed.
 
   “Speaking of Drew, is he in his office?” I asked and she nodded.
 
   “He just got back from a meeting.  He seemed a little pissy actually,” Court chimed in. “Go in and cheer him up please.”
 
   “I’ll do my best,” I grinned and then proceeded to his closed office door.  I couldn’t see what he was doing due to the frosted glass, but I knocked and heard him mumble for me to come in.  I couldn’t help but notice he sounded bothered and when I opened the door, peeking inside, he was at his desk, concentrating intently, his brow creased.  
 
   “Hey,” I said and he looked up, his face softening when he saw me.
 
   “Natalie.” The despondency I’d heard in his voice earlier was gone and he stood up, making his way towards me, shutting the door so we were alone. “What are you doing here?” 
 
   “Should I go?”
 
   “No,” he said quickly and before I knew what he was doing, his arm had slid around my waist, pulling me to him so I was instantly hit with the smell of his cologne and the softness of his expensive sweater. “I’m glad you’re here.” He was kissing me a second later, slow and deep, the way that made me forget about everything else in the world.  I wasn’t ready for him to pull away, but he did, leaving me wanting more as he often did. “How was your day?”
 
   “It was actually really great,” I told him and I watched as one of his eyebrows raised in curiosity.  
 
   “Really great?  I don’t think you’ve ever described your day as really great.  Why the cause for such an explosive adjective?”
 
   “Well,” I teased. “Ava informed me I passed my probation. I’m an official employee with all the perks!”
 
   A smile spread on his face as he looked at me and I noticed the soft lines at the corners of his eyes.  He always looked at me with a kindness and devotion I didn’t understand.
 
   “Seriously?” he asked and I nodded. “I’m so happy for you, Natalie.” He leaned in, hugging me tightly before letting go, heading back to his desk, grabbing his briefcase, sliding on his coat and making his way back to me. “We need to celebrate.”
 
   “No, we don’t.  You’re busy.”
 
   “Not too busy for this.  Work can wait.” 
 
   I knew better than to argue with him.  He’d made that perfectly clear from the moment I’d met him and his persistence had only gotten stronger.  Because of this, I didn’t argue as he took my hand, leading me out of the office.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The restaurant we were sitting in was dark and intimate and when I looked at the menu and saw no prices listed, I tried not to compare my life with Drew now to the way it’d been with Ethan when I first came to New York.  Money had been one of the biggest sources of contention with us.  Not because I expected a life without financial struggles, but because I expected a life where those struggles didn’t consume the way they had with Ethan and me.  The drifting apart was inevitable.  We were different people than when we’d first met as college freshman.  I don’t think either of us fully understood the implications of life in the real world.  Even though it had been three months since we officially ended our relationship, I knew it’d been over long before then, probably the moment we pulled away from Iowa. It had just been a long and painful process to accept we’d become different people…people who no longer brought out the best in each other.  I wondered if we’d ever stood a chance, but as I glanced across the table at Drew, I was content with my decision.  I missed Ethan sometimes.  He’d been my best friend and to have him gone from my life in a snap was a hard concept to wrap my head around sometimes.  
 
   “You look about a million miles away. Are you okay?” Drew’s voice broke through my thoughts and I smiled over to him.
 
   “Yeah.  Just thinking about things.”
 
   “Anything you want to talk about?” he prodded.  He always did that.  He wanted to know what was going on inside my head.  I appreciated his attentiveness, but sometimes thoughts weren’t meant to be spoken.
 
   “Just thinking about how I ended up here.” 
 
   I didn’t need to go into details and when he reached across the table, taking my hand in his, I knew he understood what I was thinking about. I think he understood I sometimes struggled with what I’d done to Ethan.  I think even part of him felt guilty too.  
 
   “I thought probation lasted sixty days,” he said and I was grateful for the subject change.
 
   “Me too, which is why I was surprised when Ava told me.”
 
    “You must be making quite an impression then.”
 
   “I guess so. Let’s just hope I don’t blow this.”
 
   “You won’t.  You don’t realize how great you truly are, Natalie.” His voice was serious and he reminded me of Ethan the day I’d left our tiny apartment to interview for the position that would eventually lead me to Drew.  I’d had very little faith in myself, just like now, and it brought me comfort to know Drew believed in me.
 
   Before I could respond, the waitress walked over to us and I tried to ignore the way she looked at Drew.  I’d grown used to women eyeing him.  I didn’t blame them though.  He was hard to miss. Still, it didn’t stop the twinges of jealousy from creeping in and sizing up the women who checked out my boyfriend. I never noticed him reciprocating in any way, but I would’ve loved to have been inside his head to know what he was really thinking.  Drew was a determined person, one used to getting his way, but apparently, I was the one he wanted.  
 
   After we ordered, the waitress brought us over a bottle of red wine.  I could tell it was expensive just by the name.  Drew poured us both a glass when she walked away, holding his up to me. 
 
   “To your new job…officially,” he said and I gently tapped my glass with his.  
 
   “So,” I said a few minutes later as I buttered a roll.  Ever since Ava spoke to me, a piece of my mind had been occupied with the thought of finally being able to get my own place.  I was nervous to discuss it with Drew though, but sitting across from him now, I decided I might as well do it. “I think I should start looking for my own place now.” 
 
   He’d been eating a piece of bread and he stopped mid-chew when the words left my mouth. He just stared at me before swallowing.
 
   “Excuse me?” he asked.
 
   “You knew when I moved in with you, it was only supposed to be temporary, until I could get back on my feet again,” I began, hoping I wasn’t rambling. “And since you’ve been so generous to let me stay with you…” 
 
   “I wasn’t being generous,” he interrupted. “You make it sound like I was offering my couch to some friend who’d fallen on hard times.  I offered to let you stay with me because I wanted you there.  I wanted to come home to you every night.” There was hurt in his voice and he seemed irritated. 
 
   “I didn’t mean it like that,” I said, taking his hand. “What I meant was that I’ve been able to save up some money and now that my job is permanent…I think I can finally do it…take care of myself.”
 
   “That’s not necessary, Natalie.”
 
   “Yes, it is,” I said. “I need to do this for myself.  I wish you could understand.” He didn’t say anything, but I didn’t miss the frown on his face. “Would you say something, Drew?”
 
   “Let’s just eat our dinner.”
 
   The server appeared a moment later, setting our food before us.  He’d never seemed upset with me like this, but now, as I stared across the table at him, his face chiseled into serious lines, I knew he was.  He held my gaze for a few seconds before looking down at his food and I did likewise, pushing the pasta around my plate.  
 
   “You don’t know what it’s like,” I said suddenly, looking up from my food to see he was still staring at his dinner, but then he must’ve felt my eyes on him and he looked up.
 
   “I don’t know what what’s like?” he asked, the irritation still in his voice. 
 
   “We’re different, Drew.  You and me.  We’re very different and everyone knows that.”
 
   “What is your point, Natalie?”  
 
   “My point is that you don’t feel the need to prove to people that I’m not taking advantage of you.  That I genuinely care about you…that I love you…for who you are and not because what you can give me.”
 
   “I don’t know why you care about what other people think.  I know you’re not taking advantage of me and that’s all that should matter.”
 
   “That’s easy for you to say because you’re not the one who gets the looks.  I need people to know I can take care of myself.  I need my family to know that.  I need to know that and…” I continued, hesitating for a second. “I need you to know that.”
 
   I reached across the table, resting my hand on top of his and leaving it there. His gaze dropped to our hands and he stared at them for a second before sliding his under mine and lacing our fingers together, lifting my hand from the table and kissing the back of it before setting it down and continuing with his dinner.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   We’d attempted to make small talk through the rest of the meal, but for the most part it was a lame effort, resulting in quiet and not the comfortable silence I didn’t mind.  Not the kind of silence where you simply enjoyed being together, looking at each other across the table, smiling and flirting without words. It was the kind of silence that was tense and uncomfortable and it followed us back to Drew’s apartment.
 
   He went straight to the shower and I changed from my work clothes into a pair of black yoga pants and an oversized sweatshirt.  I pulled my hair up into a ponytail and went into the living room, sitting myself on the couch.  I reached for the remote, but realized I wasn’t in the mood for TV.  
 
   I leaned back into the comfortable black leather, wondering if maybe I shouldn’t have brought up the subject of me finding my own place.  I didn’t think he’d react the way he did though.  I told him the night everything fell apart with Ethan that it was temporary.  Maybe he didn’t think I was serious and to be honest, at times I didn’t think I was serious either.  I loved living with Drew. I loved the routine we’d created. I loved having him be the first face I saw in the morning and the last face I saw before I fell asleep. I loved the way he held me at night. I felt peace and safety in his arms.  I loved him and thinking about all the reasons I loved living with him, I was beginning to wonder why in the hell I wanted to leave.
 
   I heard his footsteps coming down the hall and I turned to see him in gray lounge pants and a black t-shirt.  His hair was still damp from the shower and it was slicked back as he walked towards me.  The smile had yet to return to his face, but at least he didn’t look agitated anymore.  
 
   He sat down beside me a moment later, leaning back into the corner of the couch and I tried to figure out what he was thinking.  He was hard to read sometimes.  I think it was the businessman in him.  He had to be able to hide his emotions, to keep them in check, to keep them secret, which didn’t always work to my benefit.  
 
   “I want you to know, Natalie,” he began and I turned to face him, tucking my foot under my leg as I folded my hands nervously in my lap. “I offered my place to you because I want you here.  I don’t want to spend any more time away from you than I have to and when I have a shitty day at work, I want your face to be the one I come home to.  But,” he said and he sighed before continuing. “I understand why you feel you need to do this and I support you in this decision, but I also want you to know I don’t want you to leave.”
 
   I brought my eyes to his and I could feel the edges of my mouth curling into a careful smile.   
 
   “Thank you, Drew,” I said softly, inching closer to him, taking his hand and holding it in my lap as I stroked the back of it with my thumb. “I don’t want you to think I’m not grateful for what you did for me when I had nowhere else to go and I want you to know how much I love living here…with you.”
 
   “I’d tell you to stay here with me then, but I won’t because I don’t want to pressure you.  I know you need to do this.  I’ve known this was your plan.  I guess I didn’t think…or I guess I should say, I hoped it wouldn’t happen.”
 
   I watched as he smiled a little, but I knew it was forced. 
 
   “I hope you understand,” I said, moving even closer as I brushed my fingertips over his cheek. “I know I’ve gotta be crazy to leave this place and you, but…I have to…for a little while anyway.  It’s only been a few months…things between us…they could change.” My voice trailed off because I didn’t like talking about the future with him this way.  If I’d learned anything from my breakup with Ethan though it was never assume things will work out the way you plan.  I thought I’d be with Ethan forever.  I thought we’d get married and have kids and grow old together.  I’d been wrong and I didn’t want to delude myself that Drew was my happily ever after.  I’d never met anyone like him.  No one had ever made me feel the way he did, but I wasn’t naïve enough to believe it would always be that way.  
 
   “You’re right,” he said and his response surprised me, even though I knew it shouldn’t.  Drew was a businessman.  He was a realist and he knew what I said was the truth. “We don’t know the future, Natalie, and I understand your need to feel secure in your ability to be self-sufficient and to be honest,” he continued, the smile finally making its way up to his eyes, “I find that drive an incredible turn on.”
 
   I watched as his eyes began traveling over my body, making a slow run from my face all the way down to my feet and then back up to my eyes again.  I felt that familiar want begin to take over my body and I leaned into his touch when he rested his palm on my cheek, pulling me to him so that his lips met mine softly. 
 
   “Can I assume when you find your new place that you’ll invite me for sleepovers on occasion?” he asked, his voice in that low, rugged tone that caused my heart to beat faster as his lips hovered so close to mine. 
 
   “All the time,” I answered.
 
   “Good, because if you said no, I’d have to tie you up and never let you go.”  
 
   I started laughing, but was silenced when his mouth crashed against mine as he crawled over me, forcing me into the softness of the couch as the weight of him pressed against me, his hands crawling under my shirt, goose bumps exploding when his skin touched mine.  Everything about him felt right and I felt like a fool limiting my access to him and these feelings, but I didn’t have time to dwell on that as his hands continued inching up my body.    
 
   “You’re gonna miss this,” he whispered in my ear, a deep throaty whisper that made me want him even more as he moved to my neck, planting a kiss at the base, his lips lingering there, soft and warm, before his tongue began a trail up my throat across my jaw line until he was at my ear. “And you’ll miss this every night.” He nibbled at my earlobe, pulling and sucking, his breath heavy and deep, and I felt my hips begin to move again. “If you’re this eager when I’m right here, what will you do when you’re all alone in your apartment?” He propped himself up on his elbows so he was staring down at me, the smug grin on his face that always did me in. 
 
   “I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it,” I said, pulling him closer to me.  The grin left his face and our eyes locked, focusing on now, not what would happen when I no longer shared this apartment with him.  I’d learned in life to make all you can of the moments you’re given and as we moved together, there was no other moment I’d rather be living.  
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   We went to bed early that night.  After watching TV for a little while, Drew turned it off and we headed down the hall to the bedroom.  We were both tired and had to get up early for work the next morning. I changed into my pajamas and I pretended not to notice that Drew was watching me.  He always watched me when I undressed.  It had embarrassed me a little at first, but now I liked the way it made me feel…that he wanted me.  
 
   Once in my pajamas, we made our way into the bathroom, brushing our teeth side by side.  My eyes drifted to the spot on the counter, just like it did every time I was in that bathroom, thinking about what Drew and I had done there the night of Thanksgiving, the night Ethan found out about us.  It had been one of the most sensual moments I’d ever experienced and now whenever I entered the bathroom, I couldn’t look at it without blushing.  I wondered if Drew ever thought about it.  I’d never asked him, but I thought maybe I should because someday I wanted to recreate that moment.
 
   Drew finished brushing his teeth first and he smacked me playfully on the ass as he walked out of the bathroom.  I grinned and rinsed my mouth, following him to the bed.  I crawled under the covers and watched as he peeled off his t-shirt, standing there for a few seconds, his lounge pants hanging the enticing way they did on his hips before he slid them off, only his boxers remaining.  He pulled back the sheets and climbed in beside me.
 
   “Good night, Natalie,” he said sweetly, smiling at me before he kissed me and then flipped off the light, leaving us in darkness.  While my eyes adjusted, I turned away from him, resting my head on the pillow and spooning into him.  He wrapped one of his arms around me and he played with my hair with the other.  
 
   “Good night,” I said back and I felt him kiss the top of my head.
 
   “And this is what I’ll miss,” he said softly. “Holding you every night like this.” He paused for a moment and I didn’t know what to say. “I love you, Natalie.”
 
   “I love you too,” I said quietly.  He held me tighter and I knew this is what I’d miss most too.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Three
 
    
 
   Drew didn’t use his car very often.  Truthfully, I didn’t even know he owned a car until I moved in with him.  Between cabs, the subway and walking, cars were completely unnecessary in New York City and were actually more of a nuisance.  But luckily Drew did have a car he kept parked in the underground lot beneath his building.  I’d assumed it would be a BMW or a Mercedes, a status symbol for people with too much money, but I’d been wrong.  It was a shiny black Range Rover and while I knew he must’ve paid a pretty penny for it, I didn’t find it as presumptuous.  
 
   I sat in the passenger’s seat, perfectly toasty from the freezing temperatures outside thanks to the heated leather seat, as we made our way to Connecticut.  It’d taken us a while to get out of the city in the bumper to bumper traffic, but once we cleared that, we drove smoothly down the interstate, eventually crossing into his home state. 
 
   “Should I stop so we can take a picture of you under the welcome sign?” he said with a chuckle.
 
   “If you’re mocking the fact I’ve never been to your insignificant state, I don’t think it’s funny.”
 
   “Insignificant?” he laughed.  
 
   “I’m assuming so.”
 
   “I’m sure you’ll have a different opinion by the end of the weekend,” he said, reaching across the console and taking my hand.
 
   “You told your mom I was coming, didn’t you?”
 
   “I told her I was bringing someone special. Like I said, you were the main reason they wouldn’t stop pestering me about coming.”
 
   “But you didn’t say who I was?”
 
   “I love torturing my mother. It’s killing her to find out more about my mystery woman,” he said with a playful grin.
 
   “I’ve gotta be honest, Drew.  I think I’m starting to freak out a little.”
 
   “Relax.” He kissed the back of my hand, squeezing it supportively as we continued driving. 
 
   I tried to smile, glancing over to him, his face focusing on the road.  He seemed completely relaxed and I knew he wasn’t anxious. I shouldn’t be either, but he wasn’t the one trying to impress his family.   
 
   “Are we almost there?” I asked him.
 
   “About another half hour.”
 
   “What’s the name of the town again?”
 
   “Danbury,” he answered as he switched lanes.  
 
   I pulled down the visor, double checking my make-up and hair.  I’d wanted to make a good impression, choosing a pair of nice jeans and a white sweater.  It was casual, but dressy and I hoped his family would approve.  My hair hung in loose waves down my back and I reached into my purse, taking out my lip gloss and reapplying it. 
 
   “You look beautiful, Natalie,” he said, squeezing my hand reassuringly.
 
   “I just want to make a good impression.”
 
   “And you will.”
 
   “I mean…I’ve only met them once.  I was with Ethan then and now…I’m not.  What will they think of me?”
 
   “They will love you, just as I do.”
 
   I looked in the mirror again before closing the visor and breathing in deeply.
 
   “I want them to like me.”
 
   “I know you do, but please relax.  We’re going to have a great time.”
 
   I didn’t say anything.  I looked over at him and he glanced over to me for a second and smiled before turning his attention back to the road.
 
   “Here’s our exit,” he said a few moments later and I felt my nerves kick in as we eased off the interstate.
 
   I looked around the town as we drove.  It was a decent sized city, but it seemed small at the same time with modern looking buildings and parks, but houses that looked as if they’d been around for at least a hundred years.  It was covered in snow and I imagined it must be beautiful in the fall.
 
   It wasn’t long before he was pulling into a driveway and I felt my stomach twisting in knots from anticipation.  The house wasn’t what I’d expected.  For some reason I thought Drew’s family would live somewhere more opulent.  The house before me seemed too ordinary for him.  It was a large colonial with gray siding and maroon shutters.  Nice, just different than what I’d pictured.  A walkway had been shoveled out with at least a foot of snow on either side and my eyes followed it to the oak door at the end.  I was suddenly terrified of stepping foot through it.  
 
   Drew unbuckled his seatbelt while I gathered my things.  He was at my door a second later, opening it and holding his hand out to me.  I took it and he helped me out, not letting go of my hand as he turned me to face him.  There was a playful grin on his face and he smoothed my hair back as our eyes met.
 
   “You look like you’re being led to the guillotine,” he said and I couldn’t help but smile. “It’s just my family.  You don’t need to be nervous.  Everything will be great and I assure you, they will not cut your head off.”
 
   He leaned in, kissing me sweetly on the cheek and for moment I started to relax.  He was right.  It was just his family.  He was the one whose opinion mattered, not theirs.  He loved me and that was all I needed to remember as I met the firing squad.  
 
   “Let’s get this over with then.” I sighed and he kissed me again before taking my hand and leading me up the icy walkway.  He opened the door, taking me inside as I tried to keep my nerves in check.  
 
   The house smelled clean, like the floors had just been scrubbed and a hint of Pine-Sol hung in the air.  Drew led me through the entryway and I checked out the décor as we walked.  It was homey with a primitive flair and I couldn’t deny it felt comfortable, which helped me to relax.
 
   “Mom?  Dad?” he called out.
 
   “Andrew, honey!” His mom’s face peeked out from around the corner and she looked exactly as I’d remembered when we’d met before. Her silver hair was in the same pixie cut and she was smiling the same friendly smile she’d given me the night of Thanksgiving.
 
   “Hi, Mom.” 
 
   We finished walking into the kitchen and he hugged his mother for a few seconds before pulling back and turning his attention towards me.  His mother’s eyes moved over to me and I knew she tried to hide it, but I could see the surprise on her face when she recognized me. 
 
   “You remember Natalie Vasser from Thanksgiving, don’t you?”
 
   I smiled, nervously reaching out my hand to her.  She shook it, but I thought I saw her smile dip a little.
 
   “Yes.  Yes, of course,” she said, stumbling over her words, obviously surprised at seeing me again under these circumstances. “You’re one of Andrew’s assistants.”
 
   “I was,” I corrected. “I haven’t worked at Taylor and Saben in a few months now.  It’s good to see you again, Mrs. Saben.”
 
   “Janice, please.”
 
   “Thank you, Janice.”
 
   “Well,” she said and I could tell she was trying to keep her surprise at bay, even though I could see right through it. “I’m glad you could make it.  How was the drive?”
 
   “Terrible traffic trying to get out of the city, but once we got onto 84, it wasn’t bad,” Drew said as he followed Janice into the kitchen.  Drew’s father walked in then and I could tell he was just as surprised to see me as his mother had been. “Hey, Dad.” 
 
   Drew walked over, shaking his father’s hand before his dad pulled him in, hugging him with a hearty slap on the back.
 
   “Dad, this is Natalie.  She was at Thanksgiving.”
 
   “Yes, I remember.  It’s nice to see you again, Natalie.”
 
   “It’s good to see you too, Mr. Saben.”
 
   “Call me, Kent,” he said and I smiled at him.  I knew both of Drew’s parents hadn’t been expecting me, but they were doing their best to make me feel comfortable.  
 
   We made our way into the living room.  It was spacious and just like the rest of the house, it was cozy.  I sat beside Drew on a fashionable gingham loveseat while his parents took a seat on the matching couch.  Drew leaned back, draping his arm comfortably over my shoulder.  He was obviously not the least bit apprehensive about showing affection in front of his parents and I tried to relax as I leaned into him.  
 
   “How’s work been, son?” Kent asked.
 
   “Can’t complain.”
 
   “Any big projects planned?”
 
   “Not since we finished up the Tashawa project.  I’ll have to show you some pictures of the construction later, which should be completed in the next few months. I’ve got a few small things in the works though but it’s good to have some down time,” Drew continued and I couldn’t agree more.
 
   “And what about you, Natalie?” his mother chimed in. “Now that you’re not working at Drew’s office, what are you up to?”
 
   I tried to decipher the look she gave me.  It was curious, but I couldn’t determine if it was also suspicious, as if she was trying to figure out my motive.
 
   “I’m actually a junior non-linear editor at Channel 5,” I told her and I watched as a little smile formed on her lips, the suspicion lessening. 
 
   “I’ve never heard of such a thing. What exactly does a junior non-linear editor do?” she asked. 
 
   “I help with editing stories for the newscasts mostly. Sometimes I meet with producers and guests and I’m hoping to learn a little about video editing in the future.”
 
   “Sounds exciting.”
 
   “Sometimes it is and sometimes it’s rather boring,” I said with a laugh.
 
   “Just like every job,” Janice agreed and I could feel myself relaxing. “Perhaps we can go out for coffee while you’re here and get to know each other better,” she said to me and I felt Drew’s grip on my shoulder tighten.  He must’ve felt my nerves kick in as he held my shoulder, because he gently started rubbing it to put me at ease.
 
   “I hope we can work that out,” I told her, hoping she believed me when the truth was that was the last thing I wanted.  I didn’t think we were quite at that stage yet. 
 
   “Me too.  It’s been forever since Drew brought anyone home to meet us,” she said, eyeing her son. “This is quite a treat for us.”
 
   “I think you’re being a bit dramatic, Mother,” Drew said, the sarcasm thick in his voice. 
 
   “You know it’s true, Andrew.  You hardly share anything of your personal life with us.”
 
   “Because there’s not been much to share,” he said and Janice stared curiously at her son.
 
   “And there is now?”
 
   “Can we please change the subject,” he said and I was grateful he was trying to shift gears.  I wasn’t comfortable with his mom scrutinizing our relationship so openly.
 
   “As you wish,” Janice said, but I had a feeling she and Drew would be having a private conversation later. “Can I get you something to drink, Natalie?”
 
   “No.  Thank you though.”
 
   “What about you?” she asked, looking at Drew.
 
   “I’m good, Mom.  I think Natalie and I are going to go get checked in at the hotel…”
 
   “Hotel?” she interrupted quickly. “What are you talking about?  You’re not staying at a hotel.”
 
   “It’s not a problem, Mom.  We won’t be in your way then.”
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous.  I want you to be in our way.  You hardly ever make it home.  I’d like to have you under my roof for a change.”
 
   “I don’t want to put you out.”
 
   “You’re not.  I’ve already got your old room made up and Natalie can stay in the guest room,” she began, but then looked between us hesitantly. “Unless, of course, you wanted to stay together.”
 
   “No,” I said quickly. “Separate rooms are fine.”  I didn’t know if his parents knew we were living together.  It would be less awkward to sleep in different rooms, to at least pretend we weren’t sleeping together for his parents’ sake.
 
   “We really don’t mind,” his father added. “You’re both adults.”
 
   “Natalie will be fine in the guest room and so will I in my old bedroom.”  It appeared as if Drew wanted to make our stay at his parents’ house as easy as possible and separate bedrooms would be one way to do that. “Let’s go out and get our bags.” He turned to me and I nodded, getting up from the couch and following him outside, grateful for the breather.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The rest of the evening was not as awkward as when we’d first arrived.  Janice made us dinner and we sat around eating pot roast and potatoes in the dining room.  It was so normal and as I watched Drew sitting across from me, I felt as if I was seeing a different side of him.  He seemed younger, more naïve.  Ever since I’d known him he’d embodied power to me.  He was always in control.  I’d never thought of where he’d come from.  He’d appeared in the conference room the day of my interview seeming bigger than life, an enigma in a way, and even after all we’d been through to get to where we were now, he still sometimes seemed a mystery to me.  Being around his parents in the house he grew up in brought a human aspect to him that I sometimes forgot, realizing that before he’d found his success, he was just a kid in this house like every other kid, not much different than myself.  
 
   We played a card game with his parents after dinner, something I hadn’t done in ages and I’d forgotten how much fun it could be.  His parents went to bed when the game was over and then we watched some TV, heading to bed shortly after that.  
 
   I followed him up the stairs, looking at the pictures that donned the walls.  I stopped when I saw one of him in a little sailor suit.  He couldn’t have been more than three years old and he was adorable.  His hair was a little lighter than it was now, but his eyes were just as green.
 
   “You were so cute,” I said and when I looked at him, I thought I saw him blush a little.
 
   “That outfit is ridiculous.  Every time I see it I wonder what in the hell my mom was thinking.”
 
   “I think it’s sweet.”
 
   “It must be a chick thing then, because I’m telling you right now, we will never,” he said and then quickly corrected himself before continuing, “I will never dress my son in anything like that.”  I slowly turned to look at him to see if he would acknowledge his slip of the tongue.  He didn’t.  He just kept staring at the picture and I wondered if it had meant something more or if it had been just that…a simple slip of the tongue that I was reading into.  
 
   “And these are your sisters?” I asked, turning our attention to another picture of an adolescent Drew surrounded by three girls.  
 
   “Yes.  You already know Christina,” he said pointing to the girl to his left.  I was surprised to see she was actually smiling. She looked happy and so unlike when I’d had the displeasure of meeting her at Thanksgiving.  The other two girls, a few years older than Drew looked nice though.  They all had the same black hair and there was no denying they were all pretty. “This is Ella, she’s my oldest sister and lives in Seattle and this is Kayla.  She’s a lawyer here in Danbury.  You’ll meet her tomorrow at the party.”
 
   “What about Christina?  Will she be there?” I asked, afraid to hear his answer.
 
   “I’m sure she will be,” he said and I felt my heart sink.  The last thing I wanted was to deal with her because she’d been a total bitch to me the one and only time I’d met her. “But,” he said, reaching up and turning my head so I was looking at him. “You don’t need to worry about her.”
 
   “I’m not worried about her.”
 
   “You’re lying.” He leaned in, kissing me softly on the lips before pulling back.
 
   “I’ll be fine.  She just caught me off guard at Thanksgiving.”
 
   “I know you’ll be fine, but she won’t bother you.”
 
   “Does she know about us?” 
 
   “No.  I don’t make it a habit of talking to Christina on a regular basis.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I have my reasons.”
 
   “Any you care to share?” I asked, wondering if I was pushing him too far. 
 
   “It’s in the past,” he said, but he didn’t offer up any details and I opened my mouth to ask him what the problems had been, but I could tell it was a subject he didn’t want to discuss and so I kept my mouth shut. 
 
   He took my hand, finishing the climb to the second floor and leading me to the spare room.
 
   “Here is where you’ll be staying,” he said begrudgingly, closing the door behind us.
 
   “You seem annoyed.” 
 
   “I am,” he said, placing my bag on the double bed. “I had every intention of sleeping with you tonight and I mean sleeping in more ways than one.”
 
   “Just think how good it’ll be when we finally get back to New York.”
 
   “But that’s not for two days.” He sat on the edge of the bed and then pulled me onto his lap. “I can’t wait two days.”
 
   “Well, I’m sorry, Mr. Saben, but you’ll have to since your mom insisted we stay here.”
 
   “I had a great room picked out for us too.  I don’t even get the deposit back since I canceled so late.”
 
   “Is that what you’re worried about?  I think you can spare the money,” I laughed.
 
   “No.  That’s not what I’m worried about,” he said, wrapping his arms around my waist and pulling me along with him as he fell back onto the bed so I was on top of him, my hair hanging down in his face.  He pushed it back and stared up at me. “What I’m worried about is not having you beside me tonight.” His hand reached to the back of my head, pushing me towards him until his lips were on mine, kissing me deeply before suddenly stopping. “Now get off me before I can’t stop.” His playful smile made me laugh and I climbed off of him, holding out my hand and pulling him up. 
 
   “You started that, so don’t blame me for your blue balls.”
 
   “Did you just say blue balls?” he said with a laugh and I grinned. “That is not something I ever want to hear leave your mouth again.” I laughed and he turned to the door. “I’m going to bed now before I can get myself into anymore trouble.  Bathroom’s down the hall, last door on the right.  See you in the morning.” He winked at me and then left.
 
   I stood for a moment, looking around the room.  There was nothing extraordinary about it.  A simple bed covered in a white duvet and a few oversized pillows.  I quickly changed into my pajamas.  I hadn’t thought we were staying at his parents’ house.  Had I known, I would’ve brought something other than my sweat pants and t-shirt.  There wasn’t anything I could do about it now and once I was dressed, I grabbed my toothbrush and made my way into the dark hallway.  I found the bathroom and after brushing my teeth, I turned back to the hallway, noticing a light coming from beneath a door.  I assumed it was Drew’s room and I went over to it, knocking lightly.
 
   “Come in.”
 
   I opened the door, just in time to see him slide on his undershirt.
 
   “So,” I said, walking in. “This is your old room.”
 
   “Indeed.  Welcome to my lair.”
 
   “Your lair?”
 
   “Oh yeah.  I used to sneak girls in here all the time.”
 
   “Liar,” I said, but when he looked over to me with a raised eyebrow and cocky grin, I had a feeling he was telling the truth.
 
   “Believe what you will, Natalie.”
 
   “And I actually believe you, Drew, even though I don’t like the thought of you as a womanizing teenager.”
 
   “I wouldn’t say I was a womanizer.”
 
   “I knew guys like you in high school,” I said, folding my arms and glaring playfully at him. 
 
   “Guys like me?”
 
   “Too good looking for your own good.  The kind of guy who could get any girl to do anything he wants and then doesn’t ever call her again.”
 
   “You sound like you’re talking from experience.”
 
   “No, not personally, but I know your type.”
 
   “Well, you love me, so that type must be something you like.”
 
   I walked over to him, sliding my arms around his waist, looking up at him as he stared down at me, his typical smug grin on his face. 
 
   “You seem reformed though.”
 
   “All for you, Natalie,” he said, brushing his lips against mine before whispering. “All for you.”
 
   “I love you.” I heard the wavering in my voice. Sometimes when I was in his arms, he still didn’t seem real.  Why he loved me, I still didn’t understand.
 
   “And I love you. Now, please get outta here,” he whispered, taking me by the elbow and opening the door. “And I don’t want to see you till morning because if I see you before then, I will not be able to behave myself.” He cupped my ass hard with his hand and the way he bit his lip when he looked at me told me he meant what he said.
 
   “Good night, Drew.”
 
   “Good night, Natalie.”
 
   He kissed me again and then shut the door.  I couldn’t help but smile as I made my way back down the hall.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Four
 
    
 
   I don’t know why I was so nervous the next evening.  Maybe it was because I felt I was being debuted in a way.  Drew and I had our private life back in New York, but now I was being introduced to his family and their friends and that meant we were official.  I was afraid of what people would think of me.  If I was being truthful, the fear stemmed mostly from the thought of seeing Christina again.  I shouldn’t be worried about her.  Drew had assured me of that, but it didn’t really help.  I hated confrontation and I wanted his family to like me.  The few minutes I’d spent with her at Thanksgiving had proven she hated me already and that was only when she’d suspected me of being a gold-digger. I feared her reaction when she learned her brother and I were together.  
 
   I finished straightening the black dress I’d chosen and added one last bobby pin to the loose bun I’d put my hair in before making my way downstairs.  I found Drew in the kitchen, grabbing a drink.  It was an amber colored liquid with a few ice cubes and I wondered if he was nervous too if he’d already started drinking.
 
   “Hey,” he said when he saw me, taking a quick drink and setting the glass on the counter before walking over to me. “You look anxious.”
 
   “I could say the same for you.”  I gestured to the drink and he grinned.
 
   “I always need a drink before family gatherings.”
 
   “I guess I should have one too then,” I said, walking over to the counter, grabbing his glass and taking a long swig.  It burned going down my throat and I shook my head as it shot immediately to my head. “That’s awful,” I gagged.
 
   “But it’s strong and that’s the point.”
 
   “Is it gonna be that bad?”
 
   “No,” he said, taking my hand and leading me into the privacy of the hallway. “It will be perfectly fine.” He smiled at me and then his eyes traveled the length of my body. “You look stunning.  I can’t wait to show you off.” His fingertips slowly started grazing my neck, a trail of goose bumps following and he smiled that same grin that always betrayed his thoughts. “I love your hair like this.  You have the sexiest neck.”
 
   “I didn’t think necks could be sexy.” I laughed, but my laughter quickly subsided when his finger ran slowly up the base of my throat, over my chin, landing on my lips.
 
   “Necks are incredibly sexy and I’ve never seen one as enticing as yours.”
 
   His lips were on mine then, moving slowly as he backed me into the wall.  
 
   “Drew,” I whispered, trying to push him away. “You have to stop.  Your parents could see us.”
 
   “Who cares?” he grunted softly as he moved his kisses from my neck to my earlobe, the sound of his breath swirling like a hurricane and when I felt his hand on my thigh, inching under my skirt, I thought for sure I was going to lose all control of myself just as we heard heavy footsteps coming down the stairs.  I pushed Drew away and he smiled at me with that same confidence he always had.  Nothing ever seemed to faze him, not even the prospect of his parents catching us making out like a couple of high school kids. “You’re such a bore,” he grinned.
 
   I smirked at him before kissing him quickly, taking his hand and leading him back into the kitchen.  His parents were there, gathering their things to head out.  
 
   “You look beautiful, Mom.” Drew walked over, hugging her and giving her a kiss on the cheek.
 
   “Thank you, Andrew,” she said and then looked over to me. “You look lovely, Natalie.  Your hair looks so elegant up like that.  It makes your neck look so long.”
 
   “Thank you,” I said, hoping I wasn’t blushing as I thought back to Drew’s lips on my neck only minutes before.
 
   “We’d better get going.  You can’t be late for your own party,” Drew’s father said.
 
   “That would be rather tacky, wouldn’t it?” She grinned at both of us and gathered her purse. “We’ll meet you at the church.”
 
   “We’re right behind you,” Drew said and then his parents were gone.  
 
   He turned to me, the wanting smile from earlier reappearing and as he crossed the room, I knew what was on his mind.  He always had a way of looking at me, like there was fire in his eyes and that fire wanted me.  He was inches away a second later and all I could focus on was him the and the way he hovered over me, making me feel so small. His hand slid around my waist then, pulling me to him forcefully so I was pressed firmly against him. 
 
   “I wasn’t done with you.” The way his voice sounded, so deep and throaty, told me he had business to finish.  I expected him to smash his mouth against mine, the way he did when he had that look in his eyes, but he didn’t.  He leaned into me, but instead of his lips crushing against mine as I expected, he brushed them gently, lingering there for a few moments, our soft breath flowing between us, and he pulled back slowly. “And if we weren’t expected at that party, I’d take you right now.  I’ll get to that later though.”
 
   The way his eyes pierced mine, I knew it was a promise he intended to keep and I simply nodded.  We gathered our things and he took my hand, leading me outside as I prayed he’d follow through on his threat.  
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Drew held my hand as we entered the banquet hall of the church.  There was already a sizeable crowd and I glanced over to him.
 
   “Your mom’s a popular lady,” I said and he nodded.
 
   “Yes, she is.”
 
   “I probably won’t have this many people at my funeral,” I said and Drew chuckled.  
 
   “C’mon.  My sister Kayla is over there.  I want you to meet her.”  
 
   He was staring off across the room to an attractive woman with black hair similar to his in a pretty blue dress. She was waving to him and we walked over to meet her.  The woman enveloped Drew in a bear hug even though he dwarfed her.
 
   “It’s been too long, Andrew,” I heard her say to him as they hugged.
 
   “It has,” he agreed.
 
   “You need to come home more.”
 
   “You need to make it into the city more,” he countered and when they pulled back, Kayla was looking at me, but not in the suspicious, openly hostile way Christina had looked at me at Thanksgiving.  Kayla looked curious, but when she smiled at me, I felt at ease.  There was nothing but kindness in her eyes as our gazes met. 
 
   “You must be Natalie,” she said and I nodded.
 
   “It’s nice to meet you, Kayla,” I said and then she leaned in, welcoming me with a hug.
 
   “Likewise,” she said, pulling back and then glancing at Drew and then back to me. “My brother’s been keeping you such a secret, it’s nice to finally meet you.”
 
   “I’ve not been keeping her a secret,” he said and Kayla playfully slapped him on the arm.
 
   “Of course you have.  It’s best you’ve kept her away from us as long as you have.  You didn’t want to scare her off.” There was sarcasm in his sister’s voice, but I wondered if she had any idea how truthful her words actually were. 
 
   “Is Christina here yet?” Drew asked, looking around, but I noticed Kayla shrugged her shoulders. 
 
   “I haven’t seen her,” she said, and then turned her eyes to me. “Have you had anything to eat yet, Natalie?” 
 
   “No.  We just got here.”
 
   “Well, come with me then.  It looks like my dad went all out on the catering.  There are these little shrimp numbers you’ve gotta try before they’re all gone.” 
 
   Before I knew what she was doing, she’d linked her arm with mine and was leading me away.  I glanced quickly back at Drew, but he just smiled, obviously pleased his sister was being so nice to me. I was relieved too and decided to follow Kayla’s lead.  
 
   We were at the buffet table a few moments later.  Kayla handed me a plate and I started filling it with the various appetizers.
 
   “So,” she began as we moved around the table. “How’d you meet my brother?” Her tone wasn’t accusatory.  It seemed curious.
 
   “Work,” I said, deciding to keep my answer brief and concise.  She didn’t need to know any of the sordid details.  
 
   “How long have you been seeing each other?”
 
   “A few months.”
 
   “He must really like you,” she said and I glanced over to her. “My brother,” she said pausing for a moment to laugh a little. “He keeps a tight lid on his personal life.  I can’t remember the last time I’ve met one of his girlfriends.  To be honest, I was starting to think he might be gay.” She laughed again and I couldn’t help but joining her. 
 
   “I can assure you, Drew is not gay.” I gave her a knowing grin, wondering if maybe I was overstepping, but Kayla just laughed, harder this time, and I knew she was fine with my insinuation.
 
   “My mom will be happy to know that.  She’s bursting for one of us to finally give her grandkids,” she said and her comment caused me to stumble.  
 
   “Drew and I…we’ve only been together a little while…I’m only twenty-three,” I stammered and Kayla rested her hand on my arm. 
 
   “I know that.  I didn’t mean to freak you out.  I think having you here will give her a little hope though…that he’s not shutting us out anymore.”
 
   We continued to work our way around the table in silence, and as we were finishing, I decided I needed to be up front with his sister.  I didn’t want her to think about me the way Christina did and the best way to do that was to be honest with her.
 
   “Kayla,” I said and she stopped what she was doing and looked at me. “I want you to know I care about your brother.”
 
   “I can tell you do.”
 
   “I just want to be clear that I care about him for who he is, not what he can give me.”
 
    “I don’t think you’re a gold digger if that’s what you’re afraid of.” She was looking at me with kind eyes and then she smiled a supportive grin and I smiled back. 
 
   “I don’t want there to be any misunderstandings or any worry in that department.”
 
   “I have no worries.  I just met you, Natalie,” she said, resting her hand on my arm. “But, I know my brother.  He looks happy and I can see you’re the reason for that and Drew deserves to be happy.  You have my full support if that’s what you’re asking for.”
 
   “Thank you, Kayla,” I said softly. “That means a lot.”
 
   She patted my arm, smiling again and the nerves from earlier were gone.  I’d only just met Kayla, but I liked her already.  I knew I didn’t need it, but her words and acceptance offered me the validation I’d been looking for and as we walked to find Drew, I did so with a confidence that had not been there since we stepped foot in Connecticut.
 
   I felt that confidence waver though when I spotted Drew and the woman talking to him.  Her black hair was a dead giveaway.  Christina was here and she’d found her brother.  Drew must’ve noticed us because he looked up and made eye contact with me as we got closer.  Christina turned around to see what he was looking at and then her green eyes pierced into mine.  A smile curled up on her face, but it was cold and I knew her opinion of me hadn’t changed since our first encounter at Thanksgiving.  
 
   I looked back to Drew and I knew he could sense my nerves. 
 
   “Have you tried the food yet, Chris?  It’s delicious,” Kayla said when we’d approached them. I hesitated beside Drew until I felt his arm slide around my waist as he pulled me to his side.
 
   “Not yet,” Christina answered as she turned her attention to me.  The smile was still on her face, but it was a cold smile and if she thought I was buying her act, she was crazy. “I just got here.  I had to come over and say hi to our brother since he’s never around.” She shot Drew a playful glare and he returned it with a forced smile.
 
   “Hi, Christina,” I said, my talk with Kayla earlier giving me the courage to take the lead and be the bigger person. I was a grown woman and I wasn’t going to let Drew’s little sister intimidate me. “It’s nice to see you again.” 
 
   “Likewise, Natalie,” she said, her face softening in an obvious attempt to hide her contempt, but I could still see the venom in her eyes as she looked at me. “Now, I’m going to go check out that food Kayla seems so excited about.”
 
   She turned and left, Kayla following as uncomfortable silence settled in. We all knew it was from Christina’s coldness towards me although I doubted Drew would acknowledge it. Before anyone could say anything, the lights went out and a glow of candles lit up the room.  Drew’s father was walking in holding a cake and leading the crowd in Happy Birthday.  Drew took my hand and led me towards where his mother stood.  Kayla and Christina were there too, and Drew took his place by his sisters.  I felt a little uncomfortable standing beside him, amongst his family, but he wouldn’t let go of my hand.  When the song was over, his mom blew out the candles and everyone clapped.  Drew finally let go of my hand, but only to hug his mom.  I stood back and watched him.  It was interesting seeing this side of him, a side I hadn’t seen before.  I could tell he loved his family, but he seemed apprehensive as well.  I wondered why he never shared his personal life with them, but what made me even more curious was why he’d chosen to tell them about me.
 
   “Would you like a piece?” His voice tore through my thoughts and I turned to see him holding out a piece of cake for me. 
 
   “Thank you,” I said, taking the plate.
 
   “It’s not chocolate.  I hope that’s okay with you.” 
 
   “I think I’ll survive.  Cake is cake.  I’ve never met a kind I don’t like.” 
 
   I dipped my finger in the frosting and I wasn’t sure if I did it intentionally or not, but I licked it off, pulling my finger slowly out.  He was staring at my mouth and I grinned up at him, raising a playful eyebrow. 
 
   “Don’t do that again.” His voice was low and serious and he didn’t smile.
 
   “Why not?” I locked my eyes on his, dipping my finger in the frosting again and pulling it out of my mouth even slower this time.
 
   “You know why.” His voice was low, but then he was leaning into me, stopping just inches from my lips and then I felt his tongue on the side of my mouth, licking slowly at the corner.  I felt my breathing start to quicken as his mouth lingered on mine. “You had a little frosting right there I had to take care of.  It’s pretty good actually,” he said softly and then he pulled away leaving me breathless. “Now,” he said, touching the tip of my nose with his finger. “I’m going to go help my dad pass out cake.”
 
   I couldn’t say anything as he grinned at me and then was gone.  My thoughts were still occupied with his tongue on my mouth and I wished we weren’t at the party, but instead back in New York at the apartment. 
 
   “How’s everything going, Natalie?” 
 
   My head jerked around at the voice and I was startled to find Christina beside me.  She still had the cake in hand that Drew had just given her.  She took a bite and smirked at me as she pulled the fork out of her mouth.
 
   “I’m fine, thank you,” I answered, taking a bite of my cake.  
 
   “And how’s Ethan? That was his name, wasn’t it?”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “I’m not making you uncomfortable, am I?”
 
   “To be honest, you are.”
 
   “Not my intention, truthfully.”
 
   “What is your intention, Christina?” I turned abruptly, staring at her with surprising confidence.
 
   “Believe it or not, Natalie, I just want to help you.”
 
   “Help me?  Forgive my frankness, but you’ve been anything but helpful since I met you.”  
 
   “You don’t know my brother the way I do.”
 
   “I happen to know your brother very well actually.”
 
   “You know what he wants you to know.”
 
   “What are you getting at?”
 
   “You’re not in his league, Natalie.  Not even close.  He’s only looking out for himself. You should get out before you end up hurt.”
 
   I took in a deep breath as my mind tried to formulate what I would say to her.  I couldn’t blow up.  I couldn’t be catty.  That would just prove her point…that I wasn’t in his league.  Drew was always in control.  Even when he was angry, he never lost control.
 
   “I just want you to know one thing, Christina,” I said, making sure my voice was calm. 
 
   “What’s that?” 
 
   “That I love your brother and he loves me.  He’s shown me over and over how he feels about me…”
 
   “Like when you were fucking in the bathroom on Thanksgiving?” she interrupted and I felt my jaw fall, a sick feeling brewing in my stomach. “Yeah…you thought you two were being discreet…you weren’t.  Try and have a little class.  This is exactly what I’m talking about.  You give it up like that, in a bathroom no less.  That just goes to prove my point.  He’ll crush you if you let him.”
 
   “You…you don’t know anything about me or him,” I stuttered, trying my best to hold it together, to not let the tears form so she couldn’t see how her words had gutted me.  
 
   “I know all I need to.  Enjoy the rest of the evening.”
 
   With that, she was gone and I couldn’t get Christina’s words out of my mind.  
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Five
 
    
 
   “You’ve been so quiet, Natalie,” Drew said as we drove back to his parents’ house.  He took my hand across the console and I thought back to the rest of the evening.  I’d stood by his side while his mom opened her gifts and I wasn’t surprised when I learned he’d given her a trip to Bermuda.  It was a very Drew thing to do and he seemed so happy when he saw her face.  I hadn’t been able to shake my conversation with Christina though and I hadn’t said much as Drew went around mingling with the guests.  I was grateful when we finally left and I didn’t want him to know I was bothered by what happened.  
 
   “I’m just tired,” I said, giving him a little smile as he turned his eyes briefly from the road to look at me.
 
   “Is that it?  Nothing more?” 
 
   “That’s it.” I smiled again, squeezing his hand so he wouldn’t keep asking me about it.
 
   We pulled into the driveway followed shortly by his parents and Kayla, who decided to come back to the house for a while to spend time with Drew before we left in the morning.  I was grateful Christina hadn’t followed suit.  
 
   We grabbed the gifts and leftover food and made our way inside.  His mom was still grinning and it was obvious she’d had a great time.
 
   “Thank you for that lovely evening,” Janice said, leaning over and hugging Kayla and then Drew. “I’m so glad you all could be here with me and Andrew,” she said, looking up at him, “that present was completely unnecessary.”
 
   “I wanted to do something nice for you.”
 
   “It was very nice and your father and I will have a great time. Thank you.” She kissed him on the cheek and he hugged her again.
 
   We put things away and I glanced at the clock.  It was nine-thirty and I was tired as I’d told Drew, but if I was being honest with myself, I really just wanted to be alone for a little while.
 
   “How about a game of poker?” his mom asked when we’d finished.
 
   “Sounds good,” Drew said as his sister nodded in agreement.
 
   “Perfect way to end the night.  I’ll get the chips and cards,” Janice said, walking over to a cupboard in the kitchen and pulling them out.  
 
   “We used to play poker all the time,” Kayla said, turning to me. “Drew’s actually very good.”
 
   “I didn’t know that,” I said and I couldn’t help but think about when Christina implied I didn’t know Drew. 
 
   “I’ll have show you my skills sometime,” he said, walking over and putting his arm around  me.
 
   “He kicks our butts whenever we play,” his dad added.  
 
   “And I intend to do it again tonight,” Drew laughed. “You up for it, Natalie?” 
 
   “Actually,” I said, hoping he didn’t hear the hesitation in my voice. “I want you guys to have some time together.  I think I’ll head to bed.”
 
   “Are you sure, Natalie?” Janice asked, turning to me and I was surprised to see she looked disappointed. 
 
   “I’m tired and I really want to give you some family time.”
 
   “That’s very sweet, but it’s not necessary,” Janice assured me.
 
   “I know, but I’ll just do a little reading and get some sleep.  You guys have fun.” I saw Drew was looking at me curiously, but he didn’t say anything. “Thank you for allowing me to be a part of the celebration today.”
 
   “We’re so glad you could come,” Janice said, hugging me. “Get some rest and we’ll see you in the morning.”
 
   “I will.  Good night,” I said to everyone, turning to head upstairs.  
 
   I wasn’t surprised to hear Drew behind me and when we got to the second floor, he took my hand, pulling me into the bedroom, closing the door behind us.
 
   “Natalie,” he said the moment we were alone. “What’s wrong? You’re not acting like yourself. You haven’t been.”
 
   “I told you that I’m tired,” I said, reaching up and resting my palm against his cheek for a moment before turning to my bag to get my pajamas.  I felt him behind me, his hand sliding around my waist. “And you don’t get to see your family very often.  I want you to have time with them before we go back tomorrow.”
 
   He spun me around slowly, brushing a piece of hair behind my ear.
 
   “I want them to spend time with you too.  That’s why I brought you here…so my family could get to know you.”
 
   “I know that and you have no idea what that means to me…that you want them to know me, but I also know that sometimes it’s just nice to have time with your family.”
 
   He didn’t say anything for a moment, but then he looked at me and sighed.
 
   “I can see there’s no talking you out of this, so I’ll stop trying.” He smiled at me, taking my face in his hands and kissing me gently. “If you change your mind, we’ll be downstairs.”
 
   “I know.  Go have fun,” I told him.
 
   “I’ll see you in the morning,” he said and then kissed me once more. 
 
   He was gone a moment later and I changed into my pajamas before going across the hall to brush my teeth.  When I was finished and I walked across the hall to the bedroom, I could hear Drew and his family downstairs.  It sounded like they were already having a good time and despite his protests, I was glad to give them the chance to be together. I shut the door behind me and crawled into bed, trying not to notice the emptiness beside me.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   A touch on my shoulder woke me up.  When I opened my eyes, it took me a moment to focus in the darkness and fingertips began stroking across my skin.  I laid there for a moment, not moving because his touch felt so good, but when I turned around, there was just enough light that I could see him looking at me, his brow creased the way it did when he was concerned.
 
   “I’m sorry to wake you.” His voice was low, so quiet I almost couldn’t hear him. “Why didn’t you tell me Christina talked to you?” I turned to him and he moved his fingertips from my shoulders to my cheek, brushing lightly over my skin as his eyes searched my face.
 
   I didn’t know what to say to him.  I hadn’t wanted to address this.  I hadn’t wanted to seem petty, but I couldn’t avoid his question.  
 
   “There was no need to.”
 
   “Yes, there was, especially since that’s why you’ve been so somber.”
 
   “I’m fine, Drew.”
 
   “Don’t lie to me, Natalie.”  His voice was low and stern and I knew he was in no mood for me to try and downplay the conversation.
 
   “I didn’t say anything because I didn’t want to make a big deal out of it.  How’d you even know?”
 
   “Kayla saw the two of you talking and when she told me, I knew that’s why you’ve been so distant tonight.  I don’t know what she said to you, Natalie, but I know my sister and I hope whatever she said didn’t trouble you too much.” 
 
   I paused again for a moment, wondering what I should say to him.  I didn’t want him to know what  Christina had said to me, mostly because it scared me to even think that maybe I didn’t know Drew as well as I thought I did.
 
   “You’re her brother,” I decided on, keeping my voice soft. “She only wants to look out for you.  She doesn’t trust me and there’s really nothing I can do about that.” 
 
   “What else did she say to you, Natalie?” 
 
   “It doesn’t matter what she said,” I told him, and I watched as his eyes darted around my face and he sighed, wrapping his arms around me and pulling me to him. 
 
   “It does matter to me because I can’t fix whatever it is she broke unless you tell me.”
 
   I didn’t want to tell him because I didn’t want to give any credence to what she’d said to me.  I didn’t want him to think I was bothered by what she’d said. I didn’t want to give her the satisfaction of knowing she’d accomplished her goal of coming between us.  
 
   “Let’s just say she doesn’t see a future for us.”
 
   Drew sighed again, his chest heaving deeply and then he pulled away.
 
   “Please don’t listen to Christina. I’m sorry for how she’s treated you, but please don’t listen to her,” he said, grazing his fingertips over my cheek. “All I know is that I see a future for us, Natalie.” He paused, smiling at me as he gently brushed his lips against mine. “I’m sure you heard my slip of the tongue earlier…about our children.” He grinned shyly at me and I smiled back. 
 
   “I did.”
 
   “I think about that a lot…about our future…about having children with you.”
 
   “Why haven’t you ever told me that?” 
 
   “I didn’t want to scare you,” he chuckled lightly. “You’re only twenty-three.  You probably don’t think about that, but I do…and I think about that with you.”
 
   I didn’t quite know what to say.  I loved Drew.  Our relationship had been fun and passionate and exciting.  He encompassed all of those things.  I didn’t think about him ever settling down and I hadn’t given it much thought either. My life was just beginning, but as I looked at him now, the way he smiled at me and the way he touched me, I could see doing this forever with him.  
 
   “Drew…I don’t…” I began, but then I felt his finger on my lips, silencing me.
 
   “You don’t need to say anything, but I wanted to tell you because I want you to forget about everything Christina said.  I love you, Natalie.  I hope you know that because when I think about my future, I don’t see it without you and all I can say about my sister is that I’m sorry.”
 
   He leaned in, his lips brushing over mine before pulling me to him so my head was resting on his chest. 
 
   “Stay with me tonight,” I whispered.
 
   “I’m not going anywhere,” he replied as he pulled me closer, kissing the top of my head and I knew no matter what Christina’s motives were tonight, Drew loved me.  There was no doubt in my mind about that.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Six
 
    
 
   Drew snuck out shortly before dawn and I woke up a few hours later.  He wanted to get an early start back to New York.  I was anxious to get back too.  The weekend had been an interesting one, but I was ready to get back to our bubble in the city.
 
   After taking a shower and getting dressed, I went downstairs where Drew and his father were standing by the counter, looking as if they were about to start making breakfast.  I stopped on the bottom step and smiled for a moment, watching him.  He must’ve heard me because he turned around, grinning when he saw me.
 
   “We’re about to make waffles?  You want one?” he asked.
 
   “Actually,” a voice interrupted and I turned to see Kayla walking in, followed by Janice. “I was hoping I could steal Natalie away and take her to breakfast.”
 
   She walked up beside me, putting a friendly arm around my shoulder.  Drew’s eyebrow rose curiously as he looked at his sister.
 
   “Am I invited?”
 
   “Actually, you’re not.  I thought Mom and Dad would like to have you to themselves for a bit while I get to know Natalie a little better.”
 
   “Well, that’s up to Natalie.” He turned his gaze to me and I couldn’t help but feel a little anxious.  Kayla had been nothing but sweet since I’d met her, but why she wanted to take me and only me to breakfast piqued my interest, but I had to agree.  I couldn’t offend her.  
 
   “What do you say, Natalie?  Care to join me?” Kayla’s hand left my shoulder and she smiled over to me.
 
   “I’d like that.”
 
   “Don’t be too long though.  We want to get back at a decent hour.”
 
   “Of course, my dear brother.  I won’t keep your darling Natalie away from you for too long and then you can escape back to New York until another family obligation drags you back home.”
 
   “Your sarcasm is noted.  Now, go and have fun.” Drew walked over, kissing me on the cheek before Kayla led me outside.
 
   It was cold out, but we didn’t have to go far.  It was only a few minutes before Kayla was pulling her sporty Mercedes into the parking lot of a little café.
 
   “I hope you don’t mind that we skipped out on breakfast, but I’ve had my dad’s waffles and they’re actually pretty terrible,” Kayla laughed as we settled into a booth.
 
   “No, it’s fine.  I’m glad Drew can spend time with your parents.”
 
   “And we can have some time before you guys disappear into the city again.” 
 
   The way she smiled at me was warm and sincere.  The difference between her and Christina was startling. I didn’t have the chance to say anything before the waitress appeared.  Kayla ordered a coffee, while I settled for a cup of hot tea with lemon.
 
   “You’re not a coffee drinker?” she asked as we browsed through the menu.
 
   “I’ve tried.  I never could force myself to like it.”
 
   “You’re smart.  You never have to worry about coffee breath,” she said and I had to laugh.  Kayla was so laid back, it was easy to relax around her.  She was nothing like I’d imagined her to be and it was a pleasant surprise.
 
   It was quiet then as we continued browsing the menus.  When the waitress returned with our coffee and tea, I ordered a ham and cheese omelet and Kayla settled on the French toast.  I stirred some honey into my tea and then took a sip as I eyed Drew’s sister across from me.  Even though she was easy to be around, I was still nervous, especially since she swooped in and pulled me away to breakfast so unexpectedly. She poured some creamer into her coffee and after a sip of it, she set her cup down and smiled over to me. 
 
   “You’re probably wondering why I dragged you away this morning.”
 
   “I have to admit I am curious.”
 
   “I had a long talk with my brother last night.  Long after you’d gone to bed and after he’d kicked all of our asses in poker.”
 
   “I’m glad you and Drew had some time to catch up.”
 
   “Natalie,” she said, taking another drink and then setting it down. “I can’t recall a time I’ve seen my brother so happy and I know that happiness comes from you.”  I felt a smile, both timid and proud, creeping up on my face. “He pretty much thinks the sun and moon revolve around you.”
 
   I laughed out loud at this point, and while she was still smiling, there was a seriousness about her expression. 
 
   “I don’t think I’d go that far,” I said, taking another sip of tea. 
 
   “I’ve seen the way Drew has struggled over the years,” she said and the smile faded.  I watched as her eyes drifted over my shoulder, as if she was lost in a memory for a moment before looking over to me again. “He probably hasn’t shown that side of himself to you and I wouldn’t expect him to.  He doesn’t like to seem fallible.  Drew has worked to create this hard exterior. He does a good job of only showing people what he wants to show them.  It’s how he copes.  Hell, it’s how he’s gotten to where he is today.  He’s so guarded.  I don’t know why really, but he is.  He’s letting down his barriers with you though and I wanted to have a moment alone to tell you I appreciate that.  I only want my brother to be happy.”
 
   Our eyes locked and I was surprised by the love I felt for this women I’d only met a day before.  I was struggling to recall a time I’d ever felt so comfortable with a practical stranger.  
 
   “Thank you, Kayla.”
 
   “I also want to apologize for Christina,” she continued and I tried to fight the scowl attempting to form on my face at the mention of her name. “I don’t know what was said exactly, but I know whatever it was, you need to let it go.  In one ear and out the other.” There was a snicker on her face and she looked away again briefly, before returning her gaze to me. “I love my sister, I do, but…” Kayla stopped for a moment as if she was pondering how to proceed. “I don’t know what Drew has told you about her.”
 
   “He’s only said she’s had some problems. He doesn’t seem to want to talk about it though.”
 
   “That’s typical Drew. Focus on the future. Forget about the past,” she sighed and I thought I heard frustration in her voice. “She fell apart in high school. I don’t know why. I was away at college, but my mom said she fell in with the wrong kids. Either staying out all hours or locking herself in her room…being totally over dramatic, not unlike the way she is now. It’s amazing she actually graduated and then she started drinking during college. She was a mess. She even ended up in rehab,” she sighed, shaking her head and rolling her eyes. “When she met Greg and they got married, I thought that was the end of it. She finally seemed okay, but then they got divorced and now she’s so unhappy with her own life that she doesn’t want anyone else to be happy. She takes her issues out on the wrong people and I’m sorry you were a target last night.” 
 
    The waitress appeared then, setting our food in front of us and I started picking at it, thinking what I should say to her.  For whatever reason, she felt the need to pull me aside and make me feel welcome, while her sister had done her best to show me how much she detested me.
 
   “I appreciate everything you’re telling me.  Both times I’ve spoken with Christina,” I said, pausing for a moment. “They’ve made me question everything about Drew and me.  I don’t want to let it bother me, but if I’m being honest, it’s hard not to.”
 
   “I know, but don’t take it personally though.  I promise…it’s not just you,” she said, pausing for a moment and then giving me a nervous smile. “You’re good for him.  He loves you.  Just love him back.”
 
   She didn’t need to tell me to love him, I already did and I couldn’t imagine anything that would make me stop.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   When Drew opened the apartment door and we stepped inside, I didn’t realize how much I’d missed our home.  We’d only been in Connecticut a couple of days, but I’d missed our sanctuary and I was glad to be back.
 
   “Home sweet home,” Drew sighed, tossing his duffle bag on the couch before taking my bag from me, throwing it next to his and then turning swiftly, grabbing me by the waist and pulling me to him.  His mouth was on mine a moment later and then I was against the wall, his lips moving from my mouth to my neck as his hands made their way under my shirt.  They were warm against my skin and I closed my eyes as he moved over my body, loving the freedom we’d lacked while at his parents’ house.  
 
   “I’ve missed touching you like this whenever I wanted,” he moaned. “We’re never leaving the city again.  We’re never leaving this apartment again.”
 
   I started laughing as his lips continued to possess me and then he pulled back abruptly, eyeing me hungrily.
 
   “You think this is funny?” A taunting smirk spread over his face and then his eyebrow cocked. “You think I’m kidding, Miss Vasser?”
 
   “You plan to keep me here against my will?” 
 
   “I guess you’ll have to wait and see.”
 
   He scooped me up suddenly, one hand under my arm and the other under my knees and we were then moving swiftly across the apartment until we were in the bedroom. I was sprawled on the bed as he stood above me, quickly undoing his belt, his pants dropping to the floor before he reached for my jeans, extracting me from them expertly.  Both of us were too eager for foreplay.  There was a time for that.  Now was not that time.  
 
   His weight was nearly crushing as he climbed on top of me and I was lost in him instantly.  I loved how he could take me out of my body to places I didn’t know existed and when I opened my eyes, I could tell he was just as lost as I was.  It didn’t take long before we’d both reached that place we’d been searching for and he collapsed onto me.  For some reason, I found it incredibly arousing that we both still had our shirts on.  He obviously didn’t because he reached up, pulling his off and then doing the same to mine.
 
   “I want to feel you,” he whispered as he pulled the covers back, encouraging me to climb in.  I rested my head on his chest and he tickled my arms with his fingertips as our breathing started to calm as he kissed the top of my head, breathing in deeply. “You always smell so damn good.  It drives me crazy, Natalie.”
 
   “That’s my goal, Drew.”
 
   “Mission accomplished then, baby,” he said and I laughed. It was quiet again as I focused on the beating of his heart and I was glad he’d finally been able to follow through on his threat the night of his mother’s birthday party when we’d been making out in the hallway like a couple of horny teenagers. 
 
   “What are your final thoughts on Connecticut?” he asked as we laid there.
 
   “I liked getting to know your family.”
 
   “I’m glad they didn’t scare you away.”
 
   He chuckled and I laughed too.
 
   “Kayla saved you.”
 
   “Oh yeah?”
 
   “I like her.”
 
   “Breakfast went well then?”
 
   “Yes, it did,” I said and then propped myself up, turning so I was facing him.  I stroked the smooth skin of his chest.  I could tell he liked the way I touched him by the way his muscles twitched beneath my fingers. “Kayla’s sweet.  She loves you, Drew.” I paused, drawing my gaze from his chest to his green eyes. “I love you, Drew.” I felt my face soften as I looked at his.  He had the most beautiful face I’d ever seen.  Strong.  Powerful.  Perfect.  And yet, as I looked at him now, thinking back to what Kayla had said, I saw vulnerability in his eyes.  He had perfected the ability to mask it, to seem untouchable, but as I’d grown closer to him, truly gotten to know Andrew Saben, I could see it was there.
 
   “What is it, babe?” He reached up, pushing a piece of my auburn hair behind my ear. “You look troubled.”
 
   “Not troubled.”
 
   “Why are you looking at me like that then?” 
 
   “I guess I’m still trying to figure you out.”
 
   “I’m not a complicated man, Natalie.  I thought you knew that by now.” His face curled into a lighthearted smile, but I didn’t return it.
 
   “You’re actually the most complicated man I’ve ever met.”
 
   “I am?” he asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
   “You are.”
 
   “Go on then, Miss Vasser,” he said, tracing his fingers over the tops of my breasts. “I’d love to hear this theory.”
 
   “You’re strong.” 
 
   “I am,” he grinned, his fingers crawling up my neck and then pulling me to him for a quick kiss.
 
   “You can be ruthless when you want to be.”
 
   “Only with you,” he grinned, pulling me to him and slapping me teasingly on the ass. I couldn’t help but laugh and he held me tightly until I finally pulled away, glaring playfully at him.
 
   “I’m attempting to have a serious conversation with you, Drew.”
 
   “Sorry.” He moved back and folded his hands behind his head, a sexy grin on his face. “Proceed.”
 
   I tried not to stare at him, but the way he was looking at me and the exposed view of his flawless chest made that nearly impossible.  All I could think about was throwing myself at him and having him take me again.  I resisted though and inched further away from him.  I foolishly thought more space between us would make me want him less.  It didn’t, but I closed my eyes for a moment, trying to compose myself and when I opened them again, I started talking. 
 
   “Kayla alluded to something,” I began. I’d gotten his attention, but I was surprised by the concern on his face.
 
   “What allusion did she create?”
 
   “That perhaps you’re not as strong as you appear.  That you have struggles you haven’t shared with me.” My voice was quiet and I was hesitant when I saw the sudden change of his expression.  His brow furrowed and he crossed his arms guardedly across his chest.  
 
   “That’s one downside to growing up with three sisters.  They like to read into things that aren’t there and they never forget the past.”
 
   I inched next to him, closing the gap I’d just created, reaching for him, undoing the knot he’d made with his arms.  I linked my fingers with his and stroked the back with my thumb. 
 
   “I hope you know you can talk to me.  I want you to talk to me…if something’s ever too much…if you need someone to listen…if there are things I need to know.  You don’t always have to be the strong one, Drew.”
 
   His brow continued to furrow for a moment, but then it softened.
 
   “Having you is all the strength I need and all you need to know,” he said, his voice a longing growl as he pulled me to him so my chest smashed against his and our lips were nearly touching, “is that I love you and I’d do anything to make you happy.”
 
   I couldn’t respond before his lips were on mine again, biting and tugging with surprising force that I had trouble keeping up with.  He suddenly sat up, bringing me with him, our lips never parting, until he was pushing me down into the softness of the mattress again.  I couldn’t fight him.  I didn’t want to fight him and as the weight of him consumed me, my worries about Drew were gone.  He was the man I’d fallen in love with.  A man in complete control and at that moment, that was everything I needed from him.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Seven
 
    
 
   It had been a week since our weekend in Connecticut.  Drew and I hadn’t spoken much about it since we’d gotten back.  We’d returned to our bubble and that was the way I liked it.  
 
   The week back at work had been a long one. Although I’d passed my probation, I was still nervous about making mistakes and I’d been even more meticulous when going through stories. I’d just finished one about a new tax the mayor was introducing on the city when Ava approached my desk. 
 
   “It’s been a long week. Kara and I are heading out for a drink. Wanna join us?” she asked, referring to a field reporter she often worked with. 
 
   If I was being truthful with myself, I really just wanted to go curl up on the couch with Drew, order some take out and do nothing, but I accepted anyway.  Ava was nice enough to try and include me and I didn’t want to appear rude.  
 
   “Yeah. Sounds good,” I told her.
 
   “We’re heading out in ten,” she said and then turned to head back to her office.
 
   I picked up the phone and called Drew to tell him where I was going and while he seemed disappointed I wouldn’t be coming home right away, he didn’t give me a hard time.  He said he’d stay late at work to catch up on some things he’d fallen behind on and then made a throaty remark about what he planned to do to me when I got home.  When he was done, my face was flush and all I could think about was his hands on me.  I hoped these girls were quick drinkers. 
 
   I met Ava and Kara in the lobby and we made small talk as we walked to the subway and towards the bar in Midtown Ava had insisted on.  
 
   “They make the best martinis here,” she said as we found three seats at the bar.
 
   “She should know, she’s intoxicated about seventy-five percent of the time,” Kara laughed and Ava swatted her on the arm.
 
   “I’m not.  Really, I’m not,” Ava insisted as she whipped her blonde hair and waved to the bartender.  He gestured that he’d be right over and she brought her attention back to us.  “I do like my drinks, but I swear I’m sober at work.”
 
   The bartender came over then and I watched as Ava spoke to him.  She batted her big blue eyes and twirled her blonde hair that looked entirely too well styled for this late in the day.  At work she seemed the total opposite of what she was exuding here.  I decided I’d go on Ava’s recommendation and get the martini just as she was.  A few minutes later the drinks were in front of us and Ava and Kara turned their attention to me.
 
   “So,” Ava began. “You’ve been at the station for a while now, but we know hardly anything about you. What’s your story, Natalie?  How’d you end up at Channel 5?”
 
   “Dumb luck,” I said and we all laughed a little. “I actually applied for every job I was remotely qualified for and somehow landed this.”
 
   “You’re very good at it so far,” Ava said. 
 
   “Thank you. I never expected to be doing something like this, but I think I like it.”
 
   “Well, I’m glad you’re part of the team.”
 
   “Where’re you from originally?” Kara asked.
 
   “Iowa,” I answered and I saw the surprise on both of their faces. 
 
   “You’re a long way from home,” Ava remarked. “How’d you end up here?”
 
   “Long story.”
 
   “And we’ve got time,” she said eagerly.
 
   I didn’t want to tell them everything.  I’d only known these women a short time and it’d only been in a professional setting.  I decided the Cliff’s Notes version of my sordid tale was the best bet.
 
   “I moved here after college with my former boyfriend, but we broke up a few months ago.”
 
   “And you decided to stay here anyway.  You’re a brave girl,” Ava said, taking a sip of her martini.
 
   “I wouldn’t call it bravery,” I replied, also taking a sip of mine. “I like it here and I met someone else, so I’m staying for the foreseeable future.” I decided it was best they not know how Drew and I had ended up together.  No matter how much I loved him, I’d never feel okay about what I’d done to Ethan.  It was something I chose to ignore.  It was easier that way. “What about you guys?” I asked, wanting the subject diverted from me. “What’s your status?”
 
   “I’m engaged,” Kara said, holding up her left hand and flashing a diamond in my direction.
 
   “Congratulations,” I said, holding up my glass to her and we all toasted. 
 
   “And I’m perpetually single,” Ava laughed, but I could tell it was forced by the way she took a large gulp of her martini and set it down with a big sigh. I found the fact that Ava had anything to complain about in regards to men surprising.  With her long blonde hair, blue eyes and her figure, romance did not seem to be something she would struggle with. “I’ve come to the conclusion there are no guys left in the city worth anything.  All they want is one thing…”
 
   “Which you’re all too willing to give,” Kara interrupted with a boisterous laugh.  Ava glared and then turned to me.
 
   “Don’t listen to a word she says.  By the end of the evening she’ll have you convinced I’m some alcoholic sex fiend.”
 
   Ava took another swig of her drink and then I watched as her eyes drifted behind me, curiosity in her gaze and a smile spreading on her face. 
 
   I turned around and knew instantly what had caused the sudden change in mood: the man in the charcoal gray suit.  Drew.  Our eyes met and he smiled at me as he continued his confident walk towards us.  I sometimes forgot how striking he was, because I’d gotten to know the real person underneath the impressive physique, but then there’d be times like this, when I’d look up and a million reminders would come showering down on me. 
 
   “Hello ladies,” Drew said, stopping at the bar.  
 
   “Hey,” I said, standing up, ready to greet him with a kiss on the cheek, but just as I leaned in, he turned his head and our lips met head on, which wasn’t necessarily a good thing because kissing Drew always made me want to do other things with him, none of which could be done currently in the bar. “What are you doing here?” I asked when he’d pulled away.
 
   “I was on my way home and thought I’d swing by.”
 
   He looked away, focusing his attention on my co-workers.  I was used to the looks on their faces.  It was the same look most women got when meeting Drew for the first time, the same look I know I’d given him. 
 
   “This is my boyfriend, Drew Saben,” I said and Ava and Kara both smiled at him, doing their best not to look flustered, when I knew they probably were. “Drew, this is Ava and Kara.”
 
   “It’s nice to meet you ladies,” he said, extending a hand to both of them.
 
   “Likewise,” Ava answered and Kara nodded, a shy grin on her face. 
 
   “I won’t keep you from your evening,” he said, turning back to me. “I was just passing by and wanted to say hi, but I’ll see you at home.” He leaned in, kissing me again. “I’ve taken care of everything at the bar.  Order whatever you’d like.” Ava and Kara both said thank you and then he looked once more at me. “Have fun.  I’ll see you at home.”
 
   And with that, he was gone.
 
   “What.  The.  Hell.” Ava was staring at me, mouth nearly gaping as the words came out forcefully from her mouth. “That is your boyfriend?” I nodded, feeling a little childish at the excitement I got from admitting that, like I was in high school dating the quarterback. “Then why are you here with us and not home getting a piece of that?”
 
   Kara started cracking up and I couldn’t stifle my laughter either. 
 
   “I’ve got plenty of time for that later,” I said, raising a suggestive eyebrow, thinking about what I knew lay in store for me when I got home.
 
   “I know I’m engaged, but holy crap,” Kara said, finishing off her drink and not hesitating to order another one now that Drew was picking up the tab. 
 
   “Where did you find him?” Ava prodded.
 
   “He’s a partner in an architectural firm downtown.  I worked there when I first moved here.”
 
   “And you quit when you started sleeping with him?” Ava concluded with a grin.
 
   “It was a little more complicated than that, but yes, once we made it official, we both decided it’d be better if I worked somewhere else.”
 
   “But you’re living together,” Kara stated.
 
   “For the time being.  I’m going to start looking for my own place.”
 
   “Hold up,” Ava interrupted. “You’re moving out of that man’s house?” I nodded and she openly flinched. “Can I ask why the hell you’re doing that?”
 
   I sighed, taking another drink. 
 
   “I’ve got my reasons.”
 
   “And what reason would be good enough to justify moving out of his place?  Does he want you to move out?” Ava continued. 
 
   “Just the opposite.  He wants me to stay.”
 
   “Then why the hell are you leaving?”
 
   Ava was obviously not going to drop this.
 
   “Let’s just say that Drew is comfortable and I don’t want people thinking that’s the only reason I’m with him.”
 
   “You are too good, Natalie,” Ava said, reaching across the table and grabbing my arm. “That man could be homeless for all I care, but I admire your integrity and if you’re seriously going to move out of Shangri-La, my sister’s roommate just moved out. She’s looking for a replacement. You’re more than welcome to come check out the apartment. She’s got a nice place.”
 
   “She wouldn’t mind?”
 
   “Not at all.  She can’t afford the place on her own and it sure beats the hell out of putting an ad out on Craigslist. I’d much rather she not get murdered while interviewing new roommates.”
 
   “Okay…” I said, pausing for a moment, wondering if I was actually going to do this. “Yeah. I’ll check it out.”
 
   “Great!  Are you free tomorrow?” 
 
   “I am.”
 
   “She and I were going to grab lunch, but you can come over before then. And feel free to bring your boyfriend along,” she winked and I nodded, thinking about how I was going to break the news to Drew. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   I could feel the nerves when the elevator opened and I saw the apartment door before me.  I opened it and any chance I’d hoped to collect myself before talking to him was crushed when I saw him sitting on the couch watching TV.  He looked relaxed in a pair of flannel pants and a white t-shirt, a far cry from the serious suit he’d been sporting at the bar.  I hadn’t yet decided which way I liked him best.  He was equally enticing ready for a board meeting or for a night of Netflix binging.  
 
   “Welcome home,” he said, turning off the TV, standing up and coming over to me, relieving me of my bag and then sliding my coat off. “I was beginning to think you weren’t ever coming home.”
 
   “It’s not that late,” I said as we walked into the living room.  
 
   “It was too late the moment I walked in and you weren’t here.” 
 
   He set my bag down and then kissed me just slow enough to make me forget for a moment what I needed to talk to him about. 
 
   “The girls were appreciative of you picking up the tab tonight,” I told him as we sat down side by side on the couch, sinking into the smooth leather as he put his arm around me.  
 
   “Did you have a good time?”
 
   “I did.”
 
   “That’s great, but I’m glad you’re home now.”
 
   He pulled me closer, kissing the top of my head and then threaded our fingers together.  He began tracing the back of my hand with his thumb and we were quiet. I didn’t want to ruin the moment, but I needed to tell him about Ava’s offer.  He knew the time would eventually come and that time was now, even though I wondered again why I was doing this when sitting with him after a long day at work felt perfect.
 
   “Ava told me tonight that her sister’s roommate just moved out.  She’s looking for a replacement.” I could feel his body stiffen as he realized what I was implying. “She said I should come by and check out the place to see if I might be interested in moving in.” 
 
   “I take it since you’re telling me about it that you plan on going.” I couldn’t tell how to read his voice.  
 
   “I am.  I’d like you to come with me if you can.”
 
   “Of course,” he said and the speed in which he agreed surprised me.  Part of me expected him to protest, but deep down I knew he wouldn’t.  I’d said my piece, even if I doubted it myself sometimes, not wanting to leave the comfort of what Drew and I had built.  
 
   “I’ll let Ava know I’m coming for sure then,” I said, pulling myself up from the couch, our arms still linked as he eyed me from where he still sat.  I loved when his eyes trailed over my body the way they were now.  
 
   “Whatever makes you happy, Natalie,” he replied as our hands finally separated.  I knew those words were the closest he’d come to expressing his disappointment anymore.
 
   “I’ll be right back,” I said and he nodded as I went down the hall and into our bedroom to change out of my work clothes.  “Hey!” I called out as I slid my sweater off, projecting my voice loud enough so he’d hear me down the hallway. “You wanna pop some popcorn and we can watch a movie or something?”
 
   I expected a response right away, but it didn’t come and as I turned around, I saw Drew standing in the doorway, arms folded, staring at me standing in only my bra and skirt.  His eyes traveled my body again and the side of his mouth curled up as he watched me. 
 
   “A movie?” he said, stepping into the room, but keeping a safe distance from me. “Do you not recall our phone conversation in which I told you what I had planned for you when you got home from your little girl’s night out tonight?”
 
   “Hmm,” I said, giving him my best clueless expression. “I must’ve forgotten.”
 
   “I’m a little insulted, Miss Vasser,” he said, walking slowly as the gap between us closed until he was just inches from me, so close I could smell his fresh aftershave. He cupped my cheek with his palm and he began massaging my lower lip with his thumb.  “I’ve been told by many, yourself included, that I’m fairly unforgettable.”
 
   “You must not be as important as you think you are then, Mr. Saben.”
 
   “Oh, I know I’m important.  You’re the one who needs to be reminded.”
 
   I expected him to kiss me, to swoop in and seduce me right there, but he didn’t.  Instead, with one steady motion, he’d picked me up, my legs dangling from where they draped under his hold.  A second later, we were in the bathroom and then he’d set me down on the counter…the same counter that my eyes always drifted to whenever I stepped inside. 
 
   “As I recall and you may too, Miss Vasser,” he said, matter-of-factly, peeling his t-shirt off and tossing it to the floor. “We’ve been here before.  Do you remember that or has that slipped your mind as well?” He raised a playful eyebrow at me, but his face remained chiseled in seriousness.
 
   “I remember that night quite vividly,” I answered and he suddenly reached under my skirt, rolling the tights off until they were next to his shirt.  
 
   He grinned, reaching around and undoing my bra, tossing it aside without a second thought.
 
   “I’m glad you remember something.” 
 
   His voice was low as he traced my breasts with his fingertip until he suddenly stopped. I heard the sound of his zipper and I felt myself burning, knowing what was coming next.  He pulled me to him, kissing me hard and deep as he pushed my skirt up and then he grabbed my legs, wrapping them around his waist.  Our mouths separated and he stared at me, his green eyes never leaving mine because neither of us could look away.  I remembered that night when we had to be quiet, when we had to hide what we were doing, the way I’d bit my lip to silence myself, even though I hadn’t been able to remain completely mute. Tonight we were alone though and we didn’t have to try and hide anything. 
 
   When it was over, I clung to him, his body slick with sweat and he was breathing heavy.  There wasn’t anything spoken for a long time, but then he pulled away, helping me off the counter, my skirt falling back to my knees.
 
   “I’m pretty sure you won’t forget that,” he smirked playfully.
 
   “I’m pretty sure I won’t forget that either,” I said as I continued to try and catch my breath.  He reached for his t-shirt, sliding it back on and then took my hand, leading me back into the bedroom.  He walked over to my side of the dresser, pulling out a pair of pajama bottoms and a shirt, setting them on the bed as I shimmied out of my skirt.
 
   “I’ll go pop that popcorn you requested now.  We’ll watch a movie before I find another way to make you never forget me,” he said with a wink as he left the room. Round two would only be for fun because Andrew Saben had been unforgettable from the first moment we met.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Eight
 
    
 
   There was no way I could turn down the apartment when Drew and I went to check it out. It was a nice place and I instantly felt at ease with Ava’s sister, Monica. She definitely had style and it was warm and homey. I’d have my own room, which was surprisingly big, and there was enough space to stay out of each other’s way. I couldn’t reach for my checkbook fast enough, handing Monica the amount for the first month’s rent before Drew and I left to head back to his place so I could start packing. 
 
   He’d been quiet on the ride home, holding my hand the whole time and when the cab pulled up to his building, he only let go of it to open the door and help me out before taking it again. The elevator ride up was just as quiet and the apartment seemed to echo once we stepped inside. He helped me slide off my coat and hung it up before turning to me.
 
   “I have a few errands to run. Mind if I step out while you start packing?” he asked, not bothering to remove his jacket. 
 
   “I don’t mind,” I said and I wanted to press him for more information, but when I saw the despondent look on his face, I decided to leave him alone.
 
   “I won’t be long.” 
 
   He kissed me on the forehead and then he was gone, leaving me in the hollow apartment. I stood there for a few moments, looking around. I’d been living here for three months, but there was no trace of me. It was all him. Nothing had changed. It was the same monochromatic color scheme, screaming of masculinity. Unless you looked in the bathroom at my array of hair and skin products, there was no hint that a woman lived in this place. It was his home and now I was getting ready to leave it.
 
   I found the suitcase I’d brought with me from Iowa in the closet of the guest room and moved it into the bedroom Drew and I shared. I’d told Monica I’d move in the next day. It wouldn’t take me long seeing as I had no real possessions aside from my clothes and I wanted to get settled before the work week began. There was no point in putting it off. I’d been planning this from the night I moved in. I’d told myself this was only temporary, but as I walked into the large closet I shared with Drew and began taking out the clothes and placing them in the suitcase, my eyes drifted to his clothes. There were the sleek, serious suits that transformed him into the sexy businessman hanging next to the designer jeans and sweaters he wore on more casual days. And then there were the hoodies he wore when we were hanging out, when he seemed like a regular guy and I was able to forget for a few moments that he was far from regular. 
 
   I’d miss seeing his clothes every day and watching him change. I always looked forward to seeing what he’d come out in. No matter what, he never looked anything short of incredible.
 
   I worked methodically, not allowing myself to think about the hole the absence of my clothes was leaving in the closet and soon I’d filled two suitcases. It was hard to believe how many clothes I’d acquired since moving to New York when I was struggling to find outfits to wear to work when I first moved in. It was just more proof how much my life had changed since I’d met Drew. 
 
   “It’s looking pretty bare in here.” 
 
   His deep voice startled me and I turned to see him in the doorway to the closet, his coat off, standing in the jeans and a long-sleeved black t-shirt he’d put on in the morning, arms folded across his chest as he looked around.
 
   “I didn’t realize I had so many clothes,” I said, reaching for another sweater. I started to fold it, but Drew stepped towards me, taking it from my hands and tossing it into the open suitcase on the floor. 
 
   “Come with me.” He took me gently by the elbow, leading me into the living room, sitting down on the couch and encouraging me to sit beside him. 
 
   “Where’d you go?” I asked him, looking for any signs of the errands he’d excused himself to run, but saw no evidence of anything.
 
   “I’m calling your bluff, Natalie,” he said suddenly, ignoring my question.
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “Your need to prove to me and everyone else that you’re a strong independent woman. I get it, but I already knew that. You already know that.” His index finger was resting on my sternum, pointing to my heart and my eyes were drawn to his, the tense expression on his face surprising me. “I know you can take care of yourself. I have no doubts about that, Natalie, but I want to take care of you too. Call me selfish, but I do.” He took a breath, pausing for a moment before continuing. “I left because I needed to think. I needed to try and clear my head from the fact that tomorrow night you won’t be here. I tried rationalizing with myself because it’s what you want, but I can’t sit here and just let you leave. You’ve proven you’ll do it. You’ve already paid Monica for Christ’s sake. I get it. I really do, but if I’m being honest with you and myself, I have to tell you I don’t want you to go. I’m being selfish and asking you to stay here…with me.”
 
   He was talking quickly, so unlike his usual collected self. Drew Saben never seemed frazzled, but he appeared to be now and he took my hand in his, kissing the back of it gently. 
 
   “My sister was right,” he said suddenly and those four words immediately piqued my interest. “I’m not as strong as I let on. I don’t trust easily because I’ve been burned before. You’re the first person I’ve let into my life in a very long time and I can’t have you leave now, just when things are falling into place.” He paused again, grazing his fingertips over my cheek, his green eyes locking onto mine. “Are you not happy here?” His voice was low and worried and I had to take a moment to think because I couldn’t understand how he could think I wasn’t happy.
 
   “Of course I’m happy here,” I finally answered.
 
   “Then why are you leaving?”
 
   “Because…” I said, my voice trailing off because I really couldn’t think of a reason. 
 
   “Why are you trying to fix something that isn’t broken?”
 
   “Because,” I tried again, attempting to formulate my words so maybe he’d understand. “I want you to know that I love you…for you.”
 
   “And you think I don’t know that?” His hand had left my cheek and was now tangled in my hair, pulling me closer to him. “I tried telling myself to shut up…to not say anything to you. I told myself I needed to be supportive of your decision, but you’re finally going through with it and I can’t keep quiet anymore. I love you, Natalie. I love having you at my side every night. I love knowing that no matter how bad my day is, I’m coming home to you and it doesn’t matter what happened at work because you’ll be here.” 
 
   “Drew…” I said softly, the need heavy in his eyes as he stared at me. “I’ve already given the money to Monica. She’s counting on me. I can’t leave her in a lurch like this.”
 
   “Forget the money. You say the word and that money’s back in your account tomorrow. Monica can keep it for her trouble. I just want you here.”
 
   I didn’t know what to say. This had always been part of the plan. I wasn’t going to stay. I was going to get my own place and make it on my own for once. He didn’t want me to go though and if I was being honest, I didn’t want to go either. 
 
   “It’s been a very long time since I’ve been happy,” he began. “And I’m not about to sit back and watch it slip away from me.”
 
   The determination in his eyes was unlike anything I’d seen before and when he reached out, wrapping his arms around my waist, I didn’t resist. I didn’t want to pull away. I didn’t want to ever leave his embrace.
 
   “Okay.” My voice was soft, but the satisfied expression on his face showed me he’d heard me. 
 
   “Okay? You’re not going to argue or fight me on this?”
 
   “No.”
 
   He looked surprised and his grip around my waist got stronger, pulling me even closer to him if that was possible. 
 
   “You make me so happy, Natalie, and all I want is for you to be happy too. That’s all I’ve ever wanted.” His lips were only inches from mine and I wanted nothing more than to press my mouth to his, tasting everything about this man.
 
   “I know and all I want is you,” I whispered.
 
   He didn’t wait. His lips were on mine, moving slowly, methodically, until he pulled back, cupping my face in his hands as he stared into my eyes.
 
   “And you can have me forever.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Nine
 
    
 
   I was afraid Ava would be upset when I told her I was reneging on moving in with her sister, but when I called her and told her I’d decided to stay, she understood and when I saw her at work on Monday, she grinned slyly at me telling me she wouldn’t leave either if she had a man like Drew to share a home with. 
 
   Drew was more relaxed after he knew I was staying. I hadn’t realized how tense he was with my impending exit until I’d changed my mind. We resumed the routine we’d established and life returned to normal, only with a permanency that hadn’t been there before. 
 
   “So,” Drew began after a long week. We were stretched out on the couch, both of us lounging in our most comfortable sweatpants, sipping a glass of wine while a OneRepublic song quietly flowed through the room. “I was thinking this place could use a makeover.”
 
   “Are you serious?” 
 
   “I am. It’s your home too. I want it to feel that way to you.”
 
   I hadn’t mentioned I’d been thinking about that exact notion so when he brought it up, I reached over and took his hand. He always had a way of knowing exactly what I needed, just when I needed it. 
 
   “I think it’s a great idea. Thank you.” I leaned over, kissing him on the cheek and snuggling in closer to him as he draped his arm around me. 
 
   “I’ll call my designer on Monday,” he said and I sat up quickly.
 
   “A designer?”
 
   “Yes. She’ll come over and give us thoughts.”
 
   “You have an actual designer, like on retainer or something?”
 
   “I don’t have a designer, per se, but the woman who decorated when I first moved in was very talented.”
 
   “I agree she’s got great taste if you’re into chrome and black,” I laughed and he folded his arms, glaring playfully at me. 
 
   “I’m a man, Natalie. Black and gray are men’s colors and this is a man’s apartment,” he said, but then raised an eyebrow at me. “I should say it used to be a man’s apartment.”
 
   “It could be fun,” I said, taking his hand. “Decorating ourselves.”
 
   “One of the perks of success is not having to do certain things, such as painting and shopping for my own furniture.”
 
   “But it’s a right of passage for couples and if we’re really a couple…” I said and he interrupted, the left side of his mouth curling up into a grin.
 
   “Are you doubting our legitimacy as a couple?”
 
   “Perhaps I am,” I said, stretching out on the couch, laying my head on the arm rest and propping my feet in his lap. He started rubbing them and then he looked over to me.
 
   “All right. Tomorrow we’re going shopping.”
 
   “Excellent. I’m looking forward to it.”
 
   He squeezed my feet again with his strong hands and then he moved them aside before he began the slow crawl over my body, the weight of him resting on me a moment later. 
 
   “I’m looking forward to it too,” he whispered as he began nibbling on my ear, eventually pulling and sucking on it in a way that had me squirming beneath him within seconds. “You are so easy to turn on, Miss Vasser.” His voice was breathy in my ear as he continued to tug on it with his teeth. “I think I could get you to do just about anything I wanted to.”
 
   I started giggling because I knew he was probably right, but then he suddenly stopped, pushing himself up so he was hovering over me.
 
   “I need to take that back,” he said, his eyebrows creasing seriously. “I would do anything you wanted me to do. So tell me, beautiful, what do you want me to do?”
 
   “You know what I want,” I whispered, rocking my hips towards his. 
 
   “Then you shall have it.” 
 
   He kissed the tip of my nose sweetly before he thrust his mouth on mine, kissing me slow and deep, his hips rubbing against mine as our tongues danced until he pulled away.  He sat back on his knees, his hand reaching up and resting at the base of my throat before slowly trailing between my breasts and across my stomach, stopping at the waistband of my sweats. His fingers curled inside, sliding them off slowly and I watched his eyes tracing every inch of my legs until they were gone and he tossed them onto the floor.
 
   “These are cute,” he said, snapping the waistband of the black thong I was wearing. “But I’m afraid they have to go.” He was true to his word and they were gone a moment later. “Much better,” he grinned, leaning over and kissing my inner thigh, trailing his tongue up to my belly button, tickling it for a moment before sitting up again. “Now for this pesky top.” He took my hands, pulling them up and seductively sliding my shirt off so I was completely exposed before him. There was a content smile on his face as his eyes wandered over my body as he pulled his own shirt off quickly and then stood up, stepping out of his pants before crawling back on top of me. The feeling of his skin on mine, the warmth of his body consuming me and then he was nestled between my legs and the anticipation was almost more than I could take. “You are the most exquisite woman I have ever seen.” I was shaking beneath him, aching to feel him and then he came closer, his mouth right next to my ear. “And you’re mine.” I couldn’t respond because in that instant I was his and he was mine and we were one.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   I don’t know why I was amused by the Home Depot in the middle of Manhattan. Perhaps it was because the moment you stepped inside, it was as if the hustle and bustle of the busiest city in the world disappeared and I realized New York City was full of do-it-yourselfers just like any city in America. It looked like every Home Depot I’d ever been in, complete with orange accents, except for one thing: the multiple levels. It shouldn’t surprise me. There was no room in Manhattan to build a sprawling box store. The only way to go was up and that was where Drew and I found ourselves the next morning, staring at paint swatches. We’d already spent the first half of the morning picking out new furniture, a simple white standalone couch with a matching oversized chair and loveseat. The black and teal accents of the throw pillows had given me an idea for the color scheme of the walls, but as I stared at the different options, I was stuck. 
 
   “What do you think?” I asked, holding out two swatches to Drew. One was a teal that matched the pillow and the other was a light gray. 
 
   “They’re both nice,” he said, but I knew he was just saying it to get me to make up my mind. This was not his idea of fun. He would’ve called a designer and a painter if I’d let him, but I had to give him credit for humoring me. 
 
   “You have to have another opinion other than nice.”
 
   “I have no clue when it comes to this stuff, hence the reason I hired a professional. It’ll look great no matter what you decide on.”
 
   “But, I want you to like it too.”
 
   “I will love whatever you come up with. I promise.” He took my hand, kissing the back of it before I focused on the colors again.
 
   “How about we do the wall where the TV is this color,” I said, holding out the teal swatch. “And the other walls in the gray? That way we get a pop of color without overdoing it.”
 
   “Sounds like a plan,” he said, grabbing the two swatches and marching over to the paint counter. 
 
   We stocked up on supplies as the worker mixed the paint and we soon had a cart full of paint rollers, tape, floor covers and every other thing I could think we would need. We grabbed the paint when it was ready, made our way to the checkout and then lugged it all to Drew’s Range Rover. He rarely brought it out into the city, but neither of us felt like loading everything into a taxi. 
 
   It was a surprisingly painless drive home, the traffic flowing through Manhattan at a decent pace, even though we had to dodge the constant droves of pedestrians and soon we were settled back into the apartment. I could tell Drew was less than thrilled about spending his Saturday painting, but he moved cooperatively around the room helping me to cover the floor and tape off the baseboards and windowsills. 
 
   “You find this relaxing?” he asked as he slathered paint on the walls while I did the cutting in. 
 
   “A little,” I answered, turning to face him from where I stood on the step stool, only to laugh when I saw the grimace on his face. “Especially because I’m spending time with you.”
 
   The grimace vanished and he smiled at me, setting down the paint roller he was using and sauntering over to me. 
 
   “You bring up an extremely valid point, Miss Vasser.” 
 
   His hands were on my waist then, my stomach nearly level with his mouth. He started rolling my shirt up until my bare stomach was exposed to him. He took the brush I was holding and then he painted a teal circle around my bellybutton. 
 
   “Bullseye,” he said, handing the brush back to me and then planting a slow, wet kiss in my navel. I could feel my stomach muscles spasm under his touch and before he could distract me anymore, I took the brush, swiping a teal stripe onto his forehead.
 
   “What the hell, Natalie?” he exclaimed, jerking back and for a second I thought he was genuinely mad, but then his eyes met mine and he was grinning before he dunked his finger in the paint can and drew a swirly line down my arm. 
 
   “Are we really gonna do this, Drew?” I asked and he shrugged his shoulders. I took the brush and wiped a thick line across his mouth so he looked like he’d eaten a smurf. He shook his head, but then took my hand, pulling hard enough so I’d come off the step stool, but gently enough that I wouldn’t fall. When both feet were on the ground, he pulled me to him, kissing me forcefully with his teal mouth so the paint spread across my face. My bullseye belly button pressed against his white t-shirt and I knew that paint would be there forever. 
 
   The loud ringing of his cell phone interrupted our silliness and he moaned, reluctantly breaking our kiss.
 
   “Sorry about this,” he groaned, reaching for a paper towel and wiping his mouth off. “I’ll be right back. Hold that thought.” 
 
   He squeezed my hand before walking away and part of me was grateful the phone rang. The way things were bound to progress after what we’d started, we’d end up on the floor doing anything but painting. 
 
   I cleaned my face as best I could before climbing back onto the step stool and getting back to work. I could hear Drew’s voice, but I couldn’t hear what he was saying. From the tone though, it sounded work related. 
 
   I expected him to come right back, but he was gone for a while and when he returned, holding the phone at his side, I could tell something was on his mind.
 
   “Everything okay?” I asked and he inhaled deeply before letting it out.
 
   “The acquisition went through.”
 
   “Acquisition?” I asked and I could feel my face curl up in confusion. I had no clue what he was talking about.
 
   “It’s been in the works since before you even moved to New York and it finally happened.”
 
   “What are you talking about? I never heard anything about this when I worked for you.” I got off the step stool and set the paint down.
 
   “It was kept very quiet.”
 
   “Did Court and Anna Beth know?” I asked and he shook his head.
 
   “Only a few people in the office knew.”
 
   “What kind of acquisition are you talking about?”
 
   “Clark got it in his head that the office should expand,” he began and I could only assume he was talking about Clark Taylor, the other partner at Drew’s architecture firm. Even when I worked at Taylor and Saben, I rarely saw Mr. Taylor as he was referred to. He spent a lot of time out of the office on projects and when he was there, he stayed to himself. Since I hadn’t worked there in months, I was obviously even more out of the loop since I had no idea about any of this.
 
   “What do you mean by expand?”
 
   “Take over another firm so we could have offices on both coasts.”
 
   “As in the Pacific Coast?” 
 
   “Yes. Los Angeles.”
 
   “L.A.? You’re starting a firm in L.A.?”
 
   “Not really starting one…taking over an existing one under our name.”
 
   “What does this mean?”
 
   As he walked towards me, I could sense his anxiety. It was confirmed when he took my hand. 
 
   “It means I have to go to L.A.”
 
   “For how long?” I asked, assuming he meant for a week or two. 
 
   “I’m not sure,” he answered and I froze as I tried to understand the implication of his words.
 
   “Why am I just now hearing about this, Drew?” I asked and I could hear the anger in my voice.
 
   “I didn’t think it would happen and I didn’t want to worry you unnecessarily.”
 
   “That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard. If you knew there was even a possibility of something like this happening, you should’ve told me. You don’t just blindside me like this. If there was a chance your job was going to change, I should’ve been warned.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Natalie. I should’ve told you, but it’s my job and this is an opportunity I cannot pass up. I didn’t get to where I am by asking permission.”
 
   His words stung and I didn’t know how to respond. 
 
   “You didn’t need my permission, but some warning would’ve been nice,” I spat at him. “I don’t understand. You’re the king of order. You control every aspect of your life and you didn’t think this kind of thing deserved a conversation?”
 
   I could see the regret on his face and he brushed his fingertips over my cheek, locking his eyes on mine. 
 
   “Everything was new with us. I should’ve told you but you’d just broken up with Ethan. You were fragile…” he said, but I cut him off.
 
   “I’m not fragile, Drew,” I said, staring at him. “Is that how you see me?”
 
   “No, but…”
 
   “You must if you didn’t think I could handle this.”
 
   “I don’t think you’re fragile,” he sighed, shaking his head. “I’m batting a thousand with you right now. I’m sorry. I messed up. That’s all I can say. I swear I didn’t mean to hurt you. I didn’t want you to worry.”
 
   “But now I am worrying because I don’t know what the hell is going on or what this acquisition means for you or for us. When are you even leaving?”
 
   “Monday.”
 
   “As in two days from now?” 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You’re kidding,” I said, flatly and I could feel the anger building inside me. I opened my mouth to start berating him, but then I stopped. I had to think long and hard about how I was going to respond to this. Yes, I was not happy with how Drew handled it. Yes, I was hurt he didn’t tell me about the possibility. And yes, part of me wanted to lash out my frustrations at him and start acting like a crazy, pissed off woman, but I couldn’t. Through the course of our relationship, Drew had always put me first. He’d never done anything to hurt me. He was imperfect just as I was and I had to try and let this go and make the best of this unexpected situation.
 
   “If you’re leaving in two days, we’ve got a lot of work to do then, because I’m not finishing this alone and I’m not being left behind in a disheveled apartment,” I finally said and I watched the surprise on his face. I knew he hadn’t expected my reaction. He’d expected a lashing, but instead, I turned back to the task at hand, picking up the paint, climbing up the step stool and resuming what I’d been doing before Drew threw this monkey wrench at me. 
 
   “That’s it?” he asked and I turned to see him looking at me curiously. 
 
   “Do you want me to freak out because I can do that if it’ll make you feel better?”
 
   I started painting again, but Drew didn’t say anything. With my peripheral vision, I could see him standing in the same spot I’d left him, but then he was crossing the room, his hands on my hips a moment later, lifting me off the stool and holding me for a second until my body slid down his and I was in his embrace. 
 
   “I screwed up with not telling you, Natalie,” he began. “And I’m sorry. For so long, it’s been just me. Me and my job. I never thought I’d find someone to share my life with, but I have and I should’ve thought of you, not me, when this started going down.” He paused for a moment, pulling me even closer and I didn’t fight him. “You’re too understanding.”
 
   “What choice do I have? I can’t change it. I can’t change that you didn’t tell me. I just have to focus on tomorrow and the days after that…with you.”
 
   His eyes darted over my face and then his thumb began tracing my lower lip slowly for a moment before kissing me softly.
 
   “You are everything to me, Natalie,” he said when he’d pulled away. “And I want to give you everything. This new venture…it will let me do that.”
 
   “I don’t want everything,” I said, resting my palm on his cheek as I stared up into those green eyes. “I just want you.” 
 
   He smiled as he brushed a piece of hair behind my ear.
 
   “Come to L.A. with me,” he said softly.
 
   “You know I can’t.”
 
   “Yes, you can. It’s simple. You pack a suitcase and get on the plane with me.”
 
   “I have a job.”
 
   “A job you don’t need.”
 
   “I do need it,” I said. “You wouldn’t let me move out and now you want me to give up my job. I can’t turn into a complete gold digger.” 
 
   I tried laughing a little to keep the mood light, but there was truth behind my words. I had to be prepared for my fairytale with Drew to end because we weren’t guaranteed a forever. 
 
   “I have never met anyone who both frustrates and enchants me as much as you do,” he said as he rested his forehead against mine. “I have to beg you to let me do anything for you and I’m not used to begging. I’m used to getting what I want.”
 
   “Maybe that’s why you love me so much.”
 
   “One of many reasons,” he whispered before pressing his lips to mine as his fingers inched under my shirt, resting on the small of my back. 
 
   “I can see where you’re trying to take this, Mr. Saben,” I grinned, pulling away. “But if you’ve gotta be in California in two days, we’ve gotta get going on this because I’m for damn sure not finishing this project on my own. Now get to work.”
 
   “I love it when you try and boss me around,” he said, raising an eyebrow as he pinched my ass before picking up the paint roller and getting back to work.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Ten
 
    
 
   I hated being in the apartment alone. It was too big and I missed the sound of Drew’s voice. He’d only been gone a week, but I was already eager for him to get back, whenever that might be. We’d finished redecorating and I hated not being able to enjoy the new look with him. I tried staying busy to keep myself distracted. During the day, work kept me occupied and my evenings were spent watching T.V. and eating take-out or a frozen dinner. It was no fun cooking for one and the kitchen seemed empty without him beside me. We Skyped every night and I was grateful to see his face, but it didn’t stop the monotony of the nights alone. 
 
   Because of this, I was grateful when Court called asking me to join him for a show featuring a band he liked. I didn’t see Court nearly enough so I eagerly accepted his invitation. 
 
   I’d come home after work, glad it was Friday and even more glad that I had something to do instead of sitting at home and missing Drew. I’d changed out of my work clothes and into a pair of old comfortable jeans, and a long, fitted sweater I thought was hip enough for a club. I’d reapplied my make-up, thickening my eyeliner and glossing on some deep red lipstick before curling my hair into loose waves. It was nearly seven o’clock when I heard the buzzer as I sat on the couch watching TV to kill time. 
 
   “It’s me!” Court’s enthusiastic voice sang through the intercom. 
 
   “Come on up,” I told him and a couple of minutes later, he was knocking on the door.
 
   “So, this is it,” he said, stepping inside, dressed to perfection as always, tonight in a sea of black with his jeans, sweater and Doc Martens. “I finally get to see the home of Andrew Saben,” Court said, stepping inside and slowly looking around.
 
   “And Natalie Vasser,” I corrected him. 
 
   “Of course,” he said, continuing to wander through the apartment. “This place is insane. And you wanted to move out why?”
 
   “I don’t want to go over this again. I didn’t move out, so let’s move past this and get out of here.”
 
   “I’m not done yet. I’ve been dying to see this place for the past three years and since the boss is finally out of town, I get the chance. Don’t rush me.”
 
   He strolled down the hall towards our bedroom and I quickly followed him. When I got there, he was sitting on our bed. 
 
   “C’mon. We’ve gotta go,” I said, going over to him, taking his hand and attempting to pull him up, but to no avail. Instead, he pulled me down so I was sitting next to him.
 
   “So, this is where Mr. Saben has his way with you. Is he good?” Court asked, grabbing my arm. “I bet he is. You probably never leave this room when he’s home. And a fireplace? How many times has he laid you out in front of that thing?”
 
   “Seriously, Court. You never stop.”
 
   “No, I don’t. You and Drew intrigue me. You’re living the life we all dream of and you never share any of the details. It’s rude, Natalie,” he said, bugging his eyes out and I couldn’t stop myself from laughing. 
 
   “I’m sorry I’m such a disappointment, but I really want to get out of here. I’ve been cooped up by myself in this apartment for the past week and I really want out!” I stood up, pulling on his arm again until he finally relented and stood up.
 
   “Fine,” he sighed. “Let’s go.”
 
   “Is Anna Beth joining us?” I asked as we rode in the elevator and he started laughing.
 
   “Are you kidding me? Granny Annie? She’s probably home knitting a sweater.”
 
   I started laughing too and the elevator doors opened. I smiled at the doorman and we stepped out into the cold air. 
 
   “So, what’s the name of this band?”
 
   “Sammy and Masons.”
 
   “Interesting name.”
 
   “Yeah. There’s three of them in the band. Sammy’s the lead singer and the other two are named Mason. I guess they thought they were being clever.”
 
   “You don’t sound convinced,” I said and he scoffed.
 
   “It’s a stupid name, but I assure you, the music is not.”
 
   “What do they play?” I asked as we forwent Drew’s rule and descended into the subway.
 
   “Think a mix of early Depeche Mode and The Killers.”
 
   “Depeche who?” I asked as we stepped onto the train.
 
   “Seriously, Natalie. Did you grow up under a rock or something?”
 
   “Iowa is not under a rock.”
 
   “It must be because Depeche Mode is only one of the pioneering bands of alternative music.”
 
   “I’m sorry I’m not as versed in music history as you are, Court.”
 
   “Or the cornstalks interfered with the radio signals too much. Keep hangin’ with me and I’ll catch you up,” he put his arm around me and kissed me on the temple.
 
   It wasn’t long before we were back on the streets in Midtown. It was crowded and Court held my hand as we walked so we wouldn’t get separated and soon we were approaching a line of people waiting outside a building. Loud music was blaring from the open doors and Court practically dragged me towards the crowd waiting to get inside. 
 
   “Sammy and Masons must be pretty popular.”
 
   “They’ve got a pretty solid cult following here in the city.”
 
   It was getting colder outside and I held my arms tightly to my chest trying to stay warm as we waited our turn to get inside. I was grateful the line moved quickly because I could barely feel my fingers when we approached the front. Court paid the bouncer and we walked into the crowded club. 
 
   I’d never been one for clubs and the last one I’d been in had been in Tokyo. It had been a night that changed my life and as I looked around, I missed Drew even more. I wondered what he was doing. It was three hours earlier in L.A. He was probably still at work or at dinner with a client, typical Andrew Saben stuff, while I was living the life of a single New Yorker. 
 
   “Day dreaming about your man?” Court teased, bringing me back from my reverie.
 
   “Actually, yes,” I told him as he dragged me to the bar.
 
   “Tonight, you are not thinking of him. The whole purpose of this outing is to keep your mind off of the fact that your hot as hell boyfriend’s sweet ass is gracing the Pacific Coast at the moment. Have a drink and have a little fun. Got it?” 
 
   He was grinning that stupid Court grin at me and I nodded.
 
   “I’ll do my best, but I’m not making any promises.”
 
   “Not the answer I was hoping for, but from you, I’ll take it. Now,” he said, motioning towards the bartender. “What’re you drinking?”
 
   “Surprise me,” I told him and he arched an eyebrow that told me I should probably be afraid.
 
   The bartender came over and I couldn’t hear what Court was saying to him over the music, but a minute later we were each holding an amber colored drink in a tall glass in our hands. 
 
   “What’s this?” I asked.
 
   “Dezzarono,” he said, taking a long sip.
 
   “Never heard of it.”
 
   “Then take a drink and see if you like it.”
 
   Nervously, I put the straw to my lips and sucked. I wasn’t much of a drinker and the zing of lemon hit me, causing me to pucker my lips. A second later, I could feel the warmth of the alcohol running down my throat. 
 
   “What’s in this?” I asked and he grinned.
 
   “Rum, Amaretto and lemon juice. Guaranteed to make you forget about Mr. Saben tonight.”
 
   “I don’t want to forget Mr. Saben.”
 
   “You know what I mean, Natalie. It’ll help you forget that he’s not here. Numb the pain of distance a little and help you relax.”
 
   I nodded, taking another sip, hoping it would do its job because I wanted to forget how much I missed Drew. 
 
   The band took the stage a little after nine. Court had just given me a second drink even though I was already feeling the effects of the first. Of course, I didn’t forget Drew or the fact that I missed him, but I was definitely relaxed and ready to enjoy the show.
 
   Court’s description seemed to suit their sound.  A girl stood in front of a synthesizer while one guy played the drums and the other one played the guitar. The music was catchy and the further we got into the set, the lower my drink got along with my inhibitions. I wasn’t much of a dancer, but Court started moving to the beat and I couldn’t stop myself either. Soon, I was lost in the music, the Dezzarono doing its job of numbing me to the fact that Drew was 3,000 miles away. 
 
   “You look like you’re having fun!” Court shouted into my ear over the music a while later.
 
   “I am!” I answered as I took the last swig of my drink. I was thoroughly buzzed at this point and feeling great. Court disappeared and then returned with another drink in tow. I looked at it skeptically, but took it anyway. He wrapped his arms around my waist and we began dancing to the slow song that had just started playing. I hadn’t danced in so long and as Court and I swayed together, I suddenly realized I had never danced with Drew, something I needed to change. 
 
   “There’s an after party. We should go,” Court said.
 
   “You know I’m about one more sip away from being drunk off my ass, right?” 
 
   “So what? It’s okay to be young and stupid every once in a while. Your sugar daddy’s on the other side of the country. Live a little, Saint Natalie.”
 
   “Saint Natalie? Hardly,” I scoffed, grabbing the drink from Court and taking a long swig. “Saints don’t cheat on their boyfriends.”
 
   “You’ve gotta forgive yourself about Ethan. Shit happens. Life happens.”
 
   “It doesn’t make me feel any better about what I did though. I didn’t have to do it the way I did. I should’ve just broken up with him. I should’ve been honest.”
 
   “Shoulda. Woulda. Coulda. You can’t live in the past.”
 
   “I think it would’ve been different if I wasn’t so alone here. I think I was scared to let him go. I had nowhere to go here. Ethan was all I had.” I felt my eyes getting teary as I thought back to the way I’d treated him. 
 
   “You should’ve warned me you turn into an emotional basket case when you drink. I would’ve stopped you at one.” He laughed and I glared at him, chugging the rest of the drink. 
 
   “I’m not a basket case.”
 
   “Keep telling yourself that,” he said. “What do you say about the party?” 
 
   “I think I’ve had enough fun for one night and if I have one more drink, I won’t be able to make it home.”
 
   “We haven’t been here that long though.”
 
   “We’ve been here for three hours and I think I’m done. You stay and get your game on or whatever it is you plan to do.”
 
   “My game is over.”
 
   “With that attitude it certainly is. Go find someone.”
 
   “Fine,” he agreed reluctantly. “Some guy will be lucky enough to get to know me tonight. Should I walk you out?”
 
   “No. I’m a big girl. I can find my way home.” 
 
   He kissed me on the cheek and disappeared into the crowd as I headed towards the door, ready to get back to the empty apartment.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Eleven 
 
    
 
   I was still a little buzzed when I walked through the door and was surprised when I saw the glow of the TV. I could’ve sworn I’d turned it off before I left, but with the way my head was floating, perhaps I had left it on. I turned on the light and went to the coffee table, picking up the remote and turning it off. It was nearly midnight and the night of dancing and drinking had worn me out. The bed was calling me and I couldn’t wait to change and crawl under the thick down comforter. 
 
   “I was just about ready to call the police,” a deep voice said from behind me.
 
   “Holy crap!” I exclaimed, grabbing my chest as my heart nearly flew out of my mouth. I jumped, spinning around quickly to see Drew standing there, leaning against the doorframe, his arms folded across his bare chest, a pair of black sweats hanging enticingly on his hips. 
 
   “Surprised?” 
 
   “You scared me, Drew,” I whispered, still trying to compose myself, my heart continuing to pound in my chest.
 
   “I’m sorry, Natalie. I didn’t mean to frighten you,” he said and then his eyebrow creased and he looked at me curiously. “Where’ve you been? I’ve been trying to reach you.”
 
   “I was out with Court. I guess I didn’t hear my phone. I’m sorry.”
 
   He left his post against the doorframe, crossing the room slowly, his eyes traveling hungrily over my body as he drew closer to me, sliding his hands around my waist and pulling me to him when he finally reached me. His body was warm against mine and I closed my eyes, breathing him in for a moment before I opened them again, looking up to see his deep green gaze staring down at me. 
 
   “What are you doing here?” I asked softly, my lips aching to feel him. 
 
   “I had to see you. This past week has been hell.” 
 
   His eyes moved around my face as if he was studying it, and then he pushed a piece of hair off my forehead, leaving a trail of goose bumps where his skin touched mine. I’d missed him, but I didn’t realize just how much until this moment. 
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me you were coming?” 
 
   “I just decided this morning.”
 
   “This morning? That must’ve cost a fortune.”
 
   “You’re worth every cent,” he said gently and I felt myself choking up. 
 
   “You should’ve told me you were coming home.”
 
   “I wanted to surprise you. I didn’t realize you’d be out painting the town red,” he said leaning down and sniffing me for a second. “And drinking.”
 
   “Am I that obvious?”
 
   “You smell a bit like a liquor cabinet,” he said with a grin. “Are you drunk?” 
 
   “Drunk, no. Buzzed? Perhaps,” I said, laughing. “How long have you been home?” 
 
   “About an hour. I have to say, I was surprised when you weren’t here. Part of me thought you’d come to your senses and left me.” He smiled and I laughed a little. He knew I was the lucky one. If anyone would ever come to their senses, it would be him.
 
   “Court convinced me to go to a show at a club. I’m sorry I wasn’t here.”
 
   “Doesn’t matter. It just matters that you’re home.”
 
   Before I could respond, his mouth was on mine, kissing me slowly, emotions rising and falling each time his tongue met mine. I was breathless when he pulled away. 
 
   “How long are you here for?” I asked, afraid to hear the answer.
 
   “Two days. I take the red-eye back Sunday night. I’ve got a meeting at noon on Monday.”
 
   “Will that give you enough time?”
 
   “I’ll be fine. I wanted every minute with you.”
 
   “I love you,” I said and he smiled. 
 
   “And you know I adore you.” 
 
   He pulled me to him, kissing me on the forehead before letting me go and taking my hand, leading me down the hall to our bedroom. He went to the dresser and pulled out a pair of my favorite yoga pants and an old t-shirt. He knew me too well. 
 
   “You look like you want to be wearing something more comfortable.”
 
   He set the clothes on the bed and came to me, taking my jacket off before pulling my sweater over my head, leaving me standing in my bra. He reached around, undoing it, leaving me topless. He looked at my breasts, a hunger in his eyes. I expected him to throw me onto the bed and have his way with me, but he didn’t. He reached for the t-shirt and slid it over my head. He urged me to sit down on the bed and then removed my jeans, replacing them with the yoga pants. There was no denying the way his eyes soaked up the bareness of my body and there was something incredibly arousing about the way he watched me and then covered me up. Every ounce of my body wanted him to touch me, but he didn’t. 
 
   “You look tired,” he said, kissing me on the cheek.
 
   “So do you,” I answered.
 
   “Let’s get ready for bed then.”
 
   He took my hand and we made our way to the bathroom, brushing our teeth side by side, the way we usually did and I loved doing this mundane task with him. I’d missed the simple things like this. I washed my face as he went back to the bedroom and when I was done, he was already under the covers, holding them out to me. I crawled in beside him and he instantly wrapped me in his arms, my back to his front and he reached over and turned out the light.
 
   “I didn’t expect to fall asleep in your arms tonight, but I’m glad I will be,” I said as I stroked his arm.
 
   “This is what I missed the most this past week. Holding you. Waking up next to you. Keeping you safe.”
 
   I flipped to the other side so I was looking at him, the subtle light highlighting the perfection of his face. 
 
   “I thought by now you’d have me completely naked doing all kinds of dirty things to me,” I said with a wanting grin and he laughed. 
 
   “While your body is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen and I can’t wait to do all the things I dreamed about while I was gone to you, we have all weekend for that. Tonight I only want to hold you,” he said and I knew he saw the curious look I was giving him.
 
   “Is everything okay?” 
 
   “Everything’s perfect now that I’m with you again,” he said softly. “Now get some rest because you’re going to need your energy in the morning.”
 
   A playful grin spread on his face and I knew by the way he looked at me he meant every word he said. I kissed him, snuggling deep into his arms, excited for the morning, but enjoying the simplicity of this moment.  
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Twelve
 
    
 
   I woke up before him. He was breathing hard as if he was still deep in sleep and I watched him for a few minutes. The morning light highlighted his face and his dark hair hung on his forehead. His mouth looked as if he was smiling a little and I wondered what he was dreaming about. 
 
   I slid out of bed, careful not to wake him and I grabbed a quick shower, washing the smell of too many drinks last night off of me. He was still asleep when I got out and I went to the kitchen to make him breakfast. There wasn’t much in the house. I hadn’t gone shopping since he left, but I managed to scrounge up some eggs and veggies to make omelets. 
 
   “Good morning.”
 
   I heard his voice and I turned to see him walking into the kitchen. He still looked sleepy, but he came to me anyway, sliding his hands around my waist and then started planting kisses on my neck. 
 
   “How’d you sleep?” I asked him.
 
   “Like a rock. You?”
 
   “Best sleep I’ve had in a week,” I answered and then he abruptly spun me around so I was facing him. He didn’t say anything before his mouth was on mine, kissing me deeply as the eggs started to burn. “The omelets,” I managed to whisper as the assault on my lips continued. 
 
   “To hell with the omelets,” he said forcefully, pulling away, moving me aside as he removed the pan from the burner before quickly turning the stove off. “I was a gentleman last night. I’m not feeling so chivalrous this morning.” His eyes locked on mine and I could see he was hungry for me. “Come here, Natalie.” His words were low and serious and he reached out, gripping the waistband of my pants and pulling me to him. His body was warm and hard against mine as his breathing labored. He suddenly scooped me up, not saying a word as he carried me to the bedroom, laying me down gently before climbing on himself, his body crushing mine as he started kissing me again. Our hands moved over each other’s bodies, reacquainting ourselves. It’d only been a week, but it felt like forever since he’d touched me like this. 
 
   He sat up, taking off his t-shirt quickly and then he pulled at me until I was sitting up so he could peel my shirt off too. He grinned a needy smile before laying back and encouraging me on top of him.  Our gazes never broke as we moved with each other until I collapsed onto him, his chest hot and sweaty as he wrapped his arms around me. 
 
   “I missed you,” he panted. “I missed you so damn much, Natalie. I can’t be away from you again.”
 
   I couldn’t say anything, so I closed my eyes, trying to calm myself. I couldn’t agree with him more though. We’d only been apart a week and it had been too long. I didn’t think I’d be able to say goodbye once Sunday came. 
 
   “Let’s not think about that right now,” I whispered and he nuzzled in closer to me. It always amazed me how much he seemed to need me at moments like this. At the office, he was all business, strong and fearless, but when it was just us, like this, he was so different, so vulnerable and it made me love him that much more. 
 
   He sat up slowly, easing me off of him so my head rested on the pillow and he hovered over me, propped up on his elbow. He had a slight smile on his face as he ran his fingertip across my jaw line. His breathing had slowed a little, but he was still trying to regain his composure completely.
 
   “Take a walk with me,” he said softly.
 
   “It’s freezing outside.”
 
   “That’s what coats and gloves are for. C’mon. Take a walk with me in the park. We’ll grab some coffee and bagels.”
 
   It’d been forever since we’d been to Central Park together and even though it couldn’t have been more than forty degrees outside, he’d made a very persuasive argument and I nodded. 
 
   “Let me grab a shower and we’ll go,” he said, climbing out of bed.
 
   “I already showered, but after our little romp, I think I could use another. Mind if I join you?”
 
   “Let me remind you, my dear Natalie, you never have to ask to shower with me. It’s an open invitation.”
 
   I smiled as he held his hand out to me. I took it and gladly followed him into the bathroom. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   I’d bundled up in my favorite winter coat while Drew had chosen a black pea coat, forgoing a hat so that his dark hair blew in the slight breeze as we walked into the park. We’d had a few nice days that had teased us with spring, but they didn’t last long and for the past few days it felt more like January than the end of March. The wind was cold and he pulled me closer as we walked arm in arm. We’d stopped at a bakery before crossing the street to the park. The sky was cloud covered and I couldn’t wait for spring to arrive. Even though it was my first winter in New York City, I was well aware of the fact it was one of the harshest winters in recent memory. It seemed as if it snowed at least once a week and I was tired of the cold and the snow and was ready for flowers and short sleeves again. But for now, I’d settle on using Drew to keep me warm. 
 
   We were quiet as we walked, making our way through the winding path, surrounded by bare trees and brown grass. A few tulip and daffodil bulbs had sprouted thanks to the few days of spring-like weather we’d had, but the flowers remained tightly closed, too smart to bloom just yet. 
 
   “What about here?” he said, gesturing to a bench nestled amongst the trees.
 
   “Looks good,” I said and we sat down.
 
   He reached into the paper bag and handed me a cinnamon raisin bagel with cream cheese. The bagels were still warm, just as I liked them. He’d chosen butter for his bagel and soon, we sat quietly on the bench, eating in our solitude. I was glad the park wasn’t crowded. A few people had strolled past us, but for the most part, it seemed as if we had the whole place to ourselves.
 
   “Remember when I found you here in the park? The day we went to the MOMA?” he asked a few minutes later and I nodded.
 
   “Of course I remember,” I said, my mind drifting to the past. I wasn’t aware of it, but that was when things first started to unravel for Ethan and me. He’d chosen work over me and I’d not been happy about that. Looking back, I knew he hadn’t done it to hurt me. He’d only wanted to take care of me, but it didn’t matter at that moment. I’d been hurt and upset and then Drew had appeared. I could still see what he looked like that day: hot and sweaty as he jogged, the perspiration dripping down his face when he noticed I was sitting alone. I’d had feelings for him even then, even if I wouldn’t admit it. 
 
   “They say it takes time to fall in love with someone. That you have to know a person inside and out before you can love them, but I don’t believe that.”
 
   “Why is that?” I asked as he set his bagel down and turned to face me.
 
   “Because after spending that day with you, laughing and talking with you…that was the day I knew I was going to fall in love with you and I was right.”
 
   He brushed his lips against mine softly, letting them linger there for a few moments before pulling back. 
 
   “I think I knew that day too,” I said softly and I watched as his mouth curled into a little smile.
 
   “I had no idea how much you would change my life when I walked into that conference room and saw you sitting there. Everything happens for a reason, Natalie,” he said, taking my hand and pulling me closer to him. “I don’t know why you came into my life when you did, but I do know the last six months have been the best of my life, even when you were with Ethan. Even though I knew you belonged to someone else, I was still grateful to have you in my life. Knowing every day I came to the office, you’d be there made my whole day better. It didn’t matter that all I wanted to do was pull you into my office and rip off all your clothes,” he said with a grin that made us both laugh. “All that mattered was that I would get to see you…to be in your presence and I was okay. You make my life okay, Natalie, and this last week apart has proven that to me even more. My life isn’t okay when you’re not there and I need my life to be okay again.”
 
   He was holding my hand tightly and the teasing from a moment before was gone. His face was serious. His eyes were staring into mine and I watched as he swallowed hard. 
 
   “I feel the same way, Drew, but we’ll be okay,” I said gently, cupping his cheek with the hand he wasn’t holding. “This won’t be forever. You’ll get the office set up and running and then you’ll come home and this time apart will only be a memory.”
 
   He didn’t say anything for a few seconds and I noticed that he swallowed hard again.
 
   “I don’t think I’ll be home for a while,” he said and I felt my stomach drop. 
 
   “What do you mean?” 
 
   “That I don’t know when I’ll be back in New York for good. I guess I was naïve to think it wouldn’t take that long to get the merger finalized. I was wrong and I don’t know when I’ll be coming home.” His tone was gentle and nervous and I could tell he hated saying these words to me. 
 
   I sat quietly, wondering how I should react. I felt a growing lump in my throat that was starting to burn as I tried to stop the waiting tears from forming in my eyes. My stomach was starting to feel sick and I opened my mouth to tell him it would be all right and that we’d get through this, but no words would come out because I knew it wouldn’t be okay.
 
   “I came home to tell you that. I didn’t want you to hear about it over the phone. I wanted you to hear it from me and I wanted to talk to you about something else,” he said and I could hear the apprehension in his voice. 
 
   “What else?” I managed to get out through my stinging throat. 
 
   “I can’t leave tomorrow not knowing when I’ll see you again. I want you to come with me to California.” 
 
   His words hit me like a rock and I could tell he was completely serious. 
 
   “What do you mean, come with you?” I asked softly.
 
   “Come stay with me in L.A. I need you there, Natalie. I can’t come back to an empty hotel room anymore.”
 
   “You want me to come tomorrow?” I gasped.
 
   “Ideally, yes, but I know you won’t. I know you’ve got work and you won’t just drop that, but can’t you come out for a few days at least? See how you like it and then we can talk about if you’d stay on a more permanent basis.”
 
   “Drew…” I stumbled. “I don’t know. Visit, maybe, but…to move out there for a prolonged time…I…I don’t know. It’s California. I’ve never even been to California.”
 
   “I’m not asking you to make any decisions now. I’m simply asking you to come for a visit and then we’ll talk.”
 
   My mind was racing. It hadn’t been that long since I’d packed up my life to come to New York with Ethan and now Drew was asking me to consider a move to Los Angeles. I couldn’t make heads or tails of the emotions I was feelings. Of course I wanted to be with Drew. Part of me would follow him to the ends of the earth, but another part of me told me to get a grip and think rationally. I had my own life I was trying to figure out and I couldn’t very well do that if I was picking up and moving to follow a man around. 
 
   “Please consider it, Natalie,” he said softly, his eyes moving slowly over my face as his fingers curled around my neck, pulling me to him so he could kiss me on the forehead.  
 
   “I haven’t been at my job that long. I don’t know if I can get time off already.” 
 
   “Will you try?”
 
   “I’ll try,” I said quietly and he pulled away, a hopeful smile on his face. 
 
   “Thank you. We’ll book your ticket as soon as you find out if you can get the time off,” he said and I nodded, but I think he sensed my apprehension, because a gentle smile spread on his face. “I hope you know what you mean to me, Natalie. You’re my everything.” 
 
   “I love you,” I said softly, the lump still burning in my throat and then he pulled me to him, kissing me and I hated thinking of him leaving tomorrow. Like he’d said, the world was okay when we were together, but when we were apart, I couldn’t imagine a worse place to be.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Thirteen
 
    
 
   I hated saying goodbye to him, but it was inevitable. He’d kissed me before turning and heading out of the apartment around nine o’clock to catch the red eye back to L.A., and a knot formed in my stomach because I didn’t know when he’d be back.
 
   I managed to get some restless sleep before I had to get up for work myself. I was grateful to have a job that kept me busy and my mind occupied instead of focusing on the fact I was returning to an empty apartment every night in a city I was basically alone in. 
 
   I walked into the office and opened my email, not surprised to see a packed inbox of tasks for the day. Two stories for the noon broadcast that needed editing and a luncheon I would need to arrange with the caterers for a producers’ meeting next week were at the top of my list. I downloaded the first story about an animal shelter hosting an adoption event and got to work. 
 
   “Natalie.” My head jerked up from my computer screen to see Ava standing a few feet from my desk.
 
   “Good morning,” I said. “I’m working on this adoption story for noon.”
 
   “I was thinking after you finish that, you might like to join me in the field.”
 
   “Field?”
 
   “Kara is covering that adoption story at the shelter and I thought you might want to tag along to see how it’s done.”
 
   “Seriously?”
 
   “Yes,” she said with a grin. “I figured it’s time to move you beyond editing.”
 
   “I’d love that. Thank you.”
 
   “Will you be done in a half hour?”
 
   “I’ll be sure I’m done,” I said and she nodded before turning and leaving.
 
   I got back to editing, trying not to make any mistakes in my hurry to finish. 
 
   Ava had given me thirty minutes, but all I needed was twenty-five. I emailed my finished edit off to the producer and then grabbed my coat, meeting Ava in her office. She led me to the lobby where we met Kara and the cameraman, Mitch. 
 
   “Are you sure it’s okay if I tag along?” I asked Kara as she looked through her purse. She was wearing black slacks and a Channel 5 fleece. Her black hair was pulled back into a stylish ponytail and her makeup was perfect. She definitely looked ready for the camera. 
 
   “Of course not. I think it’s great. An extra set of hands never hurt anyone,” she said and then turned to Mitch. “Do you know Mitch?”
 
   I shook my head and looked over to him.
 
   “I’ve seen you around, but we’ve never been introduced.”
 
   He stuck out his hands and I shook it briefly. He was a burly man in jeans and a flannel shirt. That, along with his coarse brown beard, reminded me of a lumberjack. 
 
   “Welcome aboard,” he said and then motioned for us to follow him outside. 
 
   We climbed into a van with the Channel 5 logo on it and Mitch pulled into traffic. Kara looked through notes as we drove and we made occasional small talk, but I couldn’t help but notice how different it was than when we’d gone out for drinks together after work. 
 
   Once we got to Brooklyn, it didn’t take long to find the shelter. The event was already in full swing with balloons and streamers. The dogs were all decked out in colorful bandanas and a sizeable group of people were walking around and meeting the dogs. Kara got out and went to the director while Ava and I joined the crowd looking at all of the dogs hoping to find a home today. It broke my heart to see all these homeless animals. I wanted to take them home with me, but since I couldn’t, the least I could do was show them love for as long as I was here. 
 
   Kara and Mitch set up in front and I stood by Ava as they prepared to go on the air. Mitch gave her a signal and then Kara started talking into the microphone. I couldn’t hear everything she was saying, but she had a smile on her face as she looked at the camera. The director joined her then, along with a shepherd mix, whose tail was wagging as his tongue hung out of his mouth. Kara bent down and started petting him as she introduced him to the audience.  She then went around showing other dogs and speaking with more of the volunteers. The whole segment only lasted maybe five minutes and then Kara looked into the camera saying, “I’m Kara Summers for Channel 5 news.” She stood still for a few minutes and then Mitch set the camera down, signaling they were done. 
 
   “Short and sweet,” Kara said, looking over to us. “And without getting bit or peed on.” We all started laughing and we decided to spend a little more time with the dogs. 
 
   “How long have you been doing this?” I asked Kara as we were each holding a puppy from a litter of Chihuahuas.
 
   “Two years in the field.”
 
   “And do you like it?”
 
   “I love it,” she answered without hesitation. “Someday I’d love to sit behind the desk in the studio, but until that day, I love doing stories out here. Especially ones like these.”
 
   “What’d you have to do…I mean what kind of education do you have?”
 
   “I did my undergraduate in communication, but then I went back to NYU to get my master’s in journalism and mass communication.”
 
   “Is that a requirement?” I asked and one side of her mouth curled up into a smile.
 
   “No, but it doesn’t hurt. Are you thinking you might want to do this?”
 
   “I don’t know. I never have until now. It looks fun…like something I might want to do.”
 
   “I think you’d be good at it. I’ll help you in any way I can if you decide to pursue it.”
 
   “Thanks, but it’s just a crazy thought,” I said with a laugh.
 
   “Crazy ideas are sometimes the best ideas,” she said and I thought she might be right. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   “Thanks for taking me out with you today…to see Kara and Mitch in action,” I said to Ava when we got back.
 
   “You’re welcome. What’d you think?” 
 
   “I had a good time. Kara’s good at her job.”
 
   “She’s excellent.”
 
   “Have you ever thought about being a reporter?”
 
   “I entertained it for about a second until I realized I freeze up every time I see that little red dot on the camera,” she laughed. “Behind the scenes is where I’m meant to be.”
 
   She hung her coat up and then sat down at her computer. I knew I should leave her alone and get back to my own work, but I didn’t go right away.
 
   “Can I ask you something?” I asked her and she looked up at me curiously.
 
   “Go ahead.”
 
   “I know I’ve only been here a couple of months, but what are the chances of me taking a few days off?”
 
   “A vacation already?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.
 
   “Not exactly,” I said, sitting down across from her desk. 
 
   “Are you okay?” she asked and I could see concern on her face.
 
   “Yes, I’m fine. I didn’t mean to worry you.”
 
   “Then what is it?”
 
   “Drew, my boyfriend, the one you met at the bar,” I began and she grinned again.
 
   “Of course I remember Drew,” she said, raising her eyebrows.
 
   “A few weeks back, he had to go to L.A. for work. His company’s in the middle of an acquisition and he’s got to be there to oversee it. We’re not sure how long he’ll have to be there, but he wants me to come out for a short visit. I told him I wasn’t even sure I could get the time off, but he asked me to try and so I am.” I was rambling now, something I tended to do all too frequently when I was nervous. 
 
   “It’s fine. You have personal time. Use a bit of it and go see Drew.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “I’m sure. You’ll only be gone a few days…that’s assuming you even come back.”
 
   “Of course I’m coming back.”
 
   “I wouldn’t if I was going to see that man,” she said and we both laughed. 
 
   “Thank you, Ava,” I said and then went back to my cubicle. 
 
   After looking at the calendar and deciding on a good date, I cleared the time officially and then picked up the phone to call Drew. 
 
   He was ecstatic when I told him I’d gotten the time off and he immediately went about finding a flight, telling me he’d call me back when he’d arranged something. Drew didn’t waste any time because he called me back ten minutes later. 
 
   “I sent you a flight. Check your email and tell me how it looks.”
 
   I opened my inbox and clicked on his message. It was a straight flight from JFK to LAX at seven o’clock on Friday after work and arrived at nine o’clock West Coast time. Then I noticed the price. Nearly $2,000 and then I saw why.
 
   “I don’t need a first class ticket, Drew.”
 
   “Yes, you do. It’s a nearly a six hour flight and you’ll be coming after a full day’s work. Believe me; you’ll thank me halfway through the flight.”
 
   “It’s not necessary. I’ve always flown coach…until you came along that is.”
 
   “And thank God I did. Economy is no way to fly,” he said and then he was silent for a second. “Okay…done.”
 
   “You bought it?”
 
   “Sure did.”
 
   “I didn’t need first class.”
 
   “Well, too bad. It’s done,” he said and I could hear the triumph in his voice. “No more arguing. I thought you would’ve learned arguing with me is futile, Natalie. I always get what I want,” he said and although he was joking, there was seriousness in his voice as well. I knew very well that he was used to getting what he wanted. 
 
   “I don’t know why I even bother trying when it comes to you.”
 
   “I don’t know either,” he said with a laugh. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Fourteen
 
    
 
   I told myself two weeks wouldn’t be that long. I reminded myself of husbands and wives in the military who didn’t see each other for months at a time and that put things into perspective for me. I would stay busy at work, learning more about the job and even going out with Kara into the field a few more times. At night, I looked forward to my Skype sessions with Drew. Sometimes we’d turn it to the same station on the TV and watch a show together, the way we would’ve done had he been home. 
 
   He started sending me links to different places he wanted to take me while I was there. I reminded him that he was there for work, questioning how he planned on being my tour guide as well.  Per the usual Drew, he told me not to worry about it and that everything was under control. To be honest, I was actually quite curious as to what he’d come up with. My traveling throughout my life had been limited and I was excited to see California.
 
   “So, one more week, huh?” Court’s voice said when we met up at another club the following Saturday night. He’d asked me if I wanted to see Sammy and Masons again and rather than spend a lonely night in the apartment, I agreed. 
 
   “Yes,” I said as we got in line.
 
   “You’re going to love L.A. It’s so different than New York.”
 
   “We’ll see,” I said and he raised a curious eyebrow at me.
 
   “We’ll see? You seem doubtful.”
 
   “I guess I just don’t know what to expect. I’m all for visiting, but he wants me to move out there with him.”
 
   “What?” he said, grabbing my arm. “You didn’t tell me that.”
 
   “I guess I left out that little detail,” I said and then looked at my friend, hoping he could give me some insight Drew wasn’t giving me. “How long do you think he’ll have to stay in L.A.?”
 
   “I don’t know, Natalie,” he said, his voice sounding more somber now. “These things take time. It’s really huge for him…for the whole company actually. He just wants to make sure everything goes all right.”
 
   “What are you and Anna Beth doing now that Drew’s in L.A.?” 
 
   “What we normally do, but with more focus on the merger. He mentioned needing one of us to come out possibly and help train the new assistants. He hasn’t decided yet though.”
 
   “New assistants?” 
 
   “Well, not new. They were part of the old company, but things are done a little differently at Taylor and Saben and he wants it all streamlined, plus there’s a new project he was just awarded yesterday.”
 
   “I had no idea. Sometimes I feel so out of the loop.”
 
   “He didn’t tell you any of this?”
 
   “No. Ever since I stopped working there, he hardly ever talks shop with me.”
 
   “Do you blame him? Work is work. When he comes home to your sweet little ass, that’s the last thing he wants to talk about.”
 
   I chose to ignore his comment, although it made me laugh.
 
    “Maybe it wouldn’t be such a big deal if I hadn’t been in the thick of it for so long. If I’d met Drew without working for him, I probably wouldn’t know better.”
 
   “You give him that release he needs and I actually find it very romantic that he’s so desperate to be with you when he’s got a whole bevy of California girls at his fingertips.”
 
   “Bevy?” 
 
   “Perhaps that’s a little much, but from the video conferencing we’ve had, it appears a majority of the new office is women, and young, attractive women at that.”
 
   I felt a little knot forming in my stomach. I trusted Drew, but I’d be lying if I said the thought of him surrounded by women didn’t bother me a little. 
 
   “I take it he left out that little tidbit as well,” Court continued. “Don’t let it bother you, Natalie. That man adores you. He’d probably walk through fire for you.”
 
   “I’m not bothered by it,” I said and he nudged me in the side with his elbow.
 
   “Liar,” he said and I rolled my eyes at him as we approached the bouncer, showing our IDs and paying the cover charge before walking into the crowded club.
 
   I thought I recognized the song that was playing when we walked inside. Obviously, we’d either been late or Sammy and Masons took the stage earlier than scheduled. 
 
   “I think I know this song,” I shouted to Court over the noise.
 
   “It’s a cover of Pictures of You by The Cure,” he said, then looked at me skeptically. “You have heard of The Cure before, right?” 
 
   “I’ve heard of them,” I said as we settled into the crowd.
 
   “You have so much to learn, Natalie.” He laughed as we got closer to the stage. 
 
   “Are you drinking tonight?” Court asked a few minutes later and I shook my head.
 
   “No. I think last week set my limit for the month.”
 
   I was surprised he didn’t harass me about it. Instead, he focused his attention back on the music.
 
   The band played for another hour and I was hot from the jumping around and dancing Court and I had done. 
 
   “I have to run to the restroom. Don’t disappear on me,” I told Court a little while later. 
 
   “I’m not making any promises,” Court teased and then I pushed my way through the crowd to find the ladies room. I shouldn’t have been surprised to see there was a line. It moved quickly though and when I was done, I washed my hands and made my way back into the club. The crowd seemed to have gotten bigger and I could barely make my way through. I glanced to my right and saw an open path along the wall and thought that looked like my quickest route. 
 
   It took a little effort, but I eventually made it out, but before I could make my way to Court, I was staring into a set of deep brown eyes I’d recognize anywhere. I couldn’t breathe for a second as I tried to register the fact that Ethan was only a foot away. We’d nearly crashed into each other and he seemed just as startled as I was to see him. 
 
   “Natalie.” His voice was almost a whisper and I took a moment to look him over. I hadn’t seen him since November. We’d been the biggest part of each other’s lives for four years and then we were just finished. I’d hurt him and I hated that I’d hurt him. I’d loved Ethan so deeply once, but people change and they don’t always change together. We had grown apart, but a piece of my heart would always belong to Ethan. First loves do that. They grab on and never let go. 
 
   He looked good. His brown hair was a little longer than I was used to and he had a light shadow on his face like he hadn’t shaved in a couple of days. 
 
   “Ethan. Hi,” I said, finally finding my voice and it was quiet again for a few awkward seconds. 
 
   “How are you?” he finally asked.
 
   “I’m good. You?” I asked, feeling guilty that I could ask him such a mundane question. 
 
   “I’m alive, so I guess I can’t complain,” he said with a forced grin and I nodded awkwardly. “What brings you out here tonight?” 
 
   “Court likes the band,” I answered and he looked around curiously.
 
   “Court? No Drew?”
 
   “He’s in L.A. for work. I’m actually heading out there next week to visit.”
 
   “L.A. Sounds nice.”
 
   “Yeah,” was all I could think to say and the silence that settled between us was killing me. 
 
   “Well, I should get back to my friends,” he said. “Take care, Natalie.” He brushed gently past me, his familiar scent catching my attention as he did so and I turned to watch the back of him as he walked away.
 
   “Wait, Ethan,” I called out and he stopped and looked at me. “How are you? Really?” I could hear the guilt oozing from my voice and he didn’t answer me right away 
 
   “I’m fine, Natalie. Believe it or not, you leaving me didn’t destroy me how you may think.” There was a harshness in his voice that I didn’t like hearing. 
 
   “I…I didn’t think that,” I stammered. “I just want to know you’re okay.”
 
   “I’m okay. You can stop feeling guilty for what you did,” he said and then paused for a moment before continuing. “I know the last time we spoke, it wasn’t good. I was angry, but we changed, Nat. Plain and simple. Everything happens for a reason. I’m still trying to figure out that reason, but I’m okay.”
 
   I could feel myself starting to choke up. I’d hurt him so badly and yet he was trying to help me let go and move on. 
 
   “I’m glad,” I said softly and then he walked towards me, his hand resting on my arm. He looked as if he wanted to say something more, but he didn’t. He just smiled a little and then I felt his lips on my cheek, warm and soft, just as I remembered. He pulled away a moment later, meeting his gaze with mine again and then he was gone, disappearing into the crowd as abruptly as he had appeared. I swallowed through the lump in my throat and then exhaled deeply, finally able to breathe again.  
 
   “What’s the matter with you?” Court asked when I returned. “You look all pale. You could definitely use some blush.” 
 
   He started pinching my cheeks, but when I shooed his hands away, he could tell I wasn’t in the mood.
 
   “Seriously, Natalie, what’s wrong?” he asked again and I sighed. 
 
   “I just ran into Ethan,” I told him and I saw Court flinch a little. 
 
   “How was it? Did he rip your head off?” he said with a little laugh.
 
   “No. He was actually very cordial. Too cordial. He seems totally fine,” I said and I told myself it shouldn’t bother me so much. 
 
   “That’s a good thing. You can let go of the guilt now,” Court said, placing a hand on my shoulder. 
 
   “I know,” I said quietly. “I’m glad he’s doing okay. It just brings up a lot of memories seeing him again.”
 
   “Having second thoughts about choosing the rich stud over old faithful?” 
 
   “No, Court,” I said firmly. “I don’t have second thoughts, but that doesn’t mean I don’t still care about Ethan.”
 
   “I wish my life was as exciting as yours.”
 
   “No, you don’t,” I assured him. 
 
   “Buck up, Natalie,” he teased.
 
   “Not gonna happen, Court,” I sighed. “I actually think I’m going to head home.”
 
   “I have no clue why I even bother inviting you out. I might as well ask my mother. She likes to turn in before nine as well.”
 
   “Then ask your mother next time.” I laughed and then waved before he could say anything and headed towards the door, but not before I caught a glimpse of Ethan again, deep in conversation with a girl who seemed completely enamored with my former boyfriend. I remembered conversations with Ethan like that and I suddenly missed them. My life had been so different then. It was so much simpler, even though I hadn’t realized it then. A little part of me missed the way we used to sit up talking all night and the innocence of our relationship. We’d had nothing but each other when we moved to New York, but obviously that hadn’t been enough and I’d ended up losing my best friend. I loved Drew, but that didn’t mean I still didn’t miss Ethan sometimes. He was just different than Drew and as I glanced at him once more before walking out, I knew he was happy.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Fifteen
 
    
 
   LAX was bustling. I was dragging my bag behind me, dodging my way through the crowd, anxious to get to baggage claim where I knew Drew would be waiting for me. It’d been a long flight and he’d been right, I was grateful for his generosity in purchasing me a first class ticket. 
 
   Even though I was excited to see him, I was exhausted. It’d been a long day at work and I’d stayed up late the night before getting packed. I couldn’t wait to take a shower and crawl into bed. It may only be nine o’clock in Los Angeles, but I was still on East Coast time, so my body thought it was midnight. 
 
   I climbed onto the crowded escalator and tried peering over the heads of the people in front of me, hoping to catch a glimpse of Drew. I felt my mouth curl up into a wide smile and I had to stifle a laugh when I finally spotted him. He stood at the bottom of the escalator in a black suit and tie, holding a sign with VASSER printed on it in bold, black letters. 
 
   Our eyes met and his eyes moved over my body, but his mouth remained in a serious line. As I neared the bottom and then stepped off, I expected him to step towards me, but he didn’t. I went to him, standing in front of him and yet he remained still. 
 
   “Hello,” I said in a formal voice, trying to play along with him. 
 
   “Good evening. Are you Natalie Vasser?” 
 
   “I am.”
 
   “Excellent. I’ll be your driver tonight.”
 
   “Lucky me. I didn’t expect such a handsome chauffeur.”
 
   “And I didn’t expect to be escorting such an exquisite woman,” he said in a deep, throaty voice. “Do you have any bags?” 
 
   “I do. Just one.” 
 
   “Very well then,” he said, extending his arm so I linked mine with his and we started walking towards the baggage carousels. “What brings you to lovely Los Angeles? Business or pleasure?”
 
   “Pleasure, most definitely,” I said, loving this little role playing game. “And how long have you been a chauffeur?” 
 
   “Tonight’s my first night. How am I doing?”
 
   “Very good,” I said and then he abruptly stopped, pulling me into a corner and cradling my face with his hands as his green eyes pierced mine. His lips were on mine a moment later, kissing me hungrily, leaving me breathless when he pulled away. 
 
   “Do you know how hard it was to keep my hands off you when you stepped off that escalator?” he panted, his lips only inches from mine. “I’m so glad you’re finally here, Natalie. I don’t know if I could’ve waited another day.”
 
   “Me too,” I said softly and we continued to look at each other, our breathing growing harder until I finally managed to speak. “Let’s get my bag and go.” 
 
   I could tell he understood exactly what I was implying and I knew he felt the same way. He took my hand, holding it tightly as we finished our walk to the baggage carousels that had been interrupted. 
 
   “I liked your little sign,” I said to Drew as we stood next to each other, still holding hands as the carousel started spitting out luggage.
 
   “I thought you might like that,” he said, glancing over to me with a grin. 
 
   “I’m surprised you’re still in your suit. Not that I mind. I quite like you in a suit,” I said, my eyes moving over the sleek material. 
 
   “Late night at the office and it’s closer to the airport than my hotel so I came straight here. You can help me out of it when we get back to my room.”
 
   I felt my cheeks flush as thoughts of our impending activities started racing through my mind. I knew he was thinking about it too and he let go of my hand, sliding it around my waist and pulling me closer to him. 
 
   “There’s my bag,” I said a moment later, trying to concentrate on the fact we were still in a public place. He scooped it up effortlessly and then took my hand again, leading me out towards the parking garage. 
 
   The warmth surprised me. Back in New York it was still a little chilly in the evenings, but it appeared spring was in full swing here in southern California. 
 
   Drew let go of my hand and reached into his pocket, taking out a key fob. I heard the beeping of a car unlocking and I looked up to see the lights of a white sedan blinking.
 
   “A Nissan?” I asked curiously. 
 
   “Why do you seem surprised?” he asked, lifting my bag into the trunk
 
   “I guess I thought you’d have a car that’s a little less…typical,” I said, trying to think of the best word I could to express my thoughts. 
 
   “I have other things to spend my money on instead of  a rental car, Natalie.”
 
   “Like cross-country first class tickets?” 
 
   “Your comfort is paramount to me. My rental car is not. This gets me to work and back and is surprisingly economical,” he said with a playful grin and then held the passenger side door open for me. 
 
   He was inside a moment later and after making our way through traffic, we were cruising down the highway, Drew reaching across the console and holding my hand until we exited a while later. He pulled into the parking space of a Hilton and he got out, getting my bag before coming around to my side and opening the door for me. 
 
   “Shall we?” he said as I took his hand and stepped out.
 
   “Thank you,” I answered and he led me into the lobby.
 
   It was a nice hotel, definitely upscale. I noticed that he made eye-contact with the concierge before we stepped into the elevator, climbing up to the twelfth floor. I followed him down the hall until he stopped, pulling out a key card and pushing the door open. 
 
   “Here we are,” he said as we walked inside. 
 
   A king sized bed greeted us along with a large flat screen TV. A comfortable looking chair was in the corner near the window and then my eyes focused on the ice filled bucket of wine and fresh fruit. 
 
   “I thought you might like a snack,” he said, sliding his hand around my waist.
 
   “I think I might after I take a shower. I feel like every germ from that airplane is stuck to my body,” I said as he turned me to face him, locking his hands behind my back so I was trapped. 
 
   “I’m not going to try and contain my enthusiasm, Natalie,” he said with that sly smile he often gave me when he wanted me. “It’s been two weeks since I felt you beside me and I don’t know how much longer I can wait.”
 
   I had been exhausted. When I landed in L.A., all I could think about was crawling into bed and going to sleep, but that was before I’d felt Drew’s hands on me or tasted his lips. My drowsiness had suddenly vanished and the last thing I wanted to do was go to sleep. 
 
   “Then don’t wait,” I said softly and he didn’t.
 
   His lips pressed against mine, slowly at first before quickly moving faster, his tongue finding its way into my mouth. I closed my eyes, relishing in how good he felt. I wanted more though.
 
   I jerked away and he looked concerned.
 
   “Are you okay, Natalie?”
 
   “I’m fine. I just want you out of this pesky suit,” I said, yanking his tie and undoing it quickly, sliding it off his neck and tossing it onto the floor. I pulled off his suit jacket then and started unbuttoning his shirt. My fingers moved slowly and I could tell my pace was not moving fast enough for him. I grinned up at him though, loving the power I had over him and I eventually finished, peeling it off until he stood shirtless before me. I ran my hands over the smoothness of his chest and I saw the way his muscles twitched as I reached for his waistband. Slowly, I undid the zipper, tugging at his pants until they were on the floor and he was only in his boxers. I was reaching for them too when I felt his hand grab my wrist.
 
   “My turn,” he grinned and I could feel the excitement inside of me growing as he pulled off my sweater and then the t-shirt I’d been wearing underneath. He slid his hands into the yoga pants I’d worn on the plane, sliding them off, along with my panties before reaching around and undoing my bra. 
 
   “No fair. I’m naked and you’re not.” I grinned and he smiled playfully back before pulling his boxers off quickly.
 
   “Now we’re even,” he said. “Except one thing is missing.” 
 
   He reached up, undoing the elastic in my hair that had been confining my ponytail, until it spilled down my back. 
 
   “There is nothing more beautiful than seeing you like this.”
 
   “Except for you,” I said and I saw him blush a little. I loved how vulnerable he could seem at times. 
 
   He suddenly scooped me up so I was cradled in his arms. We were in the bathroom a moment later and he set me down as he turned on the shower, steam filling the room. 
 
   “After you,” he said, holding the shower door open for me and I stepped inside.
 
   He was beside me a moment later, his hands on my wet skin as the water glided over us. He slid his hands around my waist, pulling me to him before he pressed his mouth to mine, the water making our lips slick as they moved over each other. He slowly spun me around so my back was facing him. He reached for the shampoo and soon he was massaging it into my hair. When he was done, he took a cloth and began washing my body. I was aching for him by the time the soap was rinsed. He was reaching for the water to turn it off when I stopped him. 
 
   “My turn,” I said when I noticed his curious look and when I started washing him, he didn’t protest. 
 
   I moved slowly over his smooth skin and just as he’d done to me, I got great pleasure teasing him. He was biting his lip and I knew he’d nearly hit his limit with me. A second later, he reached quickly for the faucet, turning it off and staring at me with hungry eyes.
 
   “Enough of this,” he said firmly, flinging open the shower door and grabbing a towel. 
 
   He wiped his face off quickly and then tossed a towel to me once he’d stepped out. 
 
   “You seem rather impatient tonight, Mr. Saben,” I teased as I dried myself off and he shot me a playful glare.
 
   “Damn right I am,” he said, toweling himself off quickly and then tossing it aside, snatching mine as well and throwing it onto the floor. “You’re dry enough. Get over here.”
 
   He grabbed me, smashing me against his body before scooping me up over his shoulder and striding quickly out of the bathroom and over to the bed. He tossed me onto it and then crawled over me, our bodies still damp from the shower. I waited in anticipation for the feeling I’d missed over the last two weeks and when I finally felt it, I was complete and it was as if we’d never been apart. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Sixteen
 
    
 
   We slept in late the next morning and when my eyes finally opened, I was greeted with Drew’s smiling face. He looked satisfied and I couldn’t help my mind from drifting to the night before. He’d seemed almost greedy in the way he’d consumed me, but I didn’t mind. I loved when he took charge and when we were finally done, we’d laid in bed, indulging in the champagne and fruit he’d had delivered to the room. It’d been a wonderful night and it’d only been made better by waking up next to him. 
 
   “Were you watching me sleep?” I asked.
 
   “I was and I’m not ashamed to admit it.”
 
   I felt my cheeks blush and he bent down, brushing his lips over mine.
 
   “I was just about to order breakfast. What would you like?”
 
   “French toast.”
 
   “You got it,” he said and then pulled the covers back and I watched as he climbed out of bed, sliding on a pair of shorts and then picking up the hotel phone and ordering our breakfast. A half an hour later, we were sitting in bed, eating and watching the morning news. He turned to me when I was done and picked up my plate. “Why don’t you go ahead and get ready while I tidy up in here.”
 
   “You want to join me in the shower again?” I asked, raising an eyebrow at him and he smiled, shaking his head. 
 
   “I have to decline my darling, Natalie. If I get into the shower with you again, we’ll never leave the hotel.”
 
   “That’s not necessarily a bad thing,” I teased and he set the plates down, pulling the covers off of me.
 
   “Don’t tempt me, Miss Vasser. Now please, go take a shower.”
 
   He kissed me gently, his lips hanging enticingly on mine and I could feel my body gravitating toward him, wanting more than just the kiss. He pulled away though and he licked his lips, which only made me want him more. 
 
   “You need to get in the shower now,” he whispered slowly and I got out of the bed, making my way to the bathroom and I could feel his eyes on me the whole way. 
 
   I took a quick, boring shower and when I got out, he hopped in. I got dressed, happy to be able to wear a long white skirt and tank top instead of the light sweaters we were still wearing back east. I left my hair down, adding some mousse to hold the waves and Drew stepped out of the shower just as I was starting my makeup.
 
   “You don’t need that stuff, you know that, don’t you?” he said, standing behind me and when I looked up, I could see his reflection staring back at me. I seemed so small next to him and then one of his hands rested on my shoulder as his other one brushed the hair from my neck and kissed it.
 
   “Thank you,” I said. “But it makes me feel better.”
 
   “As long as you know you’re just as beautiful without it.”
 
   I rested my hand on top of his and smiled at him, our gazes meeting in the mirror. 
 
   “I love you, Drew,” I said.
 
   “I love you too,” he replied and then stepped into the bedroom. 
 
   I finished my makeup and when I was done, he’d gotten dressed in a pair of dark jeans and a casual gray t-shirt, a far cry from the power suit that had greeted me at baggage claim. 
 
   “Ready?” he asked and I nodded, gathering my purse and following him into the hallway.
 
   “Where are we headed today?” I asked him as we walked.
 
   “I was thinking Santa Monica Pier might be a nice place to spend the day.”
 
   “Sounds good. I’ve seen that place in the movies. Looks like fun.”
 
   “It’ll be a first for both of us,” he said and I looked over at him as we stepped into the elevator.
 
   “You haven’t gone yet?”
 
   “No. You seem surprised.”
 
   “I am, a little. You’ve been here a while now. I thought you would’ve checked out all the sights.”
 
   “To be honest, I haven’t done much at all since getting to L.A.”
 
   “What do you do then?”
 
   “Work late and then come back to the hotel or go to the gym.”
 
   “Why haven’t you done any of the touristy stuff?”
 
   “Because I wanted to do it with you. I haven’t been in the mood to do anything without you here.” 
 
   His voice was low and I knew he’d missed me. I knew what he was implying…that I should come to Los Angeles and truthfully, being with him now, it’s what I wanted too. 
 
   “Well,” I said, taking his hand. “I’m here now and it’s time to have some fun.”
 
   “It definitely is,” he said, looking over at me just as the elevator door opened and he kissed me before we stepped out.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Seventeen
 
    
 
   The weekend had been fun, just as he’d said. We’d ridden the rides on Santa Monica Pier. I even convinced Drew to get one of those ridiculous caricatures together by one of the sidewalk artists. We’d found a little shack that was selling fish tacos and we ate them on the beach, side by side as the waves rolled up to our feet, watching the sunset. 
 
   The Yankees were playing the Angels on Sunday and Drew got us tickets right behind home plate. We’d had a good time, but Drew left in a sour mood when the Yankees lost after a walk-off base hit by Mike Trout. The rest of the day was spent lounging around the hotel room, trying to cheer him up, which I had no trouble doing. 
 
   When Monday morning came, Drew wanted to take me to the office. He said he only had a few things to take care of before we could take a drive up the coast. 
 
   He held my hand as we walked towards the new home of Taylor and Saben. The sign was already up, but it seemed very different than the office in Manhattan. It wasn’t housed in a tall skyscraper like in New York. It was its own building and I could feel the more casual atmosphere the moment we stepped inside. Even Drew seemed more laid back. Even though he’d picked me up in a suit he so often wore in New York, today he was sporting a pair of expensive jeans and a striped button up shirt he’d left untucked with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. 
 
   He said good morning to the security guard and then he led me into the main office, stopping at the reception desk. I was used to seeing Christa upon my arrival at Taylor and Saben, her hair tied back into a bun, her tortoise shell glasses poised on her nose. The woman who greeted us was the complete opposite. She was young with tan skin and jet black hair that hung straight as a pin down her back. Her blouse was open far enough so that her cleavage was one of the first things I noticed about her. 
 
   “Good morning, Gabby,” Drew said, picking up a pen and scrawling my name into the visitor’s log. 
 
   “Good morning, Drew,” she said with a friendly smile and then her eyes moved to me and I was taken aback by the casual greeting. I’d expected her to address him as Mr. Saben, but then I remembered my first meeting with him and how he’d insisted I drop the formalities and call him by his first name. “You brought a visitor this morning?” 
 
   “Yes. This is Natalie, my girlfriend. She flew in from New York.”
 
   I would’ve been blind not to notice the momentary dip in her smile when she realized who I was, but I doubt Drew was even aware. 
 
   “Welcome to Los Angeles,” Gabby said as she handed me a badge.
 
   “Thank you,” was all I said to her and then Drew took my hand, nodding at Gabby as he led me away. 
 
   Drew said hello to different people as we made our way towards his office, exchanging a few words and introducing me before we’d move on. I couldn’t help but notice the amount of attractive women in the office, many of whom seemed the perfect stereotype of California girls: Tall, thin, tan and blonde. They all seemed more than happy to speak with Drew and I found myself inching closer to him as they talked. 
 
   We eventually made it to his office. He opened the heavy oak door with an official looking nameplate on the front reading ANDREW SABEN -PRESIDENT. We stepped in and he shut the door behind us. Just like everything else, it was different than his office in New York. This one was smaller and without the impressive view. It looked as if he hadn’t done much decorating, which I took as a good sign. Perhaps he’d be returning to New York sooner than I expected. I walked over to his desk. Of course, it was neat and tidy, like every other aspect of his life, but I smiled when I saw a picture of the two of us that had been taken at Christmas time.  
 
   “So,” he said when he was behind his desk. “What do you think of the new office?”
 
   “It’s nice,” I said and he stopped looking through a pile of paper on his desk, glancing up so our eyes met.
 
   “But?” he asked. 
 
   “No buts.”
 
   “There is a but. I can tell by your tone,” he said and I couldn’t help but smile a little. He obviously knew me too well. 
 
   “Your staff,” I began. “A majority of them seem awfully young…and attractive,” I added, watching as his mouth curled up into a smirk.
 
   “Are you jealous, Miss Vasser?”
 
   “No,” I said quickly.
 
   “I think you’re lying.”
 
   He came to the front of the desk where I was standing and slid his hands around my waist.
 
   “I am lying,” I said and he laughed, kissing me on the forehead. 
 
   “I can’t help what they look like, Natalie. They all worked here before I got here.”
 
   “So, you admit they’re pretty.”
 
   “Well, they’re not ugly,” he grinned. “But, they’re nothing compared to you. Plus, there’s not a redhead in the bunch and you know I’m partial to redheads.” 
 
   He was staring into my eyes, the sincere grin still on his face and I knew he meant what he said. 
 
   “I’ll just try not to think of you being alone with all of these attractive women while I’m back in New York.”
 
   “You have nothing to worry about. Ever,” he said, the grin leaving his face, transforming into a serious line. 
 
   “I know. I’m being stupid.”
 
   “I actually kind of like it,” he said, the smile returning to his face just as we heard a knock on the door. “Come in,” he said, undoing his hands from my waist as a woman walked in. 
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t know you had company,” she said, her eyes moving over to me. 
 
   “That’s okay, Mya. Come in,” he told the woman and she stepped in. “Mya, this is Natalie Vasser, my girlfriend from New York and this is Mya Mendez, one of the other architects.”
 
   Mya looked to be a few years older than Drew, but there was no denying she was attractive. Her black pencil skirt looked great with her long legs and her blouse showed a rack that put mine to shame. Her long curly hair was nearly black with caramel highlights and she looked at me with eyes a shade of hazel I’d never seen before. Her tan skin was flawless and I suddenly felt very plain next to her. 
 
   “It’s nice to meet you, Natalie,” Mya said, extending a hand to me. 
 
   “Likewise,” I said as we shook and then she turned her attention back to Drew.
 
   “Do you have a minute to come to my office?” she asked him.
 
   “Of course,” he said, turning to me. “I’ll be right back, Natalie.”
 
   I nodded and watched as Drew and Mya left. He wasn’t gone long and I’d barely had a chance to check out the office anymore when he returned. I could tell his mood had been soured by the look on his face. 
 
   “Is everything okay?” I asked and he sighed.
 
   “I’m so sorry to do this, Natalie, but I think we’ll have to cancel our drive up the coast today.”
 
   “Why?” I asked as the disappointment washed over me. 
 
   “Something’s come up with the project Mya’s working on and I need to fix it.”
 
   “Why do you have to?”
 
   “Because I’m the boss, Natalie,” he said curtly. “This is the first project with the Taylor and Saben name on it in California and it’s got to be perfect.”
 
   I didn’t like the tone of his voice. He was never short with me the way he’d just been. He must’ve seen the surprise on my face because he took my hands.
 
   “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you. I shouldn’t take my stress out on you.”
 
   “It’s okay,” I said, trying to be understanding of what he was dealing with.
 
   “It’s not okay and I’m sorry,” he said, brushing his fingertips over my cheek and then kissing me softly. “I’ll make it up to you. You didn’t come all this way to hang out by yourself.”
 
   “It’s fine, Drew. Truly it is. I’ll be fine.”
 
   He reached into his pocket, handing me the car keys and his credit card.
 
   “Take the car. Go wherever you want. The address to the hotel is programmed in the GPS.”
 
   “Do you know how long you’ll be?” I asked and he shook his head.
 
   “I’ll get back as soon as I can. Thank you for your understanding.” 
 
   He kissed me again, but not so innocently this time and when he pulled back, I could see the need in his eyes.
 
   “I shouldn’t have done that,” he said.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because now all I can think about is ripping all your clothes off and throwing you onto my desk.”
 
   “Go ahead,” I teased and he shoved me away playfully.
 
   “Don’t tempt me, Natalie,” he said, taking my hand and leading me back to the lobby. “Drive safely and I’ll have my phone on me if you need anything.”
 
   “I’ll be fine, Drew.”
 
   “I know you will and again,” he said, squeezing my hand. “I’m sorry about today.”
 
   “It’s only one day,” I said with a smile and he kissed my cheek.
 
   “I love you, Natalie. I’ll see you as soon as I can.”
 
   I smiled and walked out, and even though I never turned around, I knew he watched me the whole way. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Driving around L.A. was no fun by myself. I didn’t know where I was going or what there was even to do and I’d never seen traffic so bad. After being stuck on the interstate crawling at a snail’s pace for a half an hour, I decided to exit and head back to the hotel where I stayed holed up for the rest of the day, only leaving to grab some dinner in the hotel restaurant. 
 
   Drew texted me a few times throughout the day, apologizing for not being back yet. I couldn’t deny I was a little annoyed by the whole situation, but I also knew it wasn’t his fault. He had to work and unfortunately that interfered with our plans. 
 
   It was nearly nine o’clock, but I’d changed into my pajamas early, parking myself on the bed where I’d been all afternoon and was half-way through a movie when I heard the door open, the light streaming in from the hallway. 
 
   I looked up to see Drew standing there, apology written all over his face. He walked to the edge of the bed and sat down. 
 
   “I’m so sorry, Natalie. I didn’t think it’d take that long.”
 
   “Did you get everything taken care of?”
 
   “No, but I wasn’t going to stay away from you any longer.”
 
   “So, you have to go back tomorrow?”
 
   “Yes, but it shouldn’t be long.”
 
   “Can I ask what happened?”
 
   “The blueprints Mya drafted were all wrong and the client wasn’t very understanding of the situation. They’ve got a deadline to meet and this creates a setback for them.”
 
   “Isn’t Mya an experienced architect?”
 
   “Yes and she’s a very good one, but there’s a reason we were able to takeover this company and this screw up is just one reason why.”
 
   “You’ll be able to fix it,” I said, taking his hand and pulling myself closer to him.
 
   “You always have such faith in me, Natalie.”
 
   I smiled as he placed his palm on my cheek, smiling at me with his eyes. I loved when he looked at me like that, with nothing but total adoration. 
 
   “I hope you don’t mind, but part of me fixing this problem is having to attend a fundraising gala tomorrow night,” he said, taking my hand. “I was hoping you’d be my date.”
 
   “A gala?” a said with a terrible British accent. “I don’t think I’ve ever attended a gala.”
 
   “I, unfortunately, have attended too many,” he said with a laugh. “They’re horribly boring, but then again, I’ve never attended one with such a hot date. We could have a little fun.” 
 
   He was grinning at me and I wondered what his idea of a little fun was. 
 
   “Perhaps we could,” I teased.
 
   “I know you didn’t bring anything to wear to a black-tie dinner, so tomorrow while I go into the office, use my credit card and go out and buy yourself something.”
 
   “I feel like Julia Roberts in Pretty Woman, except for the whole prostitute thing,” I said with a laugh.
 
   “Wait? You’re not a hooker?” he joked and I slapped him playfully on the arm. “Please get something incredibly sexy, so that all I can think about while we’re there is taking it off you. Something with a long slit would be nice,” he said, his hand landing on my upper thigh and then slowly inching higher. “I’m not opposed to you showing a little cleavage either.” He took my shirt by the neckline, pulling me toward him and peeking inside. “Yes. I could look at this all night.”
 
   I started laughing, yanking his hand away and then wrapping my arms around his neck, pushing him down onto the mattress. I climbed on top of him, stripping off my shirt and smiling down at him.
 
   “Is that all you want me for, Mr. Saben? My body?” 
 
   “No, Natalie. There are a million reasons to want you. Your body is just the icing on the cake.”
 
   He reached up, placing his hands around my neck and pulling me down so my chest was smashed against his. His greedy mouth was on mine a moment later and as he reached for the waistband of my pants, inching them off, my lonely afternoon away from Drew was forgotten. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Eighteen
 
    
 
   I’d spent the last forty-five minutes trying to get my hair just right and I thought I’d finally done it. I’d used my curling iron to tighten the curls in my naturally wavy hair and it hung loose down my back. I’d purchased some new makeup while dress shopping and as I stared at my reflection in the mirror, I was certain Drew would be pleased with the whole package.
 
   It’d taken longer than I anticipated to find the right one and as I tried on dress after dress, my mind drifted to my first trip to Bloomingdale’s to find something to wear to my interview at Taylor and Saben. It’d been different this time though. Back then, I was spending money I didn’t have to make money I wanted. This time, Drew had handed over his American Express card without any restrictions. I didn’t want to take advantage of him though and I tried to be frugal with my shopping. I still ended up spending nearly $400 on the dress I eventually chose. I considered that a good deal when most of the acceptable dresses were at least $700. 
 
   I’d gone for a classic look, keeping his requests in the back of my mind as I decided on the form fitting black dress, complete with a slit to my upper thigh and a plunging heart shaped neckline that revealed a healthy dose of my cleavage while still looking classy. 
 
   “Does this meet with your approval?” I asked Drew when I finally stepped out of the bathroom.
 
   He was just finishing putting on the jacket of his tuxedo and he turned to me, his eyes instantly moving over my body. They moved slowly and a satisfied smile spread on his lips. 
 
   “You’re pure perfection, Natalie,” he said, straightening his tie as he walked towards me.
 
   I felt his fingertips on my skin, tracing the neckline of my dress, making its way deep into my cleavage while his other hand found its way inside the slit, slowly inching higher and higher. My breathing was picking up. I couldn’t help it when he touched me like this. His touch was like a drug to me and with him this close, I wanted nothing more than to overdose.
 
   “Do you really expect me to focus on anything but you tonight with you looking like this?”
 
   His voice was low and gravelly as he placed his lips, warm and wet, at the base of my throat, his tongue making a slow trail up to my chin. I could almost taste him as his mouth was only inches from mine. 
 
   “I was only honoring your requests,” I whispered, trying to maintain my control, which was becoming increasingly difficult.
 
   “And I thank you for that,” his deep voice said before pressing his lips hard against mine, his tongue plunging into my mouth. I could tell this situation was quickly getting out of hand, especially since we had somewhere to be. I didn’t care though and I pulled him even closer to me, my hands burying deep within his hair. 
 
   His phone went off just then, totally destroying the mood. He rolled his eyes, finally pulling away from me. He got himself together while I straightened my dress and went to the mirror to make sure I didn’t look like a complete mess. Luckily, aside from a few hairs out of place, I looked fine. 
 
   “Andrew Saben,” Drew said, finally answering his phone. “Okay. Thank you.”
 
   “That was a quick phone call,” I said when he’d hung up.
 
   “Our car’s here to take us to the fundraiser.”
 
   “A car?” 
 
   “Only the best for you, Natalie.” He grinned as he joined me at the mirror. “How do I look? Can you tell I almost just got laid by the hottest girl in L.A.?” 
 
   I couldn’t help but blush at his comment.
 
   “You look like you stepped out of one of those ridiculous cologne ads you see on TV, so stop worrying.”
 
   “You think I’m attractive then?” He grinned playfully, continuing to straighten the tie of his tuxedo while looking in the mirror.
 
   “You’re all right,” I teased, running my finger over his jaw line. 
 
   “Yeah, you’re all right too,” he grinned. “Shall we?”
 
   He gestured toward the door and after I grabbed the new clutch I’d purchased to match the dress, I nodded, linking my arm with his.
 
   “This is the best start to one of these things I’ve ever had. Perhaps it’s a good sign,” he said as we made our way to the elevator. “You think we might be able to pick up where we left off after this thing is over?”
 
   “I think we might be able to arrange that,” I said, grinning over to him when the elevator doors closed. 
 
   “Let’s hope for a quick end to this little party then.” 
 
   “I’ll keep my fingers crossed.”              
 
    I grinned slyly and I watched as his eyes traced my body, obviously thinking about what he planned to do to me when we got back. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Nineteen
 
    
 
   When Drew said our car was waiting for us, he failed to mention that car was a limousine. I’d never been in a limo before, but Drew sat casually as if it were no big deal, holding my hand as we drove through downtown Los Angeles. Unlike New York City, which you could never prepare yourself to see in person the first time, L.A. didn’t seem nearly as impressive as it appeared on TV. We passed the famous Grauman’s Chinese theater and the Capital Records building and then pulled in front of the grand arched entrance of the Millennium Biltmore Hotel. The limo stopped and a few seconds later, the door was opening. Drew got out first, offering his hand to me. I saw him slide a tip into the driver’s hand and then we linked arms, heading inside.
 
   “So,” I said quietly as we made our way through the lobby. “What exactly is this fundraiser for?”
 
   “Cedars-Sinai Hospital. We’re poised to design the new pediatric wing, unless the president of the hospital decides to pull us off the project thanks to Mya’s screw up.” 
 
   He sounded bitter and I knew he’d rather be somewhere else instead of trying to clean up her mess. 
 
   “I’m hoping our little show of support, along with a donation will play in our favor.” 
 
   “I’m sure everything will work out with the president, unless he’s a total ass.”
 
   “She.”
 
   “She?”
 
   “The president is a she, not a he.”
 
   “Then that makes your problem even easier to solve.”
 
   “And why’s that?” he said, stopping just as we were about to enter the ballroom. 
 
   “Because no woman can resist your sex appeal. Use it to your advantage,” I smiled as I brushed the lapel of his tuxedo jacket. 
 
   He started laughing, kissing me on the cheek.
 
   “You want me to flirt with her?” he asked and I nodded. “That’s a tad immature, don’t you think?”
 
   “But it’ll work. You really don’t know how irresistible you are.”
 
   “I do know, but I only use it to get my way with you,” he said, raising an eyebrow at me before whisking me inside. 
 
   There must’ve been at least three hundred people in the ballroom, all dressed in tuxedos and gowns. The whole situation instantly made me uncomfortable. This wasn’t who I was. I was Natalie Vasser, born and raised in Cedar Rapids, Iowa. I was too ordinary to be on the arm of a man like Drew. He must’ve felt my apprehension because he pulled me closer as we got deeper into the crowd. 
 
   Drew seemed to know where he was going and then I realized why. Mya and a man who seemed to be about my age were standing across the room. Mya looked beautiful in a dark green dress, her curly hair piled on top of her head. 
 
   “You look lovely tonight, Mya,” Drew said when we reached them.
 
   “Thank you,” she said and then turned her attention to me. “Hello again. Natalie, right?”
 
   “Yes. Good to see you again, Mya.”
 
   “This is Anthony, my assistant,” she said, referring to the man who was sporting a tux similar to Drew’s and short dreadlocks. He held out his hand to me and I shook it. 
 
   “Have you spoken to Dr. Reynolds yet?” he asked and I assumed he was talking about the president of the hospital. 
 
   “Not yet. She’s been busy,” Mya answered and Drew started looking around. “She’s over there.” Mya was pointing across the room to a woman, probably in her mid-fifties, wearing a long white gown, her brown hair pulled back into an elegant bun. 
 
   “She doesn’t look busy now. I’m going to go introduce myself,” Drew said and I looked at him curiously. 
 
   “You haven’t met her?”
 
   “No. Mya’s been handling all the communication, but I think it’s time she meet the man behind the name in Taylor and Saben.”
 
   Drew started across the room and we all followed. Dr. Reynolds looked up from the cracker and pâté she was eating and I knew instantly she’d noticed Drew. I could also tell she was trying not to openly check him out, which she was failing epically at. 
 
   “Ms. Mendez,” the woman said, acknowledging the only person she knew out of the group. There was no formal greeting and her voice had a hint of annoyance and I knew it was directed at Mya for her mistake. 
 
   “Hello, Dr. Reynolds,” Mya said. “I hope we’re not interrupting.”
 
   “I was just getting a bite to eat.”
 
   “I wanted to take a moment to introduce one of the partners, Andrew Saben.”
 
   Mya gestured to Drew and even though it was subtle, I could tell Dr. Reynolds didn’t mind being interrupted by a man who looked like him.
 
   “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you, Dr. Reynolds,” Drew said, taking her hand delicately. 
 
   “Likewise, Mr. Saben,” the doctor said and then her eyes drifted to me and I decided to take the lead before Drew could blow this.
 
   “I’m Drew’s sister, Natalie,” I said, extending my hand and I saw the way Drew’s face contorted in confusion. “I’m just visiting from New York and he was nice enough to bring me along. I hope tonight is a profitable one for the hospital. Drew was telling me you’re working on building a new pediatric wing.”
 
   “We are. We’ve almost reached our fundraising goal. Tonight should put us over the top. We’re hoping to break ground within the next few months.” 
 
   I saw her eyes drift to Mya, an obvious insinuation as to her being the reason that might not happen.
 
   “I was hoping we might actually be able to discuss that, Dr. Reynolds,” Drew cut in. “Do you have a few minutes?”
 
   “Of course,” she said and then Drew took her gently by the elbow, charm practically oozing out of him as they walked away. 
 
   “Sister, huh?” Mya grinned when they were out of ear shot. 
 
   “I figured she might be in a better mood if she believed he was unattached.”
 
   “Good plan,” she said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to use the ladies room.”
 
   I'd yet to even exchange two words with Anthony, but she was gone a moment later, leaving me alone with him.
 
    “I think your plan may save her ass,” Anthony said once Mya was gone. 
 
   “I hope so. Drew said this is an important project. I want it to go well for him.”
 
   “I’m sure it will. He seems like a good guy.”
 
   “He’s a wonderful man,” I said, my eyes drifting to him. 
 
   I could barely see them now, but I knew he was working his magic. 
 
   “He’s getting our office in gear, that’s for sure. He seems all right to work for though.”
 
   “He’s a great boss,” I said and I could tell Anthony was curious. “I used to work for him. I was his assistant when I first moved to New York.” 
 
   I wondered if he was judging me and I hated to admit I cared what he thought. 
 
   “So,” he asked and I could hear the curiosity in his voice. “You started dating after you left the company?”
 
   “It’s complicated,” I said and he knew better than to press me for any more details. 
 
   “There was quite a stir in the office yesterday after you showed up.”
 
   “A stir?” 
 
   “Word got around that Drew was unavailable, but that didn’t mean some of the girls hoped he’d only said that to avoid any interoffice flirting. Then you showed up live in person and crushed a few of their dreams.”
 
   He was laughing and I smiled too, but I didn’t like the thought of the women in the office lusting over him the way I knew they did. I felt a little ball of worry form in my stomach too. I’d seen some of those women. They were beautiful and I knew Drew was aware of that. He was a red-blooded man with a healthy libido and I lived 3,000 miles away. It wouldn’t be hard for him to get a little relief on the side and I’d be none the wiser. 
 
   “Would Drew mind if I asked you to dance?” Anthony asked tearing me from my thoughts. 
 
   “No,” I said.
 
   “No, he wouldn’t mind or no you won’t dance with me?”
 
   He was smiling at me, his teeth almost blindingly white against his dark skin.
 
   “Of course I’ll dance with you,” I said, hoping a jaunt on the dance floor would take my mind off my sudden worry. 
 
   He extended his hand to me and I took it as he led me into the crowd. A small jazz band was playing at the front of the room, a far cry from the last place I’d danced: a back alley club in Manhattan in the arms of my gay friend. 
 
   It became obvious quickly that Anthony knew how to move. His body glided effortlessly over the dance floor, almost like we were on a cloud, and I hoped I was doing a semi-adequate job of keeping up or at least not embarrassing myself.
 
   “You’re a good dancer,” I said as he spun me.
 
   “Fifteen years formal training will do that.”
 
   “That’s impressive,” I said as we continued to move over the floor. “What’s your specialty?” 
 
   “Contemporary, but I’ve studied all forms.”
 
   “Did you dance competitively?”
 
   “I did. I still do actually,” he added. “That’s why I’m in L.A.”
 
   “You’re not from here then?”
 
   “No. Salt Lake City. Dancing is big in Utah. I’ve been here the last couple of years trying to pursue a career.”
 
   “How’s that going?”
 
   “Not as well as I’d like, hence the job as Mya’s assistant.” He laughed and he reminded me very much of Ethan moving to a new city to follow his dreams. “I even tried out for So You Think You Can Dance when I first moved here.”
 
   “Really?” 
 
   “I was on TV for about a millisecond and I made it to Las Vegas, but got cut there.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Don’t be. It was a good experience and made my drive that much stronger. I’ve done a few musicals and I do competitions when I can.”
 
   “You’ve thoroughly impressed me, Anthony.”
 
   “Then I’ve achieved my goal,” he said, dipping me and pulling me back up. “What about you, Natalie? What do you do?”
 
   “Currently I’m a non-linear editor at Channel 5 back in New York.”
 
   “Pardon my language, but what the hell is that?” he said with a laugh.
 
   “I’m basically a proof-reader.”
 
   “Sounds thrilling.” 
 
   “It can be interesting. I’ve been going out with one of the field reporters lately and I like doing that.”
 
   “Is that something you want to do then?”
 
   “No,” I said quickly.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “I don’t know. I never really thought about it until I got this job.”
 
   “Would you consider it?”
 
   “I’d have to go back to school and I don’t know if I’m really at that place in my life right now.”
 
   “What do you want to do then?” he asked and I didn’t know to respond. My life had been so mixed up ever since moving to New York City. I’d followed Ethan to Manhattan to support his dream without ever having a dream of my own. 
 
   “I don’t really know,” I admitted and he grinned. “It’s probably safer to stay where I’m at…or move out here with Drew for a little while.”
 
   “I guess that’s okay when you’ve landed a man like Drew. I hear the guy is loaded.”
 
   I planted my feet firmly on the ground so we stopped dancing and Anthony looked confused.
 
   “You’re very bold,” I said. “And that’s not always a good thing.”
 
   “I’m sorry if I’ve offended you.”
 
   “I’m not with Drew for his money.”
 
   I knew I sounded defensive and I realized it was probably because Anthony had pointed something out to me that I’d been ignoring. I didn’t like realizing that in my move to New York with Ethan and when falling in love with Drew, I’d lost a small piece of myself that dreamed I could be something. 
 
   “I apologize for my insinuation,” Anthony said and I could tell he was sorry.
 
   I stood looking at his apologetic face and I didn’t quite know how to respond.
 
   “It’s fine,” is what I settled on and then he held out his hand.
 
   “Can we at least finish our dance?”
 
   I nodded and took his hand. He started leading me across the dance floor again. I glanced around the room, my gaze landing on Drew whose arms were around Dr. Reynolds as they danced, obviously wining and dining her to fix Mya’s mistake. It’d been my idea after all. I was the one who told her I was his sister in order to give him that freedom. I didn’t like it though. I didn’t like watching him smile at another woman, even if she was nearly twice his age. That just meant he’d be even more appealing to someone younger.  
 
   I tried to clear my head of my conversation with Anthony and the thoughts of Drew with another woman, but I suddenly longed to be back in New York and the simplicity of the little life we’d created in our bubble where I didn’t worry about any of those things.
 
   Anthony and I put our momentary tension behind us and ended up dancing two more dances before I finally excused myself to get some water. I was surprised when I felt a touch on the small of my back before it vanished. Drew was beside me, glancing discreetly at my cleavage. 
 
   “My sister? Really, Natalie?” he whispered. “Now I have to keep my hands off you the rest of the night unless I want Dr. Reynolds to assume I’m an incestuous pervert.” 
 
   He started laughing and I had to admit that he was right. Ordinarily, I would’ve reached up and kissed him or at least taken his hand, but my little white lie meant hands off the rest of the evening.
 
   “I’m sorry. I thought it would help,” I said. “And did it?”
 
   “Actually, yes.” His confident tone was accompanied by a confident smile. “I was able to sweet talk her into forgiving Mya’s mistake and give our firm another chance.”
 
   “How’d you do that?”
 
   “I assured her I’d be overseeing the project.”
 
   “And she liked that idea?”
 
   “I think she did,” he said, raising an eyebrow.
 
   “Do I need to be concerned?”
 
   “Of course not, little sister,” he said and I couldn’t help but laugh. “Do I need to be concerned?”
 
   “Why would you need to be concerned?”
 
   “I noticed your dance partner earlier. You and Anthony looked to be having a good time together.”
 
   “He was keeping me company while my brother charmed Dr. Reynolds.”
 
   “Well,” he said, turning to face me. “I didn’t like seeing another man’s hands on you.”
 
   “Oh really?” I teased.
 
   “Not one bit and now I have to keep my hands off of you the rest of the night. I can’t even dance with you.” 
 
   His voice was playful, but I knew there was some truth behind it. 
 
   “Again, my apologies, Mr. Saben.”
 
   “I guess we’ll just have to rectify this situation tonight when we’re alone.”
 
   The way he was looking at me was even hotter because we both knew we were under a strict no touching order. I could feel how badly he wanted to touch me, just as my body was aching to feel him as well.
 
   “Then I look forward to meeting up with you tonight.”
 
   “As do I,” he said, surreptitiously taking my hand for a second before letting go. “Now, I’m off to mingle again, but remember, I’m watching you.”
 
   He held up two fingers to his eyes and I started laughing, shooing him away and wondering what lay in store for me tonight. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Twenty
 
    
 
   It was late when the evening started winding down. My feet hurt from standing too long and I was bored as Drew made his rounds. I stayed by myself mostly, drinking wine and munching on the hors d’oeuvres and engaging in occasional conversation with Anthony and Mya. I was relieved when Drew approached me, telling me we could leave. 
 
   “Finally,” Drew groaned the moment the limo door closed and we were alone. 
 
   I didn’t have a chance to respond before he took my face in his hands, pressing his mouth hard against mine. His lips were greedy, but I didn’t mind and when he pulled back, I was breathless. 
 
   “Don’t ever make me stand in a room with you again and not be able to touch you.” His voice was stern and his brow was creased as he stared at me. “That was torture, Natalie, and something I will not endure again.” 
 
   “It wasn’t easy for me either,” I replied as I saw the lights of downtown L.A. pass by through the heavily tinted windows. “But I’m glad everything worked out.”
 
   “Me too,” he said, his eyes focusing on my thigh that was exposed from the slit in my dress. 
 
   I watched as he rested his hand on my skin, slowly inching it up, my breathing quickening the higher it got. 
 
   “What are you doing?” I whispered.
 
   “I told you I was going to rectify the situation when we were alone. I always keep my promises.”
 
   “But, Drew…we can’t…not here…the driver…” I was silenced by his finger on my mouth.
 
   “It’s taken care of, Natalie,” he assured me quietly. “He can’t see anything or hear anything. I told him we wanted a long drive around the city before returning to the hotel. We’re all alone with nothing but time.”
 
   His hand moved even higher and I couldn’t stop the soft moan that escaped my lips as he started pulling my panties off, so slowly I almost couldn’t take it. He took off his jacket, loosening his tie and undoing the first few buttons of his shirt before kneeling before me, both hands gripping my thighs now as his lips began making a trail in my inner-thigh. 
 
   “This is what I’ve wanted to do all night,” he whispered. “Just sit back and let me.”
 
   I knew better than to argue and I closed my eyes, resting my head against the seat, doing my best to stay quiet as he explored my body and just as I was about to lose all control, he stopped, leaving me panting for more as he stared at me. He reached over pulling down the straps of my dress and slid it all the way off. I wasn’t even embarrassed that I was totally naked and he still had his clothes on, not with the way he was looking at me as if I was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. 
 
   Positioning himself between my legs, he leaned in kissing me deeply and then pulling away so that our lips were almost touching.
 
   “Every time I see you, you’re even more beautiful than the last time.” 
 
   I didn’t say anything because he kissed me again. As our mouths danced over each other, I quickly undid his shirt until it was off, moving to his pants next and he sat down beside me.
 
   “Come here,” he said, his hands on my hips as he encouraged me onto his lap.
 
   I didn’t protest and I took a deep breath knowing what was coming next. Even though I’d tried to be quiet, there was no stopping the moan that left my body as we became one. I’d experienced so many things I never imagined before Drew, but this moment was unlike anything else. He made me lose all inhibitions and just live for the moment. Never would I have imagined doing something like this, but with Drew, anything seemed possible. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   When the limo pulled in front of the hotel an hour later, we had collected ourselves. I couldn’t bring myself to look at the driver though as we left, but I noticed Drew handing him another tip and I expected this one was much larger than the first one. 
 
   Drew took my hand and led me into the lobby. We were quiet the entire way up to our room, but when we closed the door behind us, he took off his coat, tossing it onto the bed and flopping himself down in the chair. 
 
   “I’m beat.”
 
   “Perhaps we shouldn’t have exerted ourselves the way we did.”
 
   “Are you kidding me? That was one of the hottest things we’ve ever done. I’ll be thinking of that for days, wondering when we’ll get to do it again.”
 
   “Hotter than the club in Tokyo?”
 
   “Ooh…that’s a tough one. Tokyo was incredible. Nothing beats the first time.”
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh at how giddy he looked, almost like a little boy who’d just conquered the video game he’d been working so hard at. 
 
   “In order to preserve my honor, I have to assure you I have never engaged in any sort of activity like that before. I’ve always been a good girl…until I met you that is,” I said as I began undoing the dangly earrings I’d worn.
 
   I was trying to make a joke, but I could see he didn’t think it was funny. He sat up quickly and made his way to me.
 
   “I hope you’re not ashamed of us, Natalie…of the things we share.”
 
   “I’m not, Drew. I just wanted you to know I don’t usually strip down to nothing in the back of a car,” I said with a smile, but he still didn’t appear to share my lighthearted mood. 
 
   “I don’t care what you’ve done in your past. All that matters is now and I happen to think you’re the most incredible woman I’ve ever met.” His hand was on my cheek, his eyes moving slowly over my face until they rested on mine, staring hard. “I know you’re not the same person you were when you met me. I know you still feel guilty about what we did to Ethan. I know I’m the reason for that and I’m sorry for making you think you’re no longer a good girl,” he said, forming the words in air quotes. “You’re different now though. You’re a woman now. You’re living now and I don’t think you knew what living was until you came to New York.” I knew he wasn’t trying to insult me. He didn’t mean it to hurt me. The truth was, he was right. I’d spent my whole life in Iowa always doing the safe thing. Safe was good, but taking chances made life exciting. I’d learned to take chances ever since Drew came into my life and I thought that was a good thing. “I don’t think you have any idea how much I love you, Natalie.”
 
   “I think I do know,” I said softly, smiling at him. 
 
   “I hope so because I try and show you every day,” he said as he kissed my neck and then it grew quiet for a few moments.
 
   “Do you know what I missed most tonight?” I finally asked and he turned me to face him, holding my hands. 
 
   “What was that?” 
 
   “That we didn’t get a chance to dance. We’ve never done that.”
 
   I watched as a smile spread slowly on his face, one eyebrow rising a little higher than the other.
 
   “Are you saying you want to dance with me?” 
 
   “I am,” I said and his grin grew bigger.
 
   He went to the dresser, picking up his phone and doing something with it until I heard music begin to play. It was the unmistakable intro to the U2 classic With or Without You. He set the phone down and came over to me, extending his hand.
 
   “May I have this dance?” 
 
   I smiled at him, placing my hand in his and he pulled me to him, sliding his hand slowly around my waist. We began to sway gently to the beat, back and forth. He was so light on his feet and I was surprised at what a good dancer he was. 
 
   “I didn’t know what a good dancer you were.”
 
   “I try,” he said, suddenly letting go of my hip, pushing me so I glided away from him for a moment before spinning me and then pulling me back into him.
 
   “How’d you like that?” he grinned.
 
   “I liked it very much, Mr. Saben,” I said and then both of his hands were on my hips and he was lifting me into the air as he spun and set me back down, wrapping his arms around me again. I rested my head on his chest and he held me closely as we moved together. I loved this feeling. I loved having him so close. 
 
   “Are you enjoying yourself?” he asked softly after a few moments of silence.
 
   “Immensely,” I answered.
 
   “As am I,” he said and it grew quiet again. I could hear his heartbeat and I closed my eyes as we swayed together. I forgot for a moment that I’d be returning to New York soon and it was anybody’s guess as to when we’d be together again. I didn’t want to think about it. I only wanted to think about now. 
 
   “I love you, Drew,” I said a few moments later and he stopped, stepping back and holding me at arm’s length. 
 
   “I will never grow tired of hearing that from you,” he said, leaning in slowly, his lips meeting mine. 
 
   His kiss was light and sweet as his finger tips framed my face. I could feel myself starting to get lost in him as the song faded, but then the familiar guitar strums of U2’s Vertigo started blasting through the air and he pulled back.
 
   “Talk about a mood killer,” he said with a laugh. 
 
   “I got my dance though.” I grinned and he took my hand. 
 
   “And I promise it won’t be our last.” He stared into my eyes and then kissed me softly. “Let’s go to bed,” he said quietly.
 
   We changed into our pajamas and after I brushed my teeth and washed my face, I climbed under the covers where Drew was already waiting for me. 
 
   His arms were open and I went to him, resting my head on his chest as he reached over and turned out the light before wrapping me in his arms.
 
   Life with Drew was exciting. He’d shown me passion I’d never imagined and love that had proven to be unconditional, but it was times like these I enjoyed most…quiet times in each other’s arms. It was these times where I could feel just how much he loved me. 
 
   We didn’t say anything for a long time. The only sounds I could hear were the deep breaths he took and the fan from the air conditioner. My mind started drifting and it eventually found its way to my conversation with Anthony. I told myself not to think about it, but I couldn’t stop. What were my dreams? What did I want for myself? What legacy did I want to leave? I’d been so caught up in the drama of my life since moving to New York I’d almost forgotten about myself and perhaps it was time to remember.
 
   “Drew? Can I talk to you about something?” I asked quietly and I felt him moving beneath me and when I looked up, his eyes were watching me curiously.
 
   “Of course,” he said, kissing the top of my head. “You can talk to me about anything.”
 
   “At work lately…I’ve been going out with one of the field reporters. You met her…Kara,” I said, glancing up at him and he nodded in recognition. “I’m learning a lot and it’s interesting.”
 
   “That’s great. I’m glad you’re enjoying it.”
 
   “I think I might want to go back to school actually…to see about going into that field,” I told him and I could tell by the way his body stiffened for a moment that I’d caught him off guard. 
 
    “This is sudden. Have you been thinking about it?” he finally said.
 
   “Not really. I mean…it’s crossed my mind a little, but it just kind of happened tonight,” I said and it was quiet for a few moments. 
 
   “Can I ask what transpired?”
 
   “Just some conversations I had while you were entertaining the good doctor,” I began, trying to keep it light and I heard him laugh a little. 
 
   “That’s the last time I leave you unattended then since you come back with these radical ideas.”
 
   “Radical?” I exclaimed, sitting up to see him grinning heartily.
 
   “Don’t look so offended. You know I’m not serious.” He cupped my face with his hand, kissing me, the smile still on his face. “I’m anxious to hear more.”
 
   “It’s just a thought. Maybe I won’t even do it.”
 
   “No,” he said quickly. “You should do it or at least look into it.”
 
   “You think so?” I asked, doubts starting to trickle in.
 
   “I think you should do whatever makes you happy, Natalie. You know I’ll be here to support you in whatever you do. Now,” he said and I looked at his profile in the dark until I met his eyes. “It’s my turn to ask you something.”
 
   “Anything.”
 
   “What did you discuss tonight that brought you to this? I only ask because you didn’t discuss it with me and I worry I might’ve missed something…a need of yours that I’m not meeting.” 
 
   I watched as his smile from earlier turned to concern. 
 
   “I didn’t mean to worry you with this. I’m sorry for that.” I took his hand and I held it with both of mine. “Sometimes I watch you or people like Mya and your sister, Kayla, and I envy what you all have.” He tilted his head in curiosity as I continued. “You had a goal. You knew what you wanted. You had a vision for your life and you did it. You’re independent. When I think about my life…I can’t say that.”
 
   “Natalie,” he interrupted softly. “I hate hearing you talk like this, as if you’re some kind of failure. I know you’re frustrated, but if it’s any consolation, I think you’re perfect.”
 
   I couldn’t help but smile at his words, but it faded as I realized he didn’t understand. No matter how I tried to explain, he wouldn’t because he hadn’t experienced it. 
 
   “I just want more…out of myself,” I responded softly.
 
   “Then I think you should go for it and whatever I can do to help, just ask.” 
 
   I could see by the way he looked at me that he meant what he said. His support wasn’t feigned. It was real and true because he loved me. 
 
   “Thank you,” I said, kissing him softly. “I love you, Drew.”
 
   “And I adore you,” he replied, reaching over and kissing me before we snuggled back under the covers. He ran his fingertips over my arm until he fell asleep. It didn’t take him long, but I wasn’t so lucky. I kept wondering if I’d actually go through with it…with applying to graduate school. As I lay in his arms, my mind drifted to a conversation I’d had with Drew when he and I were just getting to know each other…when I was trying to understand my feelings for Ethan and for him. He’d told me I needed to live my life for me so I had the life I wanted. I hadn’t realized then how important those words would become. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Twenty-One
 
    
 
   I was leaving for New York the next morning and Drew had gone into the office for a little while. I’d spent the morning packing and then researched a few colleges. He called me as he was heading back to the hotel and asked if I’d go with him on a drive up the coast since we’d missed out on our chance earlier in my visit. 
 
   I was glad we were keeping it causal. I didn’t need to do anything fancy. I just wanted to spend the afternoon with Drew because neither of us knew when we’d be together again.  
 
   He returned to the hotel around noon and I was ready to go in a black maxi skirt and blue tank top, my sides pinned back with my wavy hair hanging past my shoulders. 
 
   “I’ll be ready in just a second,” he assured me when he walked in, kissing me on the cheek and quickly changing into a pair of khaki shorts and a t-shirt. 
 
   A few minutes later we were in the car, making our way towards the coast. He held my hand as we drove and somehow the traffic gods had shined on us and it didn’t take us long to leave the city behind us.
 
   “Have you started looking at schools yet?” he asked after a while.
 
   “I did a little this morning.”
 
   “Can I ask where?” I knew this was his way of seeing if I was entertaining his thoughts of me coming out to California. 
 
   “Mostly New York,” I told him, deciding for some reason not to tell him I’d even checked out a few schools in Iowa strictly out of curiosity. 
 
   “None on the West Coast then?”
 
   “No. I thought the game plan was that you’d return to New York as soon as possible.”
 
   “Oh, it most definitely is, but if you wanted to look out here, I wouldn’t be opposed and I could make adjustments in my home base until you’re done.”
 
   I thought about pressing him and asking where he preferred, but I decided against it. I’d only just decided to even consider going back to school. I didn’t need to answer all these questions at once. 
 
   “You’ll let me know if you need any help, right?”
 
   “Of course I will,” I said, squeezing his hand.
 
   “You’re still thinking of going into journalism?”
 
   “Yeah. The more I think about it, the more I could see myself doing that.”
 
   He glanced away from the road for a second and I saw the smile on his face before he concentrated back on the road. 
 
   “I can definitely see you pursuing it.”
 
   “You really think I’d be good at it?”
 
   “Oh yeah,” he grinned at me again, raising his eyebrow for a second. “You’d be the hottest anchor on TV.” 
 
   I started laughing.
 
   “Anchor? That’s quite a lofty goal.”
 
   “If you’re going to dream, you might as well dream big, right?” he asked. 
 
   I felt a smile spreading on my face as I thought about his words.
 
   “Yeah, I guess you should.”
 
   He squeezed my hand and I turned my body so I was leaning against the door, allowing me to watch him as he drove. His free hand was gripping the wheel while he stared ahead, a content smile still on his face. I loved seeing him so at peace and that peace was spreading to me. I’d been nervous to talk to him about graduate school, but his encouragement was helping me think I might actually succeed.
 
   “What is it?” he asked, glancing over to me with a grin before looking back at the road.
 
   “Just thinking how lucky I am.”
 
   “You’ve got it so wrong, Natalie,” he said, his tone changing from the lighthearted one of earlier to one with deep seriousness. “I’m the lucky one.”
 
   He kissed the back of my hand just as I noticed we were entering Santa Barbara. He pulled off the highway into a parking lot overlooking the ocean. There was no denying it was beautiful. The water was crystal blue and tall rocky cliffs touched the shore. 
 
   “I thought this would be a nice place to get out and grab something to eat,” he said, turning off the car. 
 
   “Sounds good. I’m hungry,” I said, stepping out into the cool air. 
 
   It wasn’t as warm here as it’d been in L.A. and I reached in, grabbing the cardigan I’d brought with me just in case. I thought Drew would be waiting for me at the front of the car, but he went to the trunk instead and I was surprised to see him pull a fancy looking basket out. 
 
   “What’s that?” I asked him as a smile spread on his face. 
 
   “It’s our lunch…well, I’m not sure it can be classified as lunch. It is after two o’clock,” he said, walking up to me.
 
   “A picnic?” 
 
   “I thought it’d be nice.”
 
   “When did you have time to pack a picnic?” 
 
   “You forget my mantra, Natalie. Why do something yourself when you can pay someone to do it?” he said, shrugging his shoulders. “Mya told me about this shop that does this kind of stuff. I thought it’d be nice.”
 
   “It is. It’s very sweet.”
 
   “Shall we then?” he asked and I nodded, linking arms with him as we made our way down to the beach. 
 
   My feet sunk in as we walked and I looked around. It wasn’t crowded, but we definitely weren’t alone. I thought we’d find a spot close by, but Drew kept walking, almost like he knew exactly where he was going. The farther we walked, the less populated the beach appeared to be and soon Drew stopped and looked around.
 
   “How does this spot look?”
 
   “It’s beautiful,” I said as I took in the tall cliffs and crystal water. 
 
   “I thought you’d like it.”
 
   “You’ve been here before?”
 
   “I haven’t done much since getting to California, but one Sunday when I was feeling particularly lonely and missing you,” he said, looking over to me with a smile. “I decided to take a drive and I came across this place and I knew I had to bring you here. I’m sure there’s more exciting places to go, but we’ll have to wait until your next visit.”
 
   He smiled at me as he set the picnic basket in the sand and sat down. I sat across from him, watching as he laid out the spread. 
 
   “Please be honest with me, Drew,” I said and his head jerked up and stopped what he was doing.
 
   “What about?”
 
   “L.A. and if when you’ll be coming back for good.”
 
   I saw the way the lines formed on his forehead. That was the look he gave when he was troubled. I didn’t like that look. 
 
   “I really don’t know,” he said gently and I nodded, appreciative of his honesty. 
 
   “It’s hard being in the city without you. It’s lonely.”
 
   “It’s lonely here too,” he said and I sometimes forgot he was missing me just as badly as I was missing him. “I’m glad you agreed to come out.”
 
   “Me too.”
 
   “And what’d you think of L.A.?”
 
   “It’s okay.”
 
   “Just okay?”
 
   “Yes. Just okay,” I answered and I could see my response had worried him. “Could you live here forever?”
 
   “No. I’m definitely an East Coast guy, but I think it could be fun for a little while,” he said and it was quiet as he finished unloading the contents of the picnic basket.
 
   “This is quite a spread,” I said, perusing the selection of finger sandwiches and side dishes.
 
   “Let’s just hope it tastes good,” he said as we started eating. 
 
   Drew’s hope came true because it was good and I ate more than I expected. When we were done, we cleaned up the leftovers and tucked everything back into the basket. We left it on the sand and Drew stood up, holding his hand out to me. I took it and he held it tightly as we started walking along the shore, the waves rolling in to within inches of overtaking our feet. 
 
   “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking lately,” he said as we continued to walk. 
 
   “Anything I can help with?” 
 
   “Actually, yes,” he said, stopping so suddenly I hadn’t realized it and I continued walking until I felt my arm jerk back and I turned to see Drew standing firmly in the sand. 
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   “I thought about making some big production of this…of trying to impress everyone, but then I realized this isn’t about anyone else. This is about you and me and that’s all. I wanted a special moment between us. One place that was ours alone that no one else knows about. A memory just for us.”
 
   “What are you talking about, Drew?” I was confused by what he was saying, but he just kept talking.
 
   “There are very few basic principles in life, ideas where there is no argument or question…that something simply is, but when it comes to you, Natalie, it’s quite simple. I love you.” 
 
   He reached over, taking my hand in his as he glided down onto one knee, staring up adoringly at me, his face never having looked so peaceful as my heart thundered in my chest. I could feel myself start to tremble and a lump burned in my throat as I realized what he was doing. 
 
   “I’m the luckiest man alive to have you in my life. How I got so lucky to have you walk into my office that day, I’ll never know. I knew you were special the moment I laid eyes on you, but I didn’t expect you to change my life, Natalie…to show me what it feels like to finally be loved. I’ve never been so happy and the only thing that could make me happier is if you’d do me the honor of becoming my wife.”
 
   My hand was full on shaking as he held onto it, reaching into his pocket with his other one and pulling out a pale blue box I recognized instantly from Tiffany & Co. He pried open the lid and I gasped when I saw it. It was exquisite and the most beautiful piece of jewelry I’d ever laid eyes on. 
 
   “Natalie, will you marry me?” 
 
   His voice was strong and he was steady as I was about to turn into a blubbering mess. I couldn’t speak, but I didn’t have to think, so I nodded forcefully and he stabled my hand enough to slide the ring on. It was a perfect fit and I tried staring down at it through my tears, but it was too blurry and when I blinked, the tears streamed down my face. He stood up and I threw my arms around him, holding on tightly because I knew this had to be a dream. Any minute I’d wake up in my bed back in Iowa and realize the last seven months had been nothing but a concoction of my mind. I’d realize Drew Saben didn’t exist and I was still the same simple girl from Cedar Rapids, but when I felt his arms around me, holding me tight, and the feeling didn’t disappear, I accepted that I wasn’t dreaming. He was real and this whole painful, wonderful experience had been real. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   I think I floated the whole way home. Once I’d calmed down, I couldn’t stop staring at my engagement ring. It was perfect. The diamond encrusted platinum band held a large cushion cut diamond that was surrounded by smaller diamonds. I cringed to think how much it had cost him, but he’d wanted me to have it and I didn’t think I’d ever be able to stop looking at it. 
 
   When we got back to the hotel, it was nearly dark and I had an early flight to catch, but neither of us wanted the night to end. He made love to me, long and slow, and it felt different this time. We’d made a commitment to spend the rest of our lives together and it was as if he was trying to show that promise as his body moved over mine, possessive almost…as if staking his claim on me. 
 
   “I want to feel you forever,” he whispered into my ear as we moved together.
 
   “And you will,” I moaned back, neither of us wanting to think about that fact I’d soon be on the other side of the country.
 
   We couldn’t think about that. We had right now and that was all that mattered. For the next few hours, we would give ourselves wholly to each other and hope that feeling was enough to get us through until the next time we were together. When we were done, we lay in each other’s arms and I don’t think either of us slept because neither of us wanted to miss out on a moment together. He pulled open the curtain and we watched the sunrise together, something we’d never done. I glanced down at my ring once more before looking up and meeting his eyes. He smiled at me and I couldn’t believe that soon I would call this man my husband.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   When I returned to New York and walked into the apartment it felt different and then I looked down at the ring on my finger and I knew that was the reason why. This was our home…my home with Drew and he wanted me to be his wife. 
 
   I tried to settle back in without being too distracted by my status as an engaged woman. I didn’t go around broadcasting it, but with the size of the ring, it didn’t take long for people to notice. At work, Ava and Kara grabbed my hand, gaping at it and Court’s reaction was truly priceless.
 
   “Holy shit,” he’d said in an over exaggerated slow voice, grabbing my hand when we met up for lunch the weekend after I got back. “I’d heard a rumor that Mr. Andrew Saben was officially off the market, but I didn’t believe it, but sure as shit, you snagged him. Excellent work, Natalie.”
 
   He proceeded to press me for every detail about the proposal, which I gave him and he immediately started on the wedding planning. 
 
   My parents had been shocked, but Drew and I told them together via a group video chat. I wondered how they felt considering they’d never even met my fiancé and it was then Drew came up with the idea of having an engagement party to celebrate. My mom loved the idea and it finally gave them an excuse to come to New York.  
 
   We decided to have a party at the apartment. Unfortunately, with Drew being gone, much of the preparations fell on me. Drew helped as much as he could by setting up the catering and he even hired a designer to come in to decorate. I had to address and send the invitations myself though and I decided we would hire that job out when it came to the wedding. 
 
   The best part of the party though was that Drew would be home and this time it was for a week. He’d be here for the party and then go to the main Taylor and Saben office for the rest of his time in New York. 
 
   I tried keeping my mind on work instead of constantly thinking about picking up Drew at the airport at eight o’clock. My stomach was a jumble of excited nerves when it was finally time to go home and I quickly gathered my things and headed out. 
 
   Ava was outside her office and she grinned when she saw me. 
 
   “Can we expect you to be sick tomorrow?” she said, forming air quotes around the word sick.
 
   “No. I’ll be here. I may be tired, but I’ll be here.” A smile spread on my face thinking about being with Drew in just a few hours. 
 
   “I’m sure you will be. Have fun,” she said and I quickened my pace to get home. 
 
   I wanted to shower and get myself ready to see Drew. It’d been nearly a month since we’d seen each other and I wanted to look nice for him. I had the outfit planned out and how I’d do my hair, but that was all contingent if I could get home in time to eat dinner and get ready. 
 
   I waited impatiently as the elevator seemed to move at a snail’s pace. The doors eventually opened though and I quickly punched in the code. I heard the door click and I pushed it open, eager to get inside. I stopped in my tracks though when I was greeted with a sea of voices and not the empty apartment I’d anticipated. My mouth must’ve been hanging to the floor when I spotted my father and brother sitting on the couch while Drew and my mother were cooking something in the kitchen. 
 
   “What the…” I said, stopping myself before I could get the word hell out. 
 
   All of their heads whipped around and stared at me. My eyes went directly to Drew who shot me a playful smirk before my mother’s voice broke the silence.
 
   “Surprise!” she sang out, leaving her post at the kitchen, crossing the great room and wrapping her arms around me. I hadn’t seen my family since I moved to New York City and I wasn’t expecting to see them until tomorrow night.
 
   “Mom…what…what are you doing here already?” I asked when she’d let me go and I dropped my bag by the door. 
 
   “What are you talking about, Natalie? You knew we were arriving today.”
 
   “No. You’re supposed to be here tomorrow. You’re supposed to be here on Friday.”
 
   “No, dear. Thursday.”
 
   There was no way I’d gotten the dates mixed up. I didn’t do things like that, but when I pulled out my phone to retrieve their reservation, sure enough I had. 
 
   “I could’ve sworn it was tomorrow.”
 
   “We can leave if you want us too,” she laughed.
 
   “No. I didn’t mean it like that. I’ve just had a lot of my mind I guess. I’m sorry. It’s good to see you,” I said, giving her another hug. 
 
   My dad and my brother, Wes, stood up then, greeting me with a hug and I had to admit it felt strange having them here in the little world I’d created for myself. My eyes moved to Drew then who was still smiling at me from the kitchen. 
 
   “And what are you doing here?” I asked, leaving my family and walking over to him, wanting nothing more than to throw myself at him. That was obviously not a possibility at the moment though. “I know for certain your flight wasn’t supposed to get in until eight.”
 
   “It’s called an earlier flight, my love,” he said, gently resting his hand on my arm and planting a chaste kiss on my cheek, which only made me want him more. “Like your mother said though, I can leave if you want me to.”
 
   “No,” I said as my pleading eyes met his and then I added quietly so only we could hear. “You’re not going anywhere.” 
 
   Our gazes held for a moment and I knew we were both thinking the same thing: my family needed to hurry up and get to their hotel. 
 
   “I hope you don’t mind that we’re having dinner here tonight, Natalie,” my mom said, interrupting our reunion. “I thought you could use a home-cooked meal. Drew was kind enough to take me to the market so I could make fried chicken.”
 
   “He’s wonderful like that,” I said, grinning playfully over at him. 
 
   “It should be ready in about a half an hour. Why don’t you go freshen up or whatever you need to do,” my mom said and I looked up at Drew, pleading with him to follow me. 
 
   “I’ll just be a minute,” I said, heading towards the hallway. 
 
   “I’ll get your bag for you, Natalie,” Drew said and I grinned to myself, knowing I wouldn’t have to wait any longer to kiss him the way I wanted to. 
 
   A moment later I was walking into the bedroom and I heard the door close behind us. I turned to see Drew set my bag down and stride quickly across the room, taking my face in his hands as he pressed his lips to mine at full speed, not waiting to show me how much he missed me. 
 
   “That felt so good,” he said, pulling away, his eyes still closed, licking his lips and breathing in deeply before opening his eyes and looking at me. He took my hand and stared down at the ring. “Just checking to make sure you still had it on and hadn’t changed your mind.”
 
   “Never,” I said, kissing him again and then he sat on the bed, watching me as I changed out of my work clothes. “How the hell did I forget they were coming today?”
 
   “Because you were too preoccupied with my impending arrival.”
 
   “You’re probably right,” I said as I slid a t-shirt over my head. “How’d it go? Meeting them for the first time?”
 
   “It was fine. I was my usual charming self and they loved me,” he grinned, but I knew he was probably right. 
 
   “How’d you guys even meet up?”
 
   “Your mom called me when she couldn’t get a hold of you. I told them to come over to the apartment so I went and picked them up. I didn’t want them attempting the subway or a cab ride alone yet,” he said with a laugh. 
 
   “Thank you for looking after them. I can’t believe I spaced like that.”
 
   “I was glad to do it,” he said, pulling me next to him on the bed, draping his arm around me. 
 
   “Can we just lock ourselves in here for a little while longer?”
 
   “Don’t you want to spend some time with your family?” he asked and I turned to look at him.
 
   “Yes and no,” I hesitated. “My mom can be trying at times.”
 
   “She seems perfectly pleasant.”
 
   “Until she starts nitpicking everything I do.”
 
   “She won’t do that,” he said, trying to reassure me. 
 
   “We’ll see about that,” I groaned reluctantly and then he stood up, taking my hand and pulling me to my feet. 
 
   “It’s so good to see your face again, Natalie,” he said softly, grazing my cheek with his fingertips. “You don’t know how much I’ve missed you.”
 
   “Yes, I do, because I’ve missed you more.”
 
   He smiled at me, kissing me again before taking my hand and leading me out to my family. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Dinner was actually nice and I had to admit, it was good to eat my mom’s cooking. She and I may have locked horns sometimes, but she was my mother and I loved her and no one made fried chicken like she did. 
 
   Drew was on his best behavior. I knew he was trying to impress my parents and I had to laugh to myself. He never worried about impressing people. He’d probably already made more money in his short time in the business world than my parents ever had and yet he still wanted to prove to my parents that he was going to take care of me. 
 
   He tried helping with the dishes when we were done eating, but my dad and Wes were interested in talking to Drew about his work and so they sat on the couch while my mom and I cleaned up. 
 
   “I’m glad you guys could come out for the party,” I said as I rinsed dishes.
 
   “Me too, honey. We’ve been meaning to come out and when you and Ethan broke up,” she started, but then hesitated for a moment. “Well, to be honest, we expected you’d come back to Iowa.”
 
   “I like New York,” I said and she only nodded as she put leftovers in a Tupperware. “What do you think of Drew?” I asked when the quiet settled in.
 
   “He’s very nice,” she said and then grinned over to me. “And very handsome.”
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh at the fact my mom had been checking out my fiancé. 
 
   “Yes, he is.”
 
   “I didn’t realize he was so successful. This apartment is quite nice.”
 
   “I told you he was a partner in an architecture firm.”
 
   “You did, but I didn’t expect you to be living some place like this. You’re going to be quite comfortable,” she said and after putting the food in the fridge, she stood by my side as I worked, leaning against the counter. 
 
   I could see Drew, Wes and my dad engaged in a conversation. Drew was sitting between them, looking through magazines that featured his work.   
 
   “I probably am,” I said and I could feel myself starting to get annoyed with her as I tried to decipher her implications. 
 
   “Are you ready for that?”
 
   “For what, Mom?” 
 
   “To live in the city for the rest of your life,” she began and then reached over, taking my left hand that was still wet from loading the dishwasher, and looked at my engagement ring. “To have such material things.”
 
   “What are you implying?” I asked, keeping my voice low. 
 
   “I’m not implying anything.”
 
   “I think you are. I think you’re implying I’m after Drew’s money.”
 
   “I am not, Natalie,” she said defensively. “I only want to make sure this is what you want. You’ve only known Drew for a few months.”
 
   “Try seven months, not a few.”
 
   “You know what I mean. You moved all this way with Ethan and now you’re engaged to another man.”
 
   “You don’t know anything about Ethan and me. We changed. We grew apart and I fell in love with Drew. I’m happy. Why can’t you just let me be happy without having to nitpick everything?”
 
   “I’m sorry if you think I’m nitpicking. Someday when you’re a mother, you’ll understand,” she said and the tension was heavy between us. “I like Drew. He appears to adore you, but just remember who you are, okay?”
 
   “Thank you for the advice,” I said sarcastically as I put the last dish in the dishwasher and turned it on. 
 
   “I hope you don’t mind,” she continued. “But we’re having lunch with Ethan tomorrow while you’re at work.”
 
   “What?” I exclaimed louder than I thought and I saw Drew’s eyes glance over to us in curiosity. “You’re having lunch with Ethan?” I asked, making sure to keep my voice much quieter this time. 
 
   “We just want to see him and say hi. That isn’t a problem, is it?”
 
   “No, Mom. It’s not a problem at all.”
 
   I didn’t wait for her to respond. Instead, I walked into the great room and sat down in a chair, trying to keep the annoyance off my face.
 
   “I think we’re going to head back to the hotel,” my dad said a few minutes later. “Traveling always tires me out.”
 
   “Let me get my keys,” Drew said, standing up.
 
   “That’s not necessary, Drew, but thank you,” my dad said. “I’m actually looking forward to making my way around New York City.”
 
   “Are you sure, Dad?” I asked skeptically.
 
   “Positive. And if we get lost, we can always call you to come to our rescue.”
 
   I laughed and then stood up, hugging him good-bye, along with my brother. My mom approached me too and we exchanged an awkward embrace before they were gone, finally leaving Drew and I alone.
 
   “You look troubled,” Drew said, sliding his hands around my waist and pushing a piece of hair behind my ear. “I hate seeing you distraught.” 
 
   “A night wouldn’t be complete without my mother having to offer her two cents.”
 
   “She seemed fine.”
 
   “You weren’t in the kitchen doing dishes with her,” I said and he took my hand, leading me over to the couch. 
 
   We sat down side by side and I sunk in beside him, resting my head on his shoulder. 
 
   “What’d she say?”
 
   “Technically nothing…just implied I’m with you for your money.”
 
   I heard him start to laugh, low and slow, and I sat up.
 
   “You think that’s funny, Andrew?”
 
   “Andrew? I don’t think you’ve ever called me Andrew. I think I like it,” he grinned. “And for the record, yes, I do think it’s funny. Your mom should be happy you’ve landed yourself such a stable man.” 
 
   He was grinning smugly and part of me was annoyed he was so lighthearted about the situation.
 
   “I know you don’t think I should worry about it, but I do. I don’t want people thinking that and if my own mother thinks that, God knows what everyone else thinks.”
 
   “And like I’ve already said,” he began, turning my chin so I met his eyes. “It doesn’t matter what anyone else thinks. You and I are the only ones that matter and I, for one, do not want to waste any more time on this bullshit. I love you, Natalie, and I’d do whatever it takes to give you what you deserve in life. I just happen to be in a position to already be able to do that.  I know you love me too and I know you’d love me even if I didn’t have a dime to my name, so can we just accept that and move on?  We’ve got an entire week together and I can think of a million other things I’d rather spend our time doing than worrying about this.” He leaned in, kissing me softly before pulling back and standing up and extending his hand out to me. “And I’d like to begin right now by doing nothing but lounging in bed, watching a movie and holding you all night. Would you care to indulge me?”
 
   “You always know what I need,” I said, taking his hand as we walked to the bedroom.
 
   “Don’t ever forget it,” he said, stopping suddenly as he grabbed me by the waist and dipped me into a deep romantic kiss that was so much fun we were both laughing when he pulled me back up. 
 
   “I can’t wait to laugh with you for the rest of my life,” I said and he wrapped his arms around me even tighter, looking into my eyes.
 
   “I can’t wait to do everything with you for the rest of my life.”
 
   He took my hand, kissing the back of it as he stared at me with those intoxicating green eyes and I nearly forgot about earlier because he was right. It didn’t matter what anyone else thought. We were the only people that mattered and right now, I’d never been happier.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Twenty-Three
 
    
 
   I’d barely woken up on Saturday morning when the designer arrived to get the apartment ready for the engagement party. It was a relief Drew was there to oversee it all. I still wasn’t comfortable with delegating. I hadn’t grown up attending formal parties. We always did our own decorating and we’d never paid anyone to make food for any sort of event. This was all new to me, but Drew seemed perfectly comfortable with it. 
 
   I tried to stay out of the way by having brunch with my family and taking them around the city. I didn’t ask my mom how lunch with Ethan had gone, but I knew she’d be sure to tell me and she did as we made our way through the Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
 
   “Ethan is doing well, in case you’re wondering.”
 
   “That’s nice,” I said, pretending to concentrate on an information plaque. 
 
   “He may be moving back to Iowa,” she said and this grabbed my attention. He hadn’t mentioned that to me during our run in at the club. 
 
   “Why?”
 
   “He may have an opportunity at the theatre in Des Moines, but if you ask me, I think he misses home. I don’t think he’s cut out for the city,” she concluded and I loved how my mom thought she knew him so well. 
 
   “I hope everything works out for him,” I said as we moved to the next exhibit.
 
   “He was surprised when I told him you were engaged. I thought you would’ve told him.”
 
   “Ethan and I don’t talk. Why would I tell him?”
 
   “I don’t know. I thought news such as this warranted a personal response from you…considering the situation.”
 
   “Situation?”
 
   “How things ended with the two of you.”
 
   “I’m not proud of how things ended, Mom, but you weren’t here. You weren’t living it, so please don’t judge me.”
 
   “I’m not, dear,” she said, placing a hand on my arm, using that tone she did when she pretended to be sweet, but when in actuality, she was being condescending. “He sends his best though.”
 
   “Thank you,” I said, picking up my pace to catch up with my dad and brother, knowing I needed to get away before I said something I’d regret. 
 
   I decided not to tell Drew about the conversation with my mother. Talking about it would only make me more frustrated and frustration was not something I needed as I prepared to smile and greet our family and friends as we toasted our engagement.
 
   My family had returned to their hotel to get ready and the caterers were bustling around the kitchen setting up while I stood in front of the mirror in the bathroom. I was nervous. My hands were unsteady as I applied my eyeliner and I couldn’t decide how I would wear my hair. Drew had invited people I didn’t even know. Work associates and old friends he told me. He didn’t want to leave anyone out and offend them. When I thought of the guest list though, I had to admit it made me a little sad that very few people on it had any association with me. There was my family, of course, and Court and Anna Beth, and Ava and Kara from work, but that was it. I felt as if I’d be a stranger at my own party. I was disappointed none of my friends from back home would be there, but then again, I hadn’t done a very good job of staying in touch. Ethan had been my best friend for so long I hadn’t really had many friends aside from him and once I moved to New York, it had only been Ethan until Drew came along. As I brushed on my mascara, I thought for a twenty-three-year-old, my life was actually pretty lonely. 
 
   A low whistle interrupted my thoughts and I looked in the mirror to see Drew standing there, eyeing me. 
 
   “I can’t wait to show you off tonight,” he said, stepping closer and brushing my hair off my neck so he could kiss it. “This dress was made for you.” 
 
   His hands started running down the sides of my knee length cocktail dress. It was black with a lace overlay and small cap sleeves, the perfect combination of class and sex all rolled into one. 
 
   “It’s okay for tonight?” I asked, sudden doubt setting in as I moved to my jewelry box, searching for my grandmother’s pearl earrings that would go just right with my dress.
 
   “It’s absolutely perfect, just like you,” he said as I continued to look for the earrings, finding one and putting it on before continuing to scour the jewelry box, moving quickly through the assortment of earrings. 
 
   “Have you seen my other earring like this?” I asked, showing him my ear. 
 
   “No. Just wear a different pair,” he said, picking up a pair of small, silver hoops.
 
   “I can’t,” I said, digging more frantically.
 
   “Why not? These would look fine with your dress.”
 
   “It’s not about that, Drew,” I said, dropping to all fours as I started looking on the ground for the earring. 
 
   “What’s the big deal? It’s just an earring. We’ll get you a new pair.”
 
   “It’s a big deal because they belonged to my grandma. I got them when she died,” I said and then he got on his hands and knees too, joining in my search.
 
   “I’m sorry, Natalie. I didn’t know.”
 
   “I know you didn’t, but I have to find it. I have to,” I said and we continued looking. I was frantic as I scoured the floor. We searched every inch of the bathroom and then moved onto the bedroom, but after fifteen minutes, I knew the search was futile. The earring was lost and I sat on the bed, hanging my head in defeat. Drew sat beside me, rubbing slow circles on my back.
 
   “I’m sorry, babe,” he said gently, pulling me to him, holding me close and kissing the top of my head.
 
   “I just wanted tonight to be perfect,” I said as a tear I didn’t even realize had formed in my panic slid down my cheek.
 
   “And it will be. Your lost earring will not ruin our night,” he said, pulling away and tilting my chin up so that our eyes met as he wiped the tear away. “Tonight will be wonderful and I know someday, we will find that earring.” 
 
   For some reason, I believed him and I felt a smile forming on my mouth. He kissed me sweetly and then stood up. 
 
   “Now, I’ll leave you to get ready before I can’t stop myself from removing you from this little black dress,” he said and I laughed, grateful that he was trying to make me smile. 
 
   He left the room and I finished my make-up and pulled my hair up into a loose twist, leaving a few tendrils out to frame my face. I put on the earrings Drew had suggested and put the one earring of my grandmother’s back in the box, hoping the other would turn up soon. I clasped the bracelet Drew had given me for my birthday onto my wrist and then glanced down at the engagement ring once more before making my way into the great room. 
 
   The apartment was ready with small round tables covered in elegant white table cloths and simple centerpieces. Quiet piano music flowed through the sound system. A small buffet had been set up in the kitchen and the caterers were putting the finishing touches on the food. Drew was sitting on the couch, wearing a crisp black suit. He’d forgone the tie and I liked the more casual look of his gray dress shirt unbuttoned at the top as it peeked out of his jacket. 
 
   “Come sit and relax for a few minutes before everyone arrives,” he said, patting the seat next to him. 
 
   “You look nice,” I told him. 
 
   “Thank you for noticing because no one else will. They’ll all have their eyes on you.”
 
   “I think my head has swollen about ten times its normal size since meeting you.”
 
   “I won’t stop telling you you’re beautiful, Natalie, if that’s what you’re implying.”
 
   I leaned in, kissing him chastely and met his eyes again. 
 
   “You look nervous,” he pointed out.
 
   “I am.”
 
   “Don’t be. It’ll be a great night. Just stick by me,” he said just as the doorbell rang and I felt my nervous heartbeat begin. He reached for my hand, kissing it again and smiling reassuringly at me. “Time to make this official, Miss Vasser.”
 
   “Let’s do this, Mr. Saben,” I said, trying to muster my confidence and together, we stood up to greet our first guest. 
 
   He held my hand as he opened the door and we were greeted by my family. They’d cleaned up nicely, both my dad and brother in suits and my mother in a pretty blue dress. 
 
   “You look great, Mom,” I said when they walked in. I was determined this was going to go well and I didn’t want to say or do anything that would create tension between us.
 
   “You really think so?” she asked quietly as we hugged and when we pulled back, I could see the worry on her face. She looked uncomfortable, as if she was afraid of not fitting in. I didn’t blame her. This wasn’t what she was used to. It was how I’d been when I first moved to the city. Iowa and New York are about as different as you can get. 
 
   “I do, Mom. You look beautiful,” I said, pulling back and taking her hands as I smiled at her.
 
   “I’m just a little nervous is all,” she said, straightening the skirt of the dress and smoothing her hair. “This whole thing seems a little above our station.”
 
   “To be honest, I’m a little nervous too. It can be intimidating, but you’ll be fine,” I said and then hugged her again, sudden sentimentality overtaking me. We didn’t  always see eye to eye, but she was my mother and I loved her and I was grateful she was here with me.
 
   “Can I offer you a drink, Leanne?” Drew’s voice interrupted us and we both turned to him. 
 
   “Please,” my mother answered and he put his hand on the small of her back and led her away, but not before winking at me.
 
   “So, what are the chances of me nixing the plans to attend Iowa State and shacking up here and going to NYU instead?” Wes laughed, coming up beside me. It felt like I hadn’t had a chance to say more than two words to my brother since my family arrived.
 
   “I thought it was your dream to go to Iowa?” I asked as I led him towards the appetizers. 
 
   “It was until I came here,” he said, reaching down for a taste of the artichoke dip. “I have to be honest, Nat. When you told Mom and Dad you were moving here, I thought you were nuts. I can see why you’ve stayed though.”
 
   “I like the city. I don’t think I could ever go back to Iowa,” I told him, taking some dip for myself.
 
   “Plus, you’ve landed yourself a free ride for the rest of your life, nailing a guy like Drew.”
 
   His words struck me and I could feel my defenses rising.
 
   “It’s not a free ride, Wesley. I work.”
 
   “Calm down, Nat. I just meant you don’t seem to have to worry about much. Not bad for the ripe old age of twenty-three,” he said and I could tell my brother was clueless to the hurt his words caused. I didn’t want to discuss it here though. This was mine and Drew’s night, so I smiled, thankful for the knock on the door. 
 
   Drew was talking to my mother as they both sipped on a glass of wine and so I went to the door, opening it to find Drew’s parents and Kayla.
 
   “Natalie!” Janice said, stepping inside and hugging me tightly. 
 
   “Good to see you again,” Drew’s father added, leaning in for a hug and then Janice’s hand rested on my arm as her eyes met mine.
 
   “I haven’t had a chance to congratulate you in person on the engagement. Truly, I am so thrilled to welcome you into our family.”
 
   I could feel the sincerity in her voice and it couldn’t have come at a better time. After the conversation with my brother, I needed to get my mind back in the right frame of mind.
 
   “Thank you,” I said with a smile and she pulled back, her eyes meeting mine.
 
   “Maybe I will have grandchildren before I die after all,” she laughed and I wondered if she saw me flinch.
 
   “Seriously, Mother,” Kayla said, appearing from behind Janice and linking arms with me. “You’re going to scare the poor girl off with baby talk already.”
 
   Janice looked over at me, an apologetic expression on her face.
 
   “I hope you know I didn’t mean to offend you, Natalie.”
 
   “Really, it’s fine,” I said, not wanting to create any tension. 
 
   “As you get to know my mother more, you’ll realize she doesn’t have a filter,” Kayla jested and Janice rolled her eyes.
 
   “And you’ll see my children tease me mercilessly.”
 
   “Only because we love you,” Drew’s deep voice added when he joined us, leaning in and hugging his parents and Kayla.
 
   “Now, onto the important things,” Kayla said, grabbing my left hand. “Let’s see this ring.” She stared down at it, a low whistle escaping her lips. “There’s no way you could say no when he showed you this thing.” She laughed and then looked at me. “You know, Natalie, we could pawn this thing and go on one hell of a vacation.”
 
   I laughed too and Drew’s hand wrapped protectively around my shoulder, pulling me close to him. 
 
   “Don’t give her any ideas,” he warned playfully. “Natalie’s family is already here. Let me introduce you.”
 
   I knew there was nothing to be nervous about, but everyone seemed a little anxious when Drew mentioned the inevitable introductions. 
 
   My parents were sipping wine across the room as we made our way over. I could see the nerves on my mom’s face as she checked out Drew’s family, especially his perfectly polished mother. 
 
   “It is so nice to finally meet Natalie’s family.” Janice jumped in right away, smiling warmly as she made eye contact with my mom. I could see her start to relax as she realized Drew’s family wasn’t as intimidating as she first thought.
 
   “Likewise,” my mom said, extending her hand to Janice. “I’m Leanne.”
 
   I watched as our mothers smiled at each other and then I turned to Drew. His hand rested on the small of my back and he kissed me on the temple, pulling me close to him. I could feel the nerves lessening and I thought I might enjoy the evening after all. 
 
   The guests started coming in steady streams after that. I stood by Drew’s side as he introduced me to everyone, doing my best to appear steadfast and confident as the future wife of Andrew Saben. I had to admit my smile was more eager though when my friends showed up. Court and Anna Beth were welcome sights and shortly after, Ava and Kara arrived. I chatted with them for a little while before Drew and I continued to make our rounds together. It was going well and the butterflies in my stomach were almost completely gone until a striking head full of black hair caught my eye and I suddenly felt sick. 
 
   “Well,” Christina said as she approached us with a fake smile, “I haven’t had the chance to congratulate either of you personally since I heard the good news.”
 
   She leaned in, kissing Drew on the cheek and then hugged me a little too tightly. 
 
   “Thank you, Christina,” Drew said. “I didn’t think you were coming. Mom said you’d be away with some friends.”
 
   “That was supposed to be the case, but plans can change. You really thought I would miss this?”
 
   “I’m glad you could make it, Chris,” Drew said and when I looked at him again, I knew he meant it even if I didn’t share his sentiments. “Now if only Ella could’ve made it.”
 
   “Seattle’s a little far for an engagement party, but you know she won’t miss the wedding, which will be when?” 
 
   Her green eyes darted between us, that phony smile still donning her face. 
 
   “We haven’t set a date yet,” Drew answered. 
 
   “You’d better get on that,” she said, resting her hand on my arm momentarily. “We’ve got bridesmaids dresses to pick out, don’t we, Natalie?”
 
   I felt my mouth hanging open, not knowing how to address this. There was no way in hell she was going to play any role in my wedding party, is what I wanted to say to her, but settled on, “We’ll have to discuss that.”
 
   “I’m just giving you a hard time, Natalie.” She laughed, touching my arm again. “But, if you need any help with anything, I’m more than willing.” 
 
   “Thank you,” I said and then Christina looked at Drew. 
 
   “Well, I’m going to go mingle. You’ve got to have one eligible bachelor amongst all of these suits.”
 
   “And I’m sure you’ll have no problem sniffing them out.” Drew laughed and Christina waved before she began her search. 
 
   “Is your sister bipolar?”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “Does she have some kind of mental illness like bipolar or multiple personalities?”
 
   “Of course not, Natalie.”
 
   “Well, she seemed like a totally different person,” I said, my suspicions rising. 
 
   “Perhaps,” he said, but I watched as his eyes followed his sister for a moment before looking back at me. “I know you’re doubtful, Natalie, but let’s enjoy tonight.”
 
   “I am,” I told him and he leaned in, kissing me softly before pulling away and taking my hand, gently pulling the engagement ring off my finger.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   He didn’t say anything though as he linked our arms together and led me into the sea of guests.
 
   “Excuse me,” Drew called out loudly, his deep voice carrying through the apartment and the conversations started dying down. “Can I have everyone’s attention, please?” he asked again and the extra voices began to quiet. I looked around as all of the eyes in the room rested on us. I tried not to appear nervous and on the outside, I probably didn’t appear anxious, but on the inside, I was a mess. I felt Drew reach down and take my hand. “I wanted to take a minute to thank you all for joining us tonight. It means a great deal that you would take time out of your lives to celebrate this special time for Natalie and me. If you had told me a year ago that I would be standing here an engaged man, I would’ve said you were crazy, but that shows how much I know because here I stand with the most incredible woman in the world and somehow I convinced her to spend the rest of her life with me.” He paused for a moment, turning his body so that he was facing me. “She walked into my life seven months ago and to say she caught my eye would be an understatement. I didn’t need to say a word to her to know I wanted to know her better and the more I got to know Natalie, it became more and more obvious that she was not just beautiful on the outside, but even more beautiful on the inside.” He brushed his fingertips across my cheek as our eyes met again and it was as if we were the only ones in the room. “I proposed to Natalie on a beach in Santa Barbara,” he continued. “It was a moment for only us. Our moment and no one else’s and when she said yes, I have never been filled with more joy than I was when I heard her say that one little word…yes. I want to share that joy with you all now,” he said, bending down on one knee and then turning and grinning at the crowd momentarily. “Plus, I want to give her a chance to come to her senses and say no.” A low rumble of laughter flowed through the room before it grew quiet again and Drew focused his attention back on me, holding up the ring he’d just taken from my finger. “Natalie,” he said and I thought I heard his voice crack. “I thought my life was perfect. I had everything I wanted: success and the perks that come with it, but that was before I met you. You came into my life, filling a void I didn’t even know existed. It wasn’t until I fell in love with you that I became a complete man. The only thing that could make me even happier is if you would do me the honor of allowing me to be your husband, the one you turn to in all your troubles, the one who will always protect you and take care of you. Will you do me this honor, Natalie?” 
 
   Even though he’d already proposed, hearing him express his feelings for me again, especially in front of all these people, was different. He wanted the world to know that he loved me and as he looked at me with adoring eyes, I smiled and nodded.
 
   “I will, Drew,” I answered, trying to keep my composure when what I really wanted to do was bury myself in his chest as he held me. 
 
   Our guests started clapping and there were even a few whistles as Drew slid the ring back on my finger, rising to his knees and kissing me deeply. If the rest of my life with him was filled with even half the happiness I was feeling right now, knowing how completely loved I was by this man, then I couldn’t wait to begin our lives together. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The apartment was quiet. Everyone was gone. The caterers had packed up and left. It was just us and I was relieved to be alone. I’d gone into the bedroom to get out of the dress and relax. It felt good to be in my sweats and when I heard Drew walk in, I turned around and suddenly felt very inadequate when I saw him leaning in the doorway, arms folded, still in his navy suit. 
 
   “I like you like this,” he said, his eyes scanning over me.
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Like this. Sweats and a t-shirt. Hair all askew.” He walked towards me, sliding his hands around my waist, pulling me to him. “I think tonight was a success. What do you think?”
 
   “It was nice.”
 
   “Nice?” he asked, his eyebrow rising in surprise. 
 
   “It was lovely, Drew.”
 
   “That it was.”
 
   He cradled my face in his hands and our lips met softly before he pulled away, stripping off his jacket and shirt, draping them over the chair as my eyes focused on his bare chest and hard stomach. I watched the way his muscles moved as he made his way into the bathroom. I heard the water turn on and I waited for a moment before walking to the bathroom myself, stopping in the doorway, watching as he finished up brushing his teeth. I could see him eyeing me in the mirror.
 
   “What are you doing?” he asked after he’d rinsed his mouth. 
 
   “Watching you.”
 
   “Am I that interesting?”
 
   “You’re very interesting, Mr. Saben.”
 
   “I’m glad you think so, Miss Vasser,” he said, wiping his face with a hand towel, brushing by me, our bodies touching as he made his way back to our bedroom. Again, I watched him as he took off his pants and traded them in for a pair of shorts and then slipped on an undershirt.
 
   “What you said tonight…in front of everyone…I didn’t expect that,” I said and he paused for a moment before turning around to face me with a serious look. 
 
   “I meant every word of it, Natalie. The only thing I want in life is to make you happy.” 
 
   Our gazes locked from across the room for a few intense seconds until we both started walking, meeting in the middle. He brushed the hair from my forehead as his fingertips glided down my cheek. 
 
   “I can’t wait long, Natalie,” he said softly. “I can’t wait to call you Mrs. Saben. I’d marry you yesterday if I could.”
 
   “That’s an awfully bold statement,” I said with a light laugh, but Drew’s face remained serious. “I hope I don’t end up disappointing you.”
 
   “You could never disappoint me,” he replied, brushing his lips gently over mine and then scooped me up and lay me down on the bed as his lips started dancing across my skin. 
 
   “All I could think about tonight was the fact that I get to make love to you every day for the rest of my life,” he whispered as his tongue traced my throat. 
 
   “Every day?” 
 
   “I have no problem with that,” he said, hovering over me for a moment before his mouth landed on mine, his tongue diving in greedily. “And I plan to start right now.”
 
   I didn’t say anything, but my body told him I was perfectly fine with that. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Twenty-Four
 
    
 
   I was relaxed after the party. My parents had spent a couple of more days in the city before heading back to Iowa. Despite some of the tension with my mom, part of me was sad to see them go. Still, I couldn’t deny it was nice having our little bubble back. Drew was only in New York for the rest of the week, but I had easily fallen into our routine again and it was easy for me to delude myself into thinking he wasn’t going back to California. 
 
   We spent our evenings making dinner together after work and watching TV the way we used to before his relocation. We even went on a few walks together through Central Park and for that week, the world seemed right again. Inevitably though, Sunday came and Drew was flying out first thing Monday morning. 
 
   We’d stayed in the apartment most of the day, except for a morning jog. We’d taken a memorable shower together, but after that, we’d remained in our sanctuary, binge watching on Netflix while I lay in his arms. He insisted on making dinner for me though and from the smells emanating from the kitchen, I could tell it was going to be delicious. 
 
   “Dinner’s ready,” he called out to me and I walked in to join him, eyeing the meal he had spread out on the table. 
 
   “Chicken parmesan? I wasn’t expecting something so fancy.”
 
   “I’m always trying to surprise you, Natalie,” he grinned at me and I walked over, kissing him before sitting down. He joined me a moment later, placing a salad and garlic bread down alongside the main dish. He poured us each a glass of wine then and sat down. 
 
   “This is delicious, Drew,” I told him after the first bite.
 
   “Glad you like it,” he said and it grew quiet for a little while as we ate. We’d grown accustomed to this heavy feeling that settled between us before we had to separate. “Have you looked at any more colleges?” he finally asked.
 
   “I’ve been browsing.”
 
   “Application deadlines must be coming up. You should probably make a choice if you want to start in the fall. You can always request an extension, but if you’re really serious about this....” 
 
   “You don’t think I’m serious?” I interrupted.
 
   “You say you are, but you haven’t applied yet. If you want this, you’ve got to get this done.”
 
   I glanced up from my plate and met his eyes in a harsh stare. 
 
   “Are you upset about something, Natalie?” 
 
   “No,” I answered.
 
   “You’re lying. I can tell something’s bothering you,” he insisted.
 
   I’d been excited about applying to graduate school, but the more I looked and the more I thought about it, I was torn. Drew was splitting his time between both coasts and that made it difficult for me to make any real decisions about anything.
 
   “I guess I’m having a hard time figuring out what to do in the future when I don’t know about our future.”
 
   He put his fork down and leaned in towards me, his eyebrows furrowing angrily.
 
   “Where is this coming from? We’re engaged. I asked you to marry me. What’s there to be confused about our future?” 
 
   “I’m talking about living 3,000 miles away from each other. It’s hard to make decisions when I don’t know what coast my husband will be on.”
 
   “Why are you just now bringing this up? We’ve had all week to discuss it and yet you decide our last night together is the time to do it?”
 
   “Because I didn’t want to fight.”
 
   He was quiet, taking a long drink of wine and setting it down forcefully. 
 
   “Well, it looks like you’re not getting your wish.” 
 
   It grew quiet for a few seconds as I thought about what to say. 
 
   “You’ve been so supportive with me applying, but it’s hard to make plans for my life when it’s contingent on yours,” I said and he seemed to freeze, an icy stare meeting my eyes from across the table before it softened and he sighed, leaning back in his chair.
 
   “I told you I would make it work on my end whatever you decided and I’m a man of my word. Whether it’s in New York or L.A., we’ll do what we have to do if this is what you really want.”
 
   “And what if I want to go somewhere else?” 
 
   “Somewhere else? Where else is there?” 
 
   “I don’t know. I’m just saying I only have two choices according to you.”
 
   “According to me? You sound as if I try and control you. We had a perfect week, Natalie. Where is this coming from?”
 
   “I didn’t mean it like that,” I said, shaking my head.
 
   “Then what do you mean?” he asked, our eyes meeting again, the tension palpable between us. 
 
   “I don’t know,” I said, honestly a few seconds later and our eyes remained locked until he picked up his fork, staring down at his plate as he stabbed at his food. “I want you here. I don’t want to come home to this apartment being empty again tomorrow.” I waited for him to speak, but he continued to eat in silence. “Drew…say something.”
 
   “What do you want me to say, Natalie?”
 
   “I don’t know. Something,” I pressed and he sighed again, bringing his eyes to mine. 
 
   “Do you think I like this anymore than you? Do you think I want to get on that plane tomorrow and leave you here? Hell no. That’s the last thing I want to do. I’ve asked you to come with me, to be by my side, but you won’t and so we must learn to deal with the predicament we’ve found ourselves in until you find a way to pay for all of this, unless, of course, you’re content going back to that lovely one bedroom palace on the Upper Eastside that you used to live in.”
 
   His sarcasm was sharp and I could feel my mouth open as I thought of something to say in rebuttal, but my vocal chords didn’t seem to work. I could feel the warmth in my eyes though.
 
   “It’s always going to come down to this,” I finally said, my voice barely above a whisper. “I never felt it until just now, but it’s always there, even when I tell myself it’s not. It’ll always come down to your money and the fact that you have it and I do not.” 
 
   “No, Natalie,” he said, his face softer now. 
 
   “I’m tired, Drew. Thank you for cooking,” I said, standing up, hoping he didn’t hear the defeat in my voice as I took my half-eaten dinner to the sink and dumped it into the garbage disposal. 
 
   He was beside me a moment later, his hand on my back.
 
   “Natalie,” he whispered. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to sound insensitive.”
 
   “You’ve never made me feel my station in life wasn’t equal to yours until this moment,” I said softly, walking away from him.
 
   “Natalie, baby,” he pleaded, coming towards me, reaching for me, but I backed away. For the first time since I’d met Andrew Saben, I just wanted him to leave me alone. 
 
   “Please don’t,” I said, not waiting for him to say another word before escaping to our room.
 
   I brushed my teeth and washed my face, trying to put his hurtful words aside. I could feel my chest tightening, wanting to cry to release the hurt and as I stared at myself in the mirror, I lost my battle of trying to hold it back when a tear slid down my cheek. I wiped it away quickly and climbed into bed. It was only seven o’clock, but I didn’t care. I curled up under the covers, grabbed my Kindle and read to escape until I couldn’t keep my eyes open any longer and I drifted off into a restless sleep. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   I knew when he walked in. I’d been waking up off and on and the sound of the turning doorknob roused me awake fully. I didn’t move though. I stayed on my side, staring at the blackness of the walls. I heard him walking towards the bed and when I felt the indentation of the mattress, I knew he was beside me. He brushed the hair from my neck and I could feel his presence heavily behind me, his warm breath tickling my skin. 
 
   “Natalie,” he whispered. “Are you awake?” I didn’t answer at first, but then he asked me again and I responded with a quiet yes. “You don’t have to say anything, but please listen to me.” His lips rested on my neck, kissing it gently before he started talking. “I love you, Natalie…in a way I never knew I could love someone and I’m sorry for hurting you tonight. I wake up every day thinking about how I can show you that and when I saw your face tonight… how I hurt you with my words…I never want to see that look again.” His lips were on my neck again, this time lingering longer as goose bumps found their way under his kiss. “But I can’t bear to think of our last night together like this, to know I’ve hurt you. It was my frustration talking, nothing more. The frustration of leaving you again tomorrow. I didn’t mean to demean you in any way and there is no excusing my words.”
 
   His lips were on my neck once more and they remained there as I felt him breathing. I lay in silence for a few moments before I finally turned to him, a look of worry covering his face in the shadows of the room. 
 
   “Every night I’m not with you, I dream of you,” he whispered, his fingertips brushing my cheek. “And of lying with you and coming home to you every night. I want to be in New York. I want to be here and I assure you, I will be back as soon as I can.”
 
   I could see the apology all over his face. I knew he was sorry and I knew my silence was killing him.
 
   “How do you see me, Drew? Honestly?” I asked and I could tell he was looking for clarification. “Am I your equal or am I a doll you have to take care of?”
 
   His face immediately transformed to worry and he sat up, gazing down at me fiercely. 
 
   He took my hand, pulling it up to his lips and kissing the back of it. 
 
   “It gives me great pleasure to do things for you and see you happy. I enjoy taking care of you, but the truth is, when I think I’m taking care of you, it is you who’s actually taking care of me. Before you, I lived my life for me, but you’ve shown me living my life for someone else is so much greater. So, when you ask me that question, the answer is that I see you as neither. You are not my doll and you are not my equal. You’re my superior, Natalie, because everything about you is better than me. Bank accounts have nothing to do with anything. I am a better person because of you and it crushes me that you wouldn’t know that by now. I love you to the point it scares me sometimes,” he said, kissing my hand again, this time holding it against his lips for a few seconds. “I can’t go back to L.A. tomorrow without your forgiveness.”
 
   I felt the tears stinging my eyes as his words resonated through me. I didn’t want to fight. I didn’t want to spend one more moment of our limited time doing anything but lying in his arms.
 
   “I forgive you,” I whispered and a smile graced his face before disappearing again as he hesitated. I knew he wanted to kiss me, but he was waiting for my permission. My lips were aching to feel his and when I inched slowly forward, they met and I could feel the tension from earlier eroding. “I’m sorry for getting so upset. I’m frustrated by this whole situation,” I said between kisses and he pulled back.
 
   “Don’t apologize. I want to know when you’re not happy. I want you to tell me how you feel so I can make it better.”
 
   Our eyes met and I knew the discussion was over. We didn’t need to talk about this anymore. He’d said something in frustration and I’d taken it to heart, but I didn’t want to waste any more time on it. 
 
   “I miss you so much when you’re gone,” I whispered. 
 
   “I miss you too, baby. More than you know.”
 
   “Please come home as soon as you can,” I pleaded quietly and he nodded slightly.
 
   “You know I will, but right now, I want to focus on you and making sure you don’t forget me when I’m gone.”
 
   “I could never forget you,” I said, grinning up at him.
 
   “And I’ll make sure of it.”
 
   “Oh yeah? How’re you gonna do that?” I asked coyly and a wry grin spread on his face as he came towards me, crawling slowly onto my body, his lips finding my neck as his hands inched up my shirt.
 
   “Like this,” he said, his voice fading as his mouth covered mine and his hands continued to move over my body. I closed my eyes and got lost in his touch and sure enough, just like he’d warned me, by the time he was done with me, he was the only thing consuming my thoughts. 
 
    “You won’t forget me now, now will you?” he panted in my ear as I clung to him when it was over.
 
   “Never.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Twenty-Five
 
    
 
   Drew had been back in L.A. for almost two weeks. I stayed busy with work and graduate school applications. Despite our tiff, Drew’s words had lit a fire under me and I barely made the deadline. I’d only applied to three colleges: NYU, UCLA and Iowa State, just for fun. I figured one university in each state was a good bet. I may not get into any, but if I did get into one, it might help me decide where Drew and I would end up. And if all of them rejected me, then I’d have to rethink my whole plan. Either way, I had to decide soon.
 
   I was tired after a long day. I’d edited five stories plus I’d sat in on a meeting with some of the producers. I didn’t play a part in the meeting at all, except to make sure the coffee was fresh. Still, it was interesting to listen in on their conversations as I learned more about the way the industry worked. After the meeting, Ava and I sat in with Mitch as he edited a segment he and Kara had done about a string of robberies in Chinatown so when it was time to go home, I was beat. All I could think about was curling up on the couch for a night of TV and junk food binging. My sweet tooth had been exceptionally strong lately, which was good because the sugar helped keep me awake since I’d been more tired than usually lately. It seemed no matter how much sleep I got, I was always groggy with no energy to speak of, so a night of doing nothing sounded ideal. 
 
   I was already half way through an episode of my latest obsession, a British import called Poldark that I couldn’t get enough of, when the intercom buzzed. I sat on the couch, staring at it, wondering who it could be. I rarely got pop-ins, especially since Drew had been away. 
 
   “Can I help you?” I asked once I’d made my way to the door.
 
   “It’s Christina. Can I come up?” 
 
   I felt my jaw drop to the floor. That was the last name I expected to hear.
 
   “Yes,” I said after a few seconds of noticeable silence. 
 
   I waited anxiously for her and I was nervous when I heard the knock. I opened the door and was greeted by Christina and her fake smile, looking as sheik as ever in a pair of tight jeans and a high-end green blouse that nearly matched her eyes.
 
   “Aren’t you going to let me in?” she laughed, brushing by me and not waiting for an answer.
 
   She stood in the middle of the living room, looking around the apartment.
 
   “I forgot to tell you what an excellent job you did redecorating this place. All that gray and black was starting to make me feel like I was trapped in an old I Love Lucy episode,” she laughed again and I forced myself to crack a smile. This woman was seriously unstable with her different personalities. “You’ve certainly dug your hooks deep into my brother.” She chuckled again, but I wasn’t stupid enough not to catch the bitter tone in her voice she was trying unsuccessfully to hide.
 
   “What are you doing here, Christina?” I asked and she cocked her head, smiling that way she did that intimidated me so much. 
 
   “I’m in town visiting a friend and since I was in the city, I thought I’d stop by and see how you are since my brother’s away and all. I hope it’s all right. I mean…I’m not interrupting anything, am I?” she asked looking around. “You don’t have a secret fuck buddy hidden away, do you?” My mouth was trying desperately to form some words, but I was so shocked, nothing would come out. “Lighten up, Natalie,” she laughed again. “I was only messing with you. Any woman sleeping with my brother wouldn’t be stupid enough to hook up with anyone else.” Her eyes were giving me a subtle warning look. “I mean…we already know you don’t mind fooling around. That’s how you and Andrew hooked up in the first place.”
 
   “Christina…” I began, but she cut me off.
 
   “We all have to own our pasts, Natalie. We can’t hide from it no matter how badly we wish we could, so I wish you wouldn’t get so testy when someone simply brings up the truth.” Her voice was still as sweet as sugar, but it was all a façade and my heart pounded, waiting to see what she’d come out with next. “Do your parents know about how you and my brother met?” she asked and then started shaking her head. “Poor Ethan. So devoted and so in love with you and you just crushed him, screwing my brother in the bathroom while your poor Ethan was left all alone, wondering where in the world his precious Natalie had disappeared to. He didn’t stand a chance though. I mean, who would choose that hovel you shared over this?” She gestured to the grandeur of the apartment. 
 
   “I think it’s best that you go now,” I said through gritted teeth, desperately hiding how much she was affecting me. 
 
   “I just got here though.” She tossed her purse on the coffee table and went straight for the wine refrigerator. “Would you like a glass?” she asked as she poured herself one. “Drew always has the best stuff.” She took a delicate sip and then swirled it around her glass for a moment before taking another drink. 
 
   “I don’t drink on weeknights.”
 
   “Oh, that’s right,” she said with feigned enthusiasm. “You have that job now. Proof reader or something, right?”
 
   “I’m a non-linear editor.”
 
   “Whatever the hell that is,” she said, taking a drink. “At least you’re making an attempt not to be a complete gold-digger, trying to convince everyone that you’re not after my brother for his money. It seems like a pretty good ploy, but you’ve got a pretty good gig going on here regardless of your paycheck.”
 
   She was openly glaring at me now and I wished I could find my voice instead of standing there paralyzed from shock.
 
   “Why do you hate me so much?” I finally managed to get out and I knew my voice sounded timid and unsure. 
 
   “I don’t hate you, Natalie,” she said, a snide grin on her face. 
 
   “Then why do you hate your brother so much?”
 
   She set the wine glass down and stared up at me with hostile green eyes.
 
   “You think he’s so perfect, but he’s not. And he thinks you’re so goddamn perfect. Perfect Drew and his perfect life. It’s always been that way. He’s such an asshole.”
 
   I was angry now. I’d held it in for too long, listening to Drew tell me not to worry about his sister, but this was too much. She was out of line and I was done trying not to let her bother me. 
 
   “I think you need to leave. I won’t have you insulting your brother or me.”
 
   I waited for her reaction, but she didn’t say anything. She continued to sit on the couch, head cocked to the side, eyeing me harshly. 
 
   “Please go, Christina,” I said softly. I was determined to give her no more reaction from me than that. She didn’t move right away. She took a long sip of her wine and then breathed in deeply.
 
   “If you want me to go, I’ll go,” she finally said, standing up and taking her glass to the sink before slinging her purse over her shoulder and walking towards the door. “Drew always comes to his senses when it comes to women. You’ll be no different and I, for one, hope it comes sooner rather than later. Drew’s only concern is himself.”
 
   “Get out,” I whispered and then the door opened and she was gone. 
 
   I stood in the middle of the apartment, trying not to overreact. No matter how much Drew told me not to worry about his sister, I’d concluded she was nothing but a vile, heartless witch and when I married Drew, I’d be stuck with her for the rest of my life. 
 
   I sat down on the couch, resting my head against the back of it and sighing, trying to fight the tears that were threatening to fall. Finally, I picked up my phone, staring down at it for a few seconds as I debated whether or not to call him about his sister. My finger hovered over the send button for a few more seconds before I finally pressed it. I waited for it to ring, but it went right to voicemail, which was so unlike Drew. I debated on what to say or if I should even say anything.
 
   “Call me, please,” I said softly and then hung up the phone. I suddenly wasn’t feeling very good as my stomach started churning as a million crazy thoughts ran through my mind. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The phone ringing startled me. I’d fallen asleep on the couch, waiting for him to call me and when I opened my eyes, I could see it was him. The nausea I’d been feeling since Christina’s visit got worse as I prepared to speak to him, not quite knowing what to say to him.
 
   “Hello?” I said softly.
 
   “Natalie,” he greeted me. “Sorry I missed your call earlier.”
 
   “Where were you?” I asked.
 
   “I went to lunch and then had a long teleconference in my hotel room with the office back in New York. How was your day? You sounded distraught on your message.”
 
   “Your sister paid me a visit,” I told him and I could feel the line grow quiet. “Christina, just to clarify.”
 
   “Are you okay?” he asked protectively.
 
   “No, I’m not.”
 
   “What’d she do?”
 
   “I don’t want to relive it, but I’m done with…” I said, but he cut me off.
 
   “Done? What do mean done?” he interrupted quickly. 
 
   “I don’t need this from her. I don’t understand why she hates me so much or why she hates you enough to be so terrible?”
 
   “Natalie,” he said, pausing for a few seconds. “Please don’t worry about her.”
 
   “Don’t tell me not to worry! Stop saying that to me!” I shouted into the phone. “I’ve done nothing to deserve this except love you,” I said, my voice cracking, a tear I’d been fighting, finally falling. He was quiet for a few long moments and then I heard his voice again, softer this time.
 
   “I’ll take care of this. She won’t treat you like this again,” he assured me, but I wasn’t going to hold my breath on that one. 
 
    “I’m tired of this,” I said, finally giving up as my voice cracked. 
 
   “It’ll be all right,” he whispered and I closed my eyes, imagining him here, stroking my cheek as he looked in my eyes to comfort me. “Please try and understand. She’s just…she doesn’t mean it,” he stammered.
 
   “Are you defending what she did?” I asked quietly.
 
   “No. Not at all,” he said quickly. 
 
   The tears started flowing freely now as I hung my head. Why was I so emotional all of a sudden? He loved me. I knew he loved me, so why was I making such a big deal about this? 
 
   “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I’ve just got so much on my mind and she caught me completely off guard tonight.”
 
   “Please don’t apologize,” he said in that calming voice he always used when I was upset, the one he knew would settle me down. “This is hard, Natalie. Being away from each other is hard and emotions are high. I love my sister, but I love you more and I will not allow her to speak to the woman I’m going to spend the rest of my life with with any form of disrespect.”
 
   “Thank you,” I said softly and it was quiet for a few seconds as I tried to imagine what it would be like if he was here, sitting beside me, taking my hand and reassuring me that everything would be okay. 
 
   “I wish I was there to tell you everything will be okay. I wish I could touch you,” he told me and I felt myself smile.
 
   “Me too.”
 
   “Soon, baby. I promise.”
 
   “I hope so,” I said and we both knew how true we needed his words to be. 
 
   Twenty-Six
 
    
 
   I’d been tired the past few weeks and I hadn’t been feeling the best. I chalked it up to long hours at work so when the weekend came, I was ready to relax and try and regain some energy before doing it all again next week. Just as I was getting ready to leave for the weekend, Ava popped her head in.
 
   “Did you hear?” 
 
   “Hear what?” I asked.
 
   “Kara’s big news?”
 
   “No. What’s going on?”
 
   “She’s anchoring this weekend.”
 
   “What?” I exclaimed. “Seriously?”
 
   “Yes. She just found out an hour ago.”
 
   “That’s great! I’m so happy for her.”
 
   “We’re going out for a drink to celebrate. You game?” 
 
   “I don’t know. I was just about to head home.”
 
   “And do what?”
 
   “Sleep or watch TV. I’m exhausted.”
 
   “C’mon! You’ve gotta come. Just for a little bit. It’d mean a lot to Kara,” she said and I knew she was right. Kara had been so good to let me tag along with her and answer every question I had, no matter how stupid it was. This was huge for her and I should be there.
 
   “Okay. I’ll go.”
 
   “Great. Grab your stuff and meet us in the lobby.”
 
   “I’ll be right there,” I said, shutting down my computer as she turned and left. 
 
   I got my purse and then headed to the lobby where Kara was already waiting along with Mitch. She was all smiles and I went over to congratulate her.
 
   “I’m so happy for you,” I said as we hugged. 
 
   “I can’t believe it. I’m still reeling from this.”
 
   “You deserve it.”
 
   “Let’s just hope I don’t blow my chance.”
 
   “You won’t.”
 
   “I wish I had your faith in me. Now, let’s go get drunk before I have to sober up and focus,” she laughed and then she took my hand as we walked out.
 
   The bar wasn’t far from the studio and soon we’d made ourselves comfortable, ordering drinks around. I chose a Shirley Temple, which garnered curious eyebrow raises from everyone. 
 
   “You don’t drink?” Mitch asked.
 
   “I do, but I’m already tired enough. One drink and I’ll probably pass out right here,” I laughed.
 
   “C’mon. You can’t be that tired,” Anna chided.
 
   “I am. I’m exhausted lately. I can’t shake it no matter what I do.”
 
   “Maybe you’re pregnant,” Mitch said flatly.
 
   “What?” I laughed. 
 
   “My ex-wife was wiped when she was pregnant. I had to practically drag her out of bed to do anything. No wonder we didn’t last,” he grunted, taking a long swig of his beer and I had to laugh again.
 
   “Yeah, well that’s pretty unlikely,” I laughed. 
 
   “Just sayin’,” Mitch mumbled and all three of us cracked up. 
 
   “Speaking of pregnancy, when will Drew be back?” Ava asked, raising her eyebrows up and down. The way she lusted over my fiancé made me laugh. 
 
   “Not sure.”
 
   “I personally think you’re insane for not going with him,” Ava said, taking another drink.
 
   “I probably am, but I actually really like my job.”
 
   “I think we have a little Kara in the making,” she laughed. 
 
   “I take that as a compliment,” Kara said, giving me a squeeze. “Are you going to pursue it anymore than you are?”
 
   “I actually applied to grad school to be just like you, Kara,” I grinned at her.
 
   “You did it?”
 
   “I did.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell us?”
 
   “I was waiting to see if I got accepted. I didn’t want to embarrass myself.”
 
   “You’ll get in. I have no doubt,” she said.
 
   “And now we have two things to celebrate,” Ava said, raising her glass. We all did the same and I hoped she was right.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   We only stayed at the bar an hour, which I was grateful for. I was glad I’d gone out to celebrate with Kara, but I was looking forward to my night of vegging out and relaxing and if I was going to spend my night on the couch, I needed to have staples for a lonely night on hand.
 
   I got off the subway early. There weren’t stores around our apartment, unless Gucci or Dolce & Cabana counted and once I entered the market I often went to, I browsed the aisles, filling my basket with cookies, ice cream and chips. I glanced down at the contents and shook my head. I never ate like this, but it didn’t stop me and I continued to wander the aisles. 
 
   I heard Mitch’s voice in my head and I was curious. I knew it was a ludicrous notion, but I looked at the calendar and realized my period was a couple of days late, but nothing overly concerning. I decided to pick up a pregnancy test anyway to silence the bit of doubt Mitch had planted in my brain. I grabbed one I’d seen on TV and tossed it into my basket before heading to the checkout line. 
 
   I was home soon after and emptied the contents of my shopping bag into the cupboards and the freezer before my eyes settled on the pregnancy test. I picked it up and headed to the bathroom. I wouldn’t be able to enjoy my night until I got the little nagging feeling out of my head. 
 
   I’d never seen a pregnancy test, but as my eyes skimmed over the directions. It seemed simple enough. Pee on the stick and wait and that’s what I did, setting the timer on the stove while I opened a box of Cheez-Its and started snacking as I turned on the TV, queuing up Netflix and browsing for what I’d watch until I heard the timer start to beep. I turned it off and went back to the bathroom, staring down at the little stick on the counter and I swear I felt my heart stop as I was greeted with two lines. Pregnant. 
 
   I couldn’t breathe. I felt my knees buckling and I stumbled backwards, leaning against the wall as my shaking hands came to my mouth. It’d never even crossed my mind. I’d taken the test as a joke. I’d never expected this. I’d told myself this couldn’t be. It wasn’t possible, but according to the test, it was possible and it was happening and I didn’t know what in the hell I was going to do.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
   I eventually left the bathroom, but only to walk numbly to the bedroom. I changed out of my work clothes, my movements slow and robotic and then I sat on the bed, lifting up my shirt and staring down at my stomach. I couldn’t be that far along. It had to have happened when he was home for the engagement party, but I didn’t know how. I never missed my birth control pill. Never. Somehow it had happened though and I rested my hand on my stomach, trying to comprehend that inside was a little baby. Part me. Part Drew. 
 
   The phone started ringing, but I continued to sit on the bed, ignoring it. I knew it had to be Drew, but I couldn’t talk to him yet. This wasn’t something I wanted to tell him over the phone, but I couldn’t keep it from him either. Still, I wasn’t ready. The phone continued to ring and I continued to ignore it.
 
   The intercom buzzed a few minutes later. I ignored it too, but then I heard a deep voice ring through the apartment. 
 
   “Miss Vasser? It’s Charlie,” the doorman’s voice said. “Mr. Saben phoned and wanted me to check that you’re all right. Is everything okay, miss?” 
 
   I didn’t need the police showing up because I knew that’s what Drew would do if he didn’t know I was okay. I quickly rushed down the hall to the intercom.
 
   “Yes, Charlie. I’m fine. I must’ve missed his call. I’ll phone him right away. Thank you.”
 
   “You’re welcome, miss.”
 
   It was quiet then and I looked down at my bag that was still lying where I’d dropped it. Nervously, I reached inside and immediately saw the missed calls and voicemails from Drew. I didn’t bother listening to them though. Instead, I found his name in my contacts and hit send. It only rang once when he picked up.
 
   “Natalie. Where have you been?” he answered quickly and I could hear the worry in his voice.
 
   “I’m sorry. My battery must’ve died,” I lied. “I didn’t realize until Charlie called up to check on me.” 
 
   “Your battery wasn’t dead. Had that been the case, it would’ve gone straight to voicemail. It didn’t.” I could hear the suspicion in his voice and I hated that I’d lied to him. I didn’t want him to worry. I wanted to tell him on my terms. I needed some time to figure it out, but it appeared I wasn’t going to get that time. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said softly. “I was busy and I didn’t know how…” I said, my voice cracking and then fading off, unable to go on. 
 
   “Baby…what’s wrong?” he asked, but I couldn’t answer, I just started crying. I hoped he couldn’t hear me, but I knew he had. “Natalie. You’re scaring me. What’s going on? Are you okay?” 
 
   “I’m fine,” I managed to whisper. “But…I don’t know how…” I tried again, but I couldn’t get the words out.
 
   “Talk to me, Natalie!” he said, nearly shouting into the phone. “Please.” 
 
   I took in a deep breath, wiping my face with the back of my hand and tried to compose myself. 
 
   “I’m pregnant, Drew,” I whispered and the line went so quiet I thought he’d hung up. 
 
   It was silent as I sat with the phone pressed to my ear and I prayed he’d say something. 
 
   “Are you sure?” he finally said and I was surprised to hear a quiet laugh leave my throat. 
 
   “That’s what the test says,” I answered and it was quiet again. 
 
   “How? I thought you were on the pill,” he stammered and I could feel my heart pounding. I knew he was in shock and trying to process this just as I had.
 
   “I am. I don’t know how this happened, but it did,” I said, choking up again and the phone was once again silent. “I’m sorry,” I whispered after the silence became too much for me. 
 
   “Don’t you dare apologize, Natalie,” he said and I could hear a tremor in his voice. “This is the greatest gift anyone has ever given me, so don’t you dare apologize.” I heard him sniffle and I knew he was crying too. 
 
   “I’m scared, Drew.”
 
   “I know you’re scared, baby, but everything will be okay. I know this wasn’t in the plans right now, but we’ll make it work and I…I’m…” he stuttered and I heard him choking up again. “There are no words to describe how I’m feeling right now.” He paused again and I could tell he was trying to collect himself. “I’d give anything to be there right now. I’m sorry I’m not there.”
 
   “I wish you were here too. I need you,” I said softly.
 
   “I’ll be home tomorrow. I’m booking a flight tonight.”
 
   “You don’t have to do that. I’ll be okay.”
 
   “Nothing could keep me from you right now. I’d leave tonight if I could, but I’m coming home tomorrow and I’m coming home for good.”
 
   His words caused me to jerk back.
 
   “For good?”
 
   “I’m done being 3,000 miles away from you. Things are under control here. I can fly back once a month and check on things. The hospital project is back on track and that was my biggest worry. I’m coming home.”
 
   I felt a lump stinging my throat when I heard his words. He was coming home. I wasn’t going to be alone as I went through this. 
 
   “I love you, Drew.”
 
   “And I’ve never loved you more than I do right now, Natalie.”
 
   I blinked and tears spilled down my face. Tomorrow couldn’t come fast enough. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Twenty-Eight
 
    
 
   I hardly slept. I laid in bed, curled under the covers, the TV humming in the background. I may have dozed off eventually, but when the first light of the morning spilled into the room, I woke up feeling exhausted and groggy. My body hurt and for a moment I forgot why I was so tense, but when my mind cleared and I remembered, my stomach was sick. I got up and took a long shower. It made me feel better, but only for a little bit. 
 
   My phone started ringing as I was toweling off my hair. I picked it up and saw it was Drew, which surprised me since it was only five a.m. there. 
 
   “How are you this morning?” he said when I picked up. Just hearing his voice helped ease some of my stress. 
 
   “Better,” I said softly, which was true, even if I was still scared out of my mind.
 
   “I’m at the airport. I got the first flight out I could. It leaves in a half-hour and I land at one o’clock, East Coast time.” 
 
   “That’s the best news I’ve heard in a while,” I said, trying to muster up a laugh. 
 
   “I love you, Natalie. I’m going to grab something for the plane before we start boarding.”
 
   “I thought they fed you in first class.”
 
   “All the first class seats were sold out.”
 
   “What?” I laughed. “You’re actually flying coach for me?”
 
   “I’d ride in cargo if it got me to you,” he said lightheartedly, but I could feel a lump forming in my throat and it grew quiet for a few seconds. “You still don’t get it, do you?” 
 
   “What?”
 
   “How much I love you. You should know by now that I’d do anything for you.”
 
   I swallowed hard through the lump in my throat. I did know. He’d shown me from the day we met, but I always had that little corner of doubt in my mind that didn’t quite understand why he loved me the way he did. 
 
   “Go get your breakfast,” I said quietly. “Fly safe. I’ll be waiting for you. I love you.”
 
   “I love you too. I’ll see you soon,” he said and the line went dead. I glanced at the clock, wishing I could somehow speed up the next six hours. 
 
   I couldn’t sit around the apartment. I’d go crazy waiting for him. I decided to return to the market. The cupboards were at a minimum since I’d only purchased junk food and I was anxious to make him dinner that we’d eat together. I chose to make something that would pass the time preparing: my mother’s beef stroganoff with homemade noodles. The noodles took so long to make that I couldn’t recall the last time I’d actually invested that kind of effort into a meal. I had nothing but time now and I busily got to work mixing the ingredients when I returned home. 
 
   I still had time to kill when they were done and so I went around the house making sure everything was perfect for his homecoming. I stopped at the door to the spare room and looked inside. The room was rarely used and I tried envisioning what it would look like painted a soft green or yellow with a crib and changing table instead of a king sized bed and armoire. I shook my head. It hadn’t even been twenty-four hours since I found out I was pregnant. It was too early to start planning a nursery. 
 
   I was reading on the couch when Drew texted shortly after one o’clock to tell me he’d landed. I knew it would be at least an hour before he was home after getting his luggage and grabbing a cab. Still, my heart started pounding in anticipation knowing he was so close. 
 
   I tried relaxing while I waited, but nothing could calm me and when I finally heard the doorknob turn, I practically jumped to my feet. 
 
   He pushed the door open quickly and then I saw him standing in the doorway, staring at me in a way he never had. He looked as if he’d been up all night too by the circles under his eyes. My mind was whisked back to the first moment I’d looked into those eyes. I never could’ve imagined then that Drew and I would be here now. I couldn’t have prepared myself for how stepping foot into his office that day would change my life.
 
   “Natalie,” he said softly, dropping his bags and walking towards me. He stopped in front of me, his eyes locking with mine and then he pulled me to him. The moment I felt his arms around me, the tension started to lift and for the first time since finding out, there was a twinge of excitement about the baby and what it meant for our future. 
 
   I almost protested when he let me go, but then I felt his hands on my hips as he lowered himself on his knees. Slowly, he pushed my shirt up as he gazed at my stomach before pressing his lips gently against my skin, kissing it sweetly. 
 
   “I can’t believe our baby is in here,” he said softly, tracing his fingertips over my stomach. “It’s incredible.” He kissed my stomach again and wrapped his arms around me, resting his head against my belly for a long while. I rubbed his head while he held me and then eased himself up, cradling my face in his hands. I could see tears in his eyes as his gaze moved over me. “I have never seen you more beautiful than you are right now and I have never loved you more,” he said as he brushed his lips against mine, so gentle and sweet. 
 
   “You’re okay with this then?” I asked nervously and I saw him balk a little. 
 
   “I don’t think I’ve ever been this happy.”
 
   “You’re not afraid?”
 
   “Of course I’m afraid,” he laughed lightly. “The responsibility of bringing a life into this world terrifies me, but I want nothing more than to be a father and to have you by my side as we figure it all out.”  
 
   I felt the tears sliding down my cheeks, but I also knew I was smiling. He was smiling too and he wiped my face before he took my hand, leading me to the couch. We sunk into the cushions and I rested my head on his shoulder as he draped his arm around me. 
 
   “Thank you for coming home.”
 
   “I’m sorry I wasn’t here when you found out.”
 
   “Me too,” I said honestly and he sat up, looking at me with serious eyes.
 
   “Are you okay?” he asked gently and I shrugged my shoulders.
 
   “I really don’t know how to feel. I don’t understand how this even happened. I haven’t missed my pill. Ever.”
 
   “Then this baby must be destined for greatness since it had to fight every obstacle to get here,” he said with a happy smile, but I was still trying to wrap my head around the situation, so I wasn’t sharing his eagerness. I tried to smile as he was, but I could only manage a nervous grin. I could see the bewilderment on his face and he took my hand, pressing his lips to the back of it. “You do want our baby, don’t you?” he asked and I hated hearing the worry in his voice.
 
   “Of course I want our baby,” I answered. “But…this wasn’t in our plan. We weren’t even on the same coast and I just applied to graduate school. We were just starting to make some headway into figuring out our own lives and now…”
 
   “This incredible gift happened,” he interrupted and we sat quietly for a few moments. “I know the timing’s not ideal, but I believe things happen for a reason. You came into my office for a reason and I fell in love with you for a reason and now that reason is here.” He placed his hand on my stomach, smiling at it. “Everything will work out. You may have to put off grad school for a while, but everything will come together. I love you, Natalie.” He took my hands and stared into my eyes. “I’ve always wanted to be a father. The only thing that makes this better is that I’ll be doing it with you as my partner.”
 
   I felt a sense of relief wash over my body knowing that he was going to be by my side through everything. There was no doubt that he loved me and somehow this would all work out. The corners of my mouth turned up into a nervous smile and when I blinked, a few more tears fell down my cheeks. This time though, I thought they might be tears of happiness. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   “You didn’t need to go to all this trouble,” Drew said as he did the dishes. I’d tried helping him clear the table after our stroganoff dinner, but he’d insisted I sit down and rest. I had a feeling he’d be treating me like a China doll until the baby came. 
 
   “I needed to keep my mind occupied,” I told him.
 
   “Even though it was delicious, and I sincerely mean that,” he grinned over to me. “I want you to take it easy.
 
   “I’m fine, Drew.”
 
   “You’re pregnant though.”
 
   “Exactly. I’m pregnant. It’s a condition, not a disease and I’m fine aside from being tired.”
 
   “That’s normal though,” he chimed in as he loaded the last dish into the dishwasher. “While on the plane, I found this website called babycenter.com and it tells you every symptom for each stage of pregnancy. I even signed up to receive weekly emails about the baby’s stats. Right now Baby Saben is about the size of sesame seed.”
 
   I couldn’t stop myself from laughing and he closed the dishwasher, leaning against the counter, grinning a crooked smile at me. 
 
   “And how do you know that?” I asked him.
 
   “I plugged in your due date and they gave me a rather detailed diagram and descriptions,” he said with a playful smile. 
 
   “And how’d you know my due date? I don’t even know my due date.”
 
   “Well, I’m assuming it happened when I was here for the engagement party, which was five weeks ago, and my guess is it was the night I told you you’d never forget me when I was done with you and it looks like I was right.” 
 
   “I guess so,” I laughed and then his smile faded and he gazed over to where I was sitting.
 
   “It’s good to hear you laugh, Natalie,” he said and then paused for a few moments. “When I walked in earlier, you looked terrified and I’m glad you’re smiling now.”
 
   I looked out the window at Central Park for a moment before meeting his eyes again.
 
   “You always make me smile,” I said and it grew quiet between us for a few moments as he continued to look at me with a soft smile. “You seem excited about this, Drew.”
 
   “That’s an understatement,” he said, walking into the living room where he’d left his bags. We hadn’t done anything since he got home other than take a long nap since neither of us had gotten much sleep. It was time for dinner when we woke up and so his luggage remained by the front door. 
 
   “What do you have there?” I asked when he returned a moment later, holding something navy blue in his hand.
 
   “Well,” he said, an excited grin on his face. “I was walking towards baggage claim and this caught my eye. I couldn’t resist.”
 
   He splayed the material onto the table and I started to laugh when I realized it was a baby t-shirt that read: Born to be a Yankee Fan. 
 
   “You didn’t,” I laughed, grabbing the shirt and holding it up, amazed at how tiny it was.
 
   “I did and it’s suitable for a boy or a girl.”
 
   “That it is,” I grinned, folding the little shirt into a neat square and then reached across the table, taking his hand. “Thank you for being so supportive…for making me feel like it’ll be okay.”
 
   He squeezed my hand and leaned in, brushing his lips against mine.
 
   “I’m sorry you had any doubts that I’d react any other way.”
 
   “I was scared.”
 
   “I know, but we’re on this ride together and I don’t plan on getting off any time soon.” 
 
   I felt myself getting teary eyed again and he reached for a napkin, drying my eyes.
 
   “I can’t seem to get control of my emotions,” I said between a laugh and cry.
 
   “Another side effect of pregnancy due to the hormonal changes in your body. See? Babycenter does come in handy,” he said with a smile and I stood up, encouraging him to do the same, burying myself in his chest as he wrapped his arms around me. We stood quietly until he pulled back, taking my hand and leading me down the hall to our bedroom. 
 
   “I’ve never wanted you more than I do right now,” he said, brushing his fingertips over my cheek that started to burn with want at his touch. “And I assure you,” he began, but paused to kiss the corner of my mouth in a way that made my breathing quicken. “Based on my extensive research, sexual intercourse is completely safe during pregnancy.” His hands were roaming under my shirt now, warm and soft as they moved over my skin. 
 
   “That’s good to know,” I whispered as he began planting kisses on my neck while he inched my shirt off, tossing it to the floor and then easing me onto the bed. He stood above me, sliding my pants off before undressing himself. 
 
   “I’ve also learned that some women even experience a surge in their libido while pregnant,” he said and I couldn’t help but laugh, but then I stopped as I concentrated on the way his body felt on mine. It’d been too long since I’d felt him. His hands moved gently over my body as he kissed me slowly while we got reacquainted. 
 
   “Your body is exquisite,” he whispered softly in my ear as his hands continued to move over my skin before he stopped and rested his palm on my stomach. 
 
   “Don’t stop,” I whispered, missing the feeling of his wandering hands, moving my hips to encourage him.
 
   “I won’t, Natalie. I’ll never stop.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Twenty-Nine
 
    
 
   I think I was in a daze the next few weeks. We didn’t tell anyone though. I kept it quiet at work, going about my business as if nothing was wrong, although the fatigue wouldn’t go away. I learned to deal with it and the pregnancy was our secret. Even though I still couldn’t believe it, I was coming to grips with the fact that Drew and I were going to be parents. He was attentive and kind and didn’t want me lifting a finger. I didn’t mind the royal treatment, but I didn’t want him to think of me as the delicate flower he was treating me as. 
 
   I’d gone to the doctor’s office where they confirmed the pregnancy and gave me prenatal vitamins before scheduling my first appointment with the doctor for an ultrasound. Even though I’d gone into the office knowing I was pregnant, it was still a shock to hear it confirmed and I only half-listened to the nurse giving me instructions. 
 
   It didn’t seem to matter I hadn’t given my full attention at that first appointment since Drew was constantly sharing what he’d learned with his Babycenter app with me. I found it adorable how excited he was about becoming a father and he was nearly busting with anticipation as he got ready to leave for the office since I’d be meeting him at lunchtime to have the first ultrasound done before heading back to work.
 
   I was excited too, but I couldn’t ignore the apprehension as well. I had no idea what to expect and as I stood in front of building 435, I took a deep breath and walked inside. It was a relief that he was back in New York. It’d only been a few weeks, but having Drew with me each night had already changed everything. I was still terrified, but he always had a way of making me feel that everything would be okay. 
 
   The elevator opened and the gold script sign with the Taylor and Saben emblem greeted me, followed by Christa’s smile. 
 
   “Hello, Natalie,” she said when I approached. “Drew said he was expecting you.  Just sign in and head back.”
 
   “Thank you, Christa,” I said, quickly signing my name in the register and then headed through the maze of desks until Court and Anna Beth came into view. They were both busy working, but looked up when they heard me approach.
 
   “Well, well,” Court began “If it isn’t the she-devil who ruined our good time.”
 
   “What?” I exclaimed. “What kind of greeting is that?”
 
   “A well-deserved greeting.”
 
   “What is he talking about, Anna Beth?” I said, looking over to her and she just rolled her eyes, which was often the case when it came to her interaction with Court. 
 
   “The poor baby is whining because he’s actually had to do some work ever since your fiancé returned to the fold.”
 
   “Do I need to tell Drew you were goofing off while he was busting his ass in L.A.?”
 
   “Granny Annie over there is an exaggerator. I worked,” he said and then a grin spread on his face. “Just maybe not as hard.” 
 
   He started laughing and I shook my head. 
 
   “I am actually grateful for Drew’s return,” Anna Beth added. “It was a welcome surprise. It’s good to have things back to normal.”
 
   “I couldn’t agree more,” I said and then looked around. “Where is he, by the way?”
 
   “A meeting with Taylor. I think he’s a little pissed that Drew came back actually. They’ve been having lots of meetings since his return. He should be done in a few minutes. He mentioned he had an appointment at noon and you must be it,” Anna Beth answered. This was all news to me. Drew hadn’t mentioned any of this. Then again, we didn’t spend our time talking about his job. “Speaking of which, I need to get this to him. I’ll be right back.”
 
   She picked up a folder and made her way towards the conference room, leaving just Court and me. He looked up from his desk and raised an eyebrow.
 
   “What’s that look for?” I asked, going over and sitting on the edge of his desk. 
 
   “Curiosity.”
 
   “What are you curious about?” 
 
   “Mr. Saben’s sudden return.”
 
   “He decided things in the L.A. office were settled enough to come home.”
 
   “Bullshit, Natalie. He was supposed to be there at least another few months and then three weeks ago he just shows up. It’s all very suspect.” 
 
   I could feel my stomach knotting and it wasn’t from the mild case of morning sickness I’d experienced a few times. Nothing ever got past Court. Anna Beth was easy because she didn’t like to butt into other people’s lives. Court was a different story entirely though. He made a business out of it. 
 
   “He just needed to come home,” I said, hoping my aloofness would deter his interest. 
 
   “Drew doesn’t roll like that. There had to have been a reason,” he said, leaning back in his chair and rubbing his chin. I could practically see the thought bubble above his head as he tried to figure it out. 
 
   “Why can’t you ever just let things go?”
 
   “Why don’t you just tell me, Natalie? I think I’ve got the answer to my query anyway, so just tell me already.”
 
   I could feel my heart start to beat from nerves. I should’ve known Court wouldn’t relent. Ever since I’d known him it hadn’t been in his character. Why should I think he would change now?
 
   “You think you’re so clever, Court,” I grinned, trying to throw him off. 
 
   “He knocked you up, didn’t he?” he said softly so only we could hear and my stomach nearly flew out of my mouth as my face turned beet red. There was no denying it now. “Holy shit! I was kidding! I didn’t really think it. I mean…a little piece of my mind toyed with that, but I didn’t think there was actually any credence.”
 
   I could tell he was about to burst and I had to admit it felt good to let someone in on our secret.
 
   He stood up, pulling me down the hall to a secluded corner.
 
   “I want the details, Natalie.”
 
   “There aren’t many details to share, Court. We’re going to our first ultrasound appointment in an hour. Other than that, I have no news.”
 
   “Was this planned?”
 
   “Absolutely not.”
 
   “I didn’t think we needed to have the safe sex talk, Natalie,” he grinned playfully and I slugged him. 
 
   “I was on the pill. I don’t know how the hell this happened,” I said and then Court’s face turned serious. 
 
   “How’s Drew with it? He’s been in an unusually good mood since he returned.”
 
   “He’s wonderful. The baby is all he talks about.”
 
   “Isn’t there anything wrong with that man? He’s hot as sin, loaded and a stand up guy to boot. Don’t fuck this up, Natalie. Guys like him come around never in a lifetime, but you’ve got him.”
 
   “I know,” I said with a smile. “But, you have to swear you won’t say a word to anyone and I mean anyone. We haven’t even told our families and if you say something, I’ll never forgive you.”
 
   “My lips are sealed,” he said, zipping them.
 
   “That doesn’t give me any assurance. Loose lips doesn’t even begin to describe your blabbermouth.”
 
   “I’m offended, Natalie.”
 
   “No, you’re not. Now, I mean it. Mum’s the word.”
 
   “Cross my heart,” he said and then he took my hands, a sincere smile spreading on his face. “How’re you feeling?”
 
   “I’m okay. I think I’m still in shock, but I’m all right.”
 
   “Let me know if you need anything…anything at all, okay?”
 
   “Thank you, Court,” I said, leaning in and hugging him, before pulling back. “We should get back though. I don’t want Drew thinking I told you.” 
 
   “Or that you ran off with me,” he said and I started laughing as we made our way back to his office.
 
   Anna Beth had returned, but Drew was noticeably absent. I sat down beside Court’s desk and we all visited for a few minutes before Drew finally made an appearance.
 
   “I’m sorry to keep you, Natalie,” he said, leaning down and giving me a quick kiss. “You look lovely.” 
 
   “Thank you,” I said, not thinking the gray knit dress I’d chosen was anything special. He, on the other hand, looked impeccable as always in perfectly pressed black pants and a white dress shirt and tie. 
 
   “We should go. We don’t want to be late.” 
 
   He held his hand out to me and I took it, getting to my feet. I could feel his excitement oozing from him.
 
   “And where are you two headed?” Court asked innocently, but we made eye contact and I shot him a warning glare. I knew he was just testing the waters to see how Drew would react.
 
   “An appointment,” was all Drew said. “I’m not sure if I’ll be back or not.”
 
   Court raised an eyebrow at me and I knew what he was implying.
 
   “I’ll see you guys later,” I said to him and Anna Beth and Drew took my hand, leading me towards the elevators. 
 
   “Are you excited?” he asked quietly as we made our way down. 
 
   “Yes. You?” I asked, even though I knew the answer.
 
   “It’s all I could think about all morning. I could hardly concentrate during my meeting with Taylor.”
 
   “Is everything okay between you two?”
 
   “It’s fine. He would’ve preferred if I stayed in L.A., but I told him if it’s that important, then he should get his ass to California.”
 
   “And how’d that go over?” I asked as we stepped into the building lobby and made our way to the doors.
 
   “He’s going next week,” Drew said with a laugh I could only describe as vindictive. 
 
   Drew hailed a cab when we stepped outside and it wasn’t long before we were walking into the doctor’s office. I was nervous and excited, but Drew held my hand as I checked in. They took me to an exam room shortly thereafter. I was surprised when I was asked to strip down to a gown like I was having my annual checkup. 
 
   “Hello,” the doctor said when he walked in a few minutes later. He shook my hand first and then Drew’s. “I’m Dr. Phelps. It’s nice to meet you, Natalie.”
 
   “You too,” I said and then turned to Drew. “This is my fiancé, Drew Saben.”
 
   They exchanged cordial greetings and then the doctor explained what would be happening. I hadn’t expected a full internal exam, but that’s what I got. I had to admit, it was a little awkward having Drew present for such an intimate exam.
 
   “We’re going to begin the ultrasound now, Natalie,” he said reaching for a wand. “We have to do an internal because the fetus it so small at this point.”
 
   I nodded and tried to make myself comfortable as he positioned the wand. He turned on a monitor and as I stared at it, I couldn’t tell what I was looking at. It seemed like nothing but gray and white blobs melting together. Then the image began to steady and Dr. Phelps pointed to the screen. 
 
   “This is the baby,” he said, tracing a grainy white image in the shape of a bean. There were little protrusions sticking out and one end appeared more bulbous than the other. Dr. Phelps explained to me it was the head. I could barely comprehend what he was saying to me as he began taking measurements and pointing out all of the details of the baby because I was in shock that I was looking at my child…our child. It seemed surreal and I was only jostled out of my thoughts when the doctor said, “And now for the heartbeat.”
 
   He hit a button and a whoosh-whoosh sound filled the air. I felt a lump form in my throat as I listened and Drew’s grip on my hand tightened. I turned to look at him and he was staring intensely at the screen with a smile I’d never seen before on his face. I thought I saw tears in his eyes and then he turned to meet my gaze. He squeezed my hand even tighter as our eyes met and in that moment I’d never loved him more. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   We hadn’t said much the rest of the appointment. We listened as Dr. Phelps told us my due date was in mid-February and we sat with a nurse who explained the dos and don’ts of pregnancy. Luckily they gave me a packet with all of the information because I was still in a cloud during most of the discussion. 
 
   Drew sat across from me in a little booth at a café we’d found and we both picked quietly at our lunches. I think we were both still trying to process what was happening, but that smile I’d seen in the exam room had never left his face. It was subtle and content and I liked the way it made him look. 
 
   “Can I see the pictures again?” he asked, referring to the ultrasound images.
 
   “Of course,” I said, reaching into my purse and handing them to him. 
 
   He stared at each picture for a few seconds before turning to the next and then he looked up and smiled at me.
 
   “It doesn’t seem real, does it?”
 
   “No,” I answered softly. 
 
   He put the pictures down and slid out of his side of the booth and sat back down beside me, draping one arm over my shoulder and resting his other hand on my stomach. 
 
   “It’s incredible, Natalie,” he said softly into my ear. “There’s a baby inside of you.” I heard his voice crack and he kissed my temple, his lips resting there for a while. “What I feel for you right now,” he said gently, pausing to take a breath. “I cannot express in words. I can tell you I love you, but it’s so much more than that. You’re everything to me, Natalie. You and this baby. You’re everything.” 
 
   I turned to him and he reached up, running his fingertips over my cheek before gently brushing his lips over mine. 
 
   “Let’s get married,” he said. 
 
   “We are. Remember?” I asked, playfully flashing my ring at him.
 
   “No. I mean I don’t want to wait.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” I asked and I could feel my heartbeat quickening. 
 
   “I’m talking about not waiting. I’m talking about just doing it.”
 
   “But…we…we’ve hardly planned anything.”
 
   “Doesn’t matter. It can be as simple or as extravagant as you want. We can make it happen. I just want you as my wife and I want us to be married when this baby comes.”
 
   He took my hand, holding it to his lips and kissing the back of it fiercely. 
 
   “Okay,” I said, a little smile turning up on the corners of my mouth. “Let’s get married.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Thirty
 
    
 
   When Drew said he wanted to get married, he wasn’t messing around. He hired a wedding planner a few days after the doctor’s appointment. We decided on August first, which only gave us a month to plan. I didn’t want anything extravagant. Drew was on board with a low key wedding, but he still wanted me to have the wedding I’d always wanted. We finally decided on a small ceremony at an old mansion in Connecticut. I wanted something out of the city and away from the congestion. The ceremony would be by a lake and the reception inside. The whole process was overwhelming and I didn’t think we could pull it off. 
 
   “What do you mean you’re getting married in a month?” my mom had exclaimed when I told her. 
 
   “We don’t want to wait.”
 
   “But, that’s so soon, Natalie. We won’t have any time to plan.”
 
   “We’re taking care of everything, so you don’t need to worry about anything.” 
 
   “What about your dress? I’d like to be there when you pick it out.”
 
   I could hear the sadness in her voice and I hated hearing her that way. 
 
   “Court and I are going start looking tomorrow. I’ll send you pictures before I make my choice or we can Skype,” I said, trying to pacify her and I was met with a long pause.
 
   “This is not how I imagined my daughter’s wedding,” she said despondently. “I just don’t understand the rush.” 
 
   I hadn’t planned to tell my parents about the baby this soon. I wasn’t ready for anyone to know yet, but there’d be no hiding it for much longer and telling her would be the only way she wouldn’t pester me to wait longer to get married. 
 
   “We want to get married before the baby arrives,” I said softly and I heard her gasp, followed by complete silence. 
 
   “Baby?” she finally whispered.
 
   “I’m pregnant.”
 
   The silence settled in again and I thought I heard her sniffle. She was crying.
 
   “Is that why he proposed?” 
 
   “No. He proposed before I got pregnant,” I began. “It’s important to him that we’re married before the baby comes. That’s why we’re moving forward so quickly.”
 
   The silence settled in again and I waited for her to say something. I knew she needed time to absorb what I’d just told her. 
 
   “I agree with Drew,” she eventually said, but her voice was flat. 
 
   “Are you mad, Mom?” I asked nervously and I waited anxiously for her response. 
 
   “I’m not mad, Natalie,” she sighed. “I’m very surprised and I’m trying to process this.” 
 
   “Me too,” I said, a lump forming in my throat and the silence that was becoming too familiar settled in again.
 
   “I can’t help thinking about how everything’s been different since you moved to New York,” she said quietly. 
 
   “I know,” I agreed, not able to deny it. “Aren’t you at least a little happy about the news?”
 
   “Of course,” she sighed. “Drew is a good man, but I don’t want you to forget who you are.” 
 
   I wiped away a tear that had fallen.
 
   “Please don’t tell anyone that I’m pregnant. Not even Dad. I’ll tell them when I’m ready.”
 
   She sighed again and I knew even though she didn’t want to, she’d honor my request.
 
   “I won’t say anything,” she stated. “And I’m here if you need anything. Anything at all. And, Natalie,” she said, pausing for a moment. “I think you’ll be a wonderful mother.”
 
   “Thank you, Mom,” I choked out and then the line was dead. I sat staring at the phone, her words echoing in my ears. I hadn’t planned this. This wasn’t supposed to happen now, but it had happened and hearing my mother believed in me made me believe in myself. 
 
   I felt heavy hands on my shoulders and I looked up to see Drew standing behind me. I thought he’d been busy in his office.
 
   “Are you okay?” he asked, sitting down beside me. 
 
   “I just told my mom. I hadn’t planned on telling her, but she kept pressing me about rushing the wedding.”
 
   “How’d that go?” I could see the concern on his face.
 
   “It went fine. She’s in shock obviously.”
 
   “Aren’t we all?” he grinned, taking my hand and kissing the back of it.  
 
   “She said she thinks I’ll be a good mom.” 
 
   I felt him tilting my chin up until our eyes met. 
 
   “She’s right,” he said, brushing his lips lightly over mine. “You’ll be the most wonderful mother.”
 
   “Despite how everything has gone, I think this is all going to work out after all,” I said, feeling that my words might actually be true. 
 
   “I’ve decided that sometimes life’s biggest curveballs turn out to be the greatest blessings.” Our eyes met again and he rested his hand on my stomach. “And I never expected to be blessed this much.”
 
   “I’m glad you’re home,” I said, reaching up and kissing him. “I don’t know what I’d do if you were still in California.”
 
   “I wouldn’t be anywhere else,” he said, kissing the top of my head and then sat up, pulling me gently with him. “How about a walk and some ice cream in the park?” he asked and I didn’t hesitate to agree.
 
   “Sounds perfect,” I answered and as he led me outside, I was grateful for these simple times with Drew. As he held my hand, I forgot about the stress of the wedding and my fears of motherhood. It was just him and me and at that moment, it was all I needed. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Thirty-One
 
    
 
   “That’s it! This is the one!” Court exclaimed as I walked out of the dressing room. We’d been at a fancy boutique he insisted we try for over an hour. I’d already tried on five different dresses, but none of them had felt right. This one though, was an entirely different story. The moment I slid it on and looked in the mirror, it’d felt different, almost as if it’d been made for me, and Court’s reaction only solidified my feeling. 
 
   “I think you’re right,” I said, turning in the mirror, watching the train flow behind me. It was simple, but elegant: strapless and form fitting as the long skirt flared out freely, ending in a small train with intricate bead work. 
 
   “Of course I’m right. One does not watch every season of Say Yes to the Dress and get these kinds of matters wrong,” he said, coming up to me and running his hands over the material. 
 
   “What would I do without you?” I laughed, staring at myself again. 
 
   “It’s a good thing we don’t have to find out,” he said, leaving my side for a moment to grab a veil and then returned, placing it on my head. “Perfection.”
 
   I looked at my reflection, almost not recognizing the person looking back. I was getting married and soon after, I’d be a mother. My life was changing and if I thought about it too hard, it scared the hell out of me. That’s why I focused on the present and simply picking out a dress.
 
   “You look happy, Natalie,” Court said, coming up behind me and placing his hand on my shoulder.
 
   “I am.”
 
   “Good. You deserve it.” 
 
   He gave me a quick hug and then started fluffing the veil I was wearing. 
 
   “Will you take a picture so I can send it to my mom and get her opinion?”
 
   “Sure thing,” he said, pulling my phone from my purse and snapping a picture. “Are you gonna buy it?”
 
   “I’m not sure. Shouldn’t we try some more shops?”
 
   “Why? This one is perfect and,” he said, raising an eyebrow at me, “you don’t have the gift of time in this matter.”
 
   “Very true,” I said, sliding back into the dressing room, followed by the attendant who had helped me put it on. 
 
   I handed the clerk Drew’s credit card and we scheduled a time to pick up my dress after the alterations were done. My phone rang just as we were finishing up and I glanced at it, seeing it was Drew.
 
   “Hello?” I greeted him, noticing how cheerful my voice sounded.
 
   “You sound like you’re in a good mood,” Drew responded and I could tell by his tone that he was smiling.
 
   “I am. We found the dress. I’m paying for it right now.”
 
   “That was quick.”
 
   “It was, but it’s perfect.”
 
   “Are you going to show it to me?”
 
   “No. You’re not seeing it until I’m walking down the aisle,” I teased and I heard him scoff.
 
   “You can’t be serious.”
 
   “Dead serious. You’ll just have to wait.”
 
   “You’re a cruel woman, Natalie.”
 
   “I may be, but I assure you, it’ll be worth the wait.”
 
   “I have no doubt,” he said. “Now, I’ll leave you to your shopping. Hurry home though. I’m bored with this work I’m doing and I can think of other activities I’d rather be engaging in.”  I could hear the longing in his voice, which made me blush.
 
   “Court and I are going to grab some lunch and then I’ll be home.”
 
   “I’m looking forward to it,” he said and before I could say anything, he’d hung up. I smiled at my phone before putting it away and finishing the transaction.
 
   “Now that that’s settled, let’s eat,” Court said, linking his arm with mine as we walked onto the busy Manhattan sidewalk. 
 
   We decided on a little café near Bryant Park and as we ate, I was reminded of our lunches when I still worked at Taylor and Saben. The only thing missing was Anna Beth.
 
   “How’ve you been feeling?” Court asked me between bites.
 
   “All right, I guess. I’ve nothing to compare it to though. The worst though is my back’s been hurting the past few days and I’m a tired. It was the worst this morning, but I’m feeling pretty good now.”
 
   “Any morning sickness?”
 
   “A little, but I guess it could be worse. The smell of cooking chicken turns my stomach though,” I laughed. “Drew tells me it’s all perfectly normal for this stage.”
 
   “Drew?”
 
   “He gets these updates in his email. I think it’s rather cute actually. I don’t have to do anything because he’s always there to keep me informed.”
 
   “That man is so in love with you it’s pathetic,” Court teased. “Although I should thank you. He’s been on Cloud Nine since returning from L.A. He’s always been easy to work for, but now it’s a breeze.”
 
   “You’re welcome. Now,” I said, grinning at him, “I need to use the bathroom, yet another glorious side effect of pregnancy. Constant peeing.”
 
   I set my napkin down and made my way to the ladies room, waiting a few moments until a stall became available. I went inside and I felt my stomach drop when I pulled my pants down. A large drop of blood covered my underwear. I told myself not to panic. It could be anything. In one of the emails Drew had forwarded to me, it mentioned that spotting can sometimes occur during pregnancy. This worried me though. It seemed like more than spotting. 
 
   Stay calm, I told myself as I went to the bathroom. There’s no need to overreact.
 
   I finished and then went back to the dining room. I took out my phone, gesturing to Court that I needed to make a call and stepped outside. I found the number to my doctor and waited nervously as it rang. The answering service picked up since it was a weekend and once I relayed the message, I was told the doctor on call would call me back in a few minutes. Those few minutes seemed to take forever, but eventually, the phone rang and I quickly picked it up. I did my best to keep my voice calm and collected and after relaying what had happened, I was given some relief. He told me it wasn’t uncommon for this type of spotting early on in pregnancy, but to go home and rest just to be safe. He told me if I had any cramping or heavy bleeding to call back and he’d advice me then. He didn’t sound terribly worried, so when we hung up, I told myself not to be worried either.
 
   “Everything okay?” Court asked when I returned to the table. 
 
   “I need to get home,” I said, gathering my things. 
 
   “You look all pale, Natalie. What’s going on?” he pressed and I sighed. 
 
   “I had some spotting when I went to the bathroom. I just got off the phone with the doctor.”
 
   “Are you all right?” Court asked.
 
   “The doctor didn’t seem worried, but he told me to go home and rest, so that’s what I’m going to do.”
 
   “Let me walk you home,” Court said, standing up.
 
   “I’ll be fine. I know you still have some shopping to do. I don’t want to disrupt that.”
 
   “Nonsense. I can tell you’re scared. I’m not leaving you alone until I have you home with Drew.”
 
   I knew better than to argue with Court and so I nodded and followed him outside. 
 
   It wasn’t far to the apartment, but I didn’t want to exert myself so we hailed a cab. Court made small talk to distract me on the drive, mostly about what accessories would look good with the dress we’d picked out, but it didn’t distract me enough. When we pulled up to the building, the only thing I wanted was to crawl into bed and pray this would pass. 
 
   I paid the driver and we made our way towards the entrance. Charlie was there and as I opened my mouth to say hello, I felt a burning in my abdomen so painful, I clutched my stomach and hunched over. I yelled out in pain as the cramping got worse and I felt Court’s arms around me just as I was about to collapse. 
 
   “Miss Vasser!” I could hear Charlie’s frantic voice as he rushed towards me. 
 
   “Call Drew!” I heard Court exclaim and then Charlie was gone again. 
 
   “Court…it hurts so much,” I cried out through gritted teeth as he held me up. I opened my eyes just as I felt a gush and a searing pain rip through my abdomen and watched as the front of pants turned a deep red. Tears burst from my eyes, but they weren’t from the pain I was in, it was because I knew what was happening. 
 
   “Oh my God!” It was Drew. He sounded panicked as he rushed over, taking me from Court and wrapping his arms around me. “What happened?” 
 
   “She said she had some spotting at the café, but she seemed fine. She was coming home to rest and she just doubled over.”
 
   “Get a cab!” Drew ordered and then he pulled me to him, wrapping his arms around me, holding me tightly. “Natalie, baby,” he whispered into my ear. “It’s gonna be okay. Everything will be okay,” he repeated, but I could hear the fear in his voice. I wanted desperately to believe his words, but all I could do was cling to him as the tears continued to fall. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The cab ride to the hospital had been tense. I’d sat tucked between Drew and Court, Drew’s arms around me protectively while Court covered my now crimson pants with the cardigan he’d been wearing. When we arrived at the ER, I saw the way people looked at me. The cardigan wasn’t doing a very good job of hiding the blood anymore. 
 
   I was taken back quickly, stripped of my clothes and into the hospital gown I found myself in now as my eyes focused on the white drywall. Drew was clutching my hand as we waited for the doctor. We’d hardly said two words to each other, other than the whispered reassurances he’d given me on the drive. I knew he’d only been trying to comfort me, but part of me wished he’d just be quiet. We both knew what was happening wasn’t good and his false reassurances only hurt. 
 
   He held my hand now, stroking it gently and pressing his lips to the back of it every so often.
 
   “It’ll be okay,” he said and I knew he wasn’t doing it for me at this point. He was trying to convince himself.
 
   “Please, Drew,” I said quietly, meeting his eyes, which looked terrified. He held my gaze for a moment, but then looked away and he didn’t say anything more.
 
   The door opened not long after and the doctor walked in, introducing himself as Dr. George.
 
   “I’m just going to take a look and figure out what’s going on,” he said and I nodded as he prepared he ultrasound machine. I was far enough along not to need an internal and he squirted some gel on my abdomen before moving a wand around. Drew’s grip on my hand grew tighter as we watched the doctor staring intently at the screen. I waited for some sign on his face that told me my instincts had been wrong, but his face remained rigid in concentration and when he removed the wand a few minutes later, he turned to us and I could see the remorse on his face.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he began and I felt a lump burning in my throat as my eyes filled with tears to the point his face was blurry. “As you probably suspected, you’re suffering a miscarriage…”
 
   “Isn’t there something you can do to stop it?” Drew interrupted, his voice frantic.
 
   “I’m sorry, but there’s not,” the doctor said gently and it felt as if a knife had been inserted into my heart. Our baby was gone.
 
   “Was it something I did? I’ve been so careful. I’ve been eating right and exercising, but not strenuously. I don’t understand,” I asked softly, wiping a tear from my cheek.
 
   “It was nothing you did, Natalie. You’re not to blame for this. Miscarriage at this stage isn’t as uncommon as you might think. About forty percent of pregnancies end in miscarriage, many even before a woman knows she’s pregnant. It’s usually due to a genetic abnormality in the fetus. It’s the body’s way of dealing with an unviable pregnancy,” he said and then paused before glancing between Drew and me. “Truly, I’m sorry.”
 
   Drew was holding my hand even tighter now and I looked over at him. He was trying to hold it together, but I could see his eyes glistening and I watched as he swallowed hard, trying to hold back his emotions. 
 
   “Now, I am concerned with the bleeding you’re experiencing and to prevent infection, I think a dilation and curettage, or a D and C, is probably going to be necessary.”
 
   “What’s that?” Drew asked before I could get the words out. 
 
   “It’s a procedure to clean out the uterine lining to make sure all the tissue has been removed. It’s a brief procedure, only about fifteen minutes and you can go home tonight. I’ll leave you to rest and I’ll check on you soon. Again,” he said, pausing for a moment. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Thank you,” Drew said and then we were alone.
 
   We were silent for a long time, but he continued to grip my hand while his thumb slowly stroked the back of it. I wasn’t sobbing, but the tears fell silent in sporadic waves down my cheeks. I saw Drew trying to be discreet as he wiped the corners of his eyes, but I knew he was hurting. I knew it was different than my hurt, but I wasn’t used to seeing him like this. Andrew Saben was the definition of control, but I could sense his frustration at not being able to control this situation.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I finally said, my quiet voice breaking the silence. His head whipped around just as a tear fell down his cheek. He looked almost angry as he stared at me and then suddenly stood up, taking my face in his hands. 
 
   “Baby, no. Don’t you dare apologize. This isn’t your fault. I won’t have you blaming yourself. Not even for a second.”
 
   “Logically, I know it’s not my fault,” I whispered, barely able to get the words out. “But…I…I can’t understand why this happened. The baby…I didn’t even know I wanted a baby and now...” I stuttered, the words flying out of my mouth between sudden sobs. “And now I don’t have a baby and now I know how much I wanted the baby.” 
 
   I don’t know if Drew could even hear my mumbled words, but when he wrapped me in his arms, pulling me close to him, I knew he understood. This time he didn’t try and tell me everything would be okay. He didn’t patronize me that way. He simply held me and together we grieved for the little life we’d never know. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The doctor had been right. I’d needed a D and C. The whole scenario seemed surreal and I checked out through the procedure, closing my eyes and pretending the doctor wasn’t scraping out the last bits of the life I’d been carrying inside of me. I’d only been given local anesthesia, so I was awake throughout the whole thing. Drew wanted to stay by my side, but I couldn’t have him there and I noticed how hurt he looked when I asked him to wait outside. I was in recovery for a few hours and I did want Drew there for that. 
 
   He looked timid when he walked into the room, moving slowly until he was at my side. He took my hand and then kissed me on the forehead before sitting down beside me. I was exhausted from everything and it didn’t take long for me to drift off to sleep. 
 
   I was relieved when I was told I could go home and even more relieved when I actually stepped across the threshold of the apartment. It was nearly ten o’clock and even though I’d slept at the hospital, I was ready for bed. I walked straight to the bedroom and I could hear Drew’s footsteps behind me. I set my purse down on the bed and looked around. The last time I was in this room, everything was okay. I had no idea when I left to go dress shopping with Court how much my life would change. 
 
   Drew was behind me a moment later, his hands resting on my shoulders as he pulled me into him. 
 
   “What can I do?” he asked softly.
 
   “I just want to go to bed,” I said, inching away from his embrace and making my way to the dresser, pulling out my pajamas. 
 
   “Do you need any help?” he asked, but I shook my head.
 
   “I’m okay.”
 
   I went into the bathroom, closing the door and numbly changing out of the sweatpants Court had purchased for me while I was having the procedure. I couldn’t have worn the blood stained pants I’d had on. 
 
   I went through the motions of getting ready for bed: brushing my teeth and hair and washing my face. As I patted it dry, I glanced into the mirror. I couldn’t recall ever seeing my reflection look so sad because I’d never felt a sadness like this. I’d never laid eyes on my baby. I’d never heard it cry. I’d never felt its skin or heard its laugh, but it didn’t mean I’d loved it any less and now I was left with ideas about what might’ve been and who my baby could’ve become. 
 
   I looked away before I could cry again and walked into the bedroom. The covers were turned down on my side and a glass of water was sitting on my nightstand. Drew was putting on his t-shirt for bed and turned around when he heard me walk in. 
 
   “Thank you,” I said, gesturing towards the water and he smiled hesitantly at me, walking over and taking my hand, leading me to the bed. 
 
   I climbed under the covers and he pulled the blanket over me before sitting down on the edge beside me. He brushed a few strands of hair from my forehead before kissing me, his lips lingering on my skin for a few moments before pulling back. 
 
   “You need your rest, Natalie, and I’m here for whatever you need.”
 
   “I know,” I said softly, trying to smile as I reached up and rested my palm on his cheek. “I just want to sleep.”
 
   “Then sleep, baby.”
 
   He kissed me again and I turned on my side, but he didn’t leave. He sat with me, rubbing my back until I was asleep.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   When I woke up the next morning, I found Drew in his spot beside me, still sleeping. I wondered how long he’d stayed at my side before taking his place in our bed. His sleep didn’t look peaceful. He looked troubled and my heart hurt for him. He’d only been thinking of me yesterday and in my grief, I hadn’t asked him how he was coping. 
 
   I didn’t give a thought to the time when I raised my hand and grazed my fingers across his cheek. He didn’t move at first, but then his eyelids began to flutter and slowly open. They looked especially green when they landed on mine. 
 
   “Natalie,” he said, his throat low and scratchy. I could tell he was still tired and when I finally looked at the time, I knew why. It wasn’t even six o’clock and I could only guess what time he’d actually gone to sleep. “How’re you feeling, baby?” 
 
   “I’m all right. A little sore, but I’m okay.”
 
   “Do you need something? What can I get you?” he asked, sitting up, but I took his arm, stopping him. “What is it?”
 
   He laid back down, resting his head on the pillow, the same as mine was. 
 
   “Yesterday,” I began quietly as our eyes met. “I never asked you how you were doing and I feel badly about that.”
 
   I watched as he closed his eyes, keeping them shut for a few moments before opening them again. 
 
   “Yesterday was the worst day of my life and it hurts. I think it always will,” he said softly. 
 
   I think I expected him to tell me the only person who mattered yesterday was me because that’s how he was. My feelings always came first to him. He was a pillar of strength all the time and he never showed weakness. I was glad he wasn’t pretending he was all right. 
 
   “I keep thinking about the baby, wondering if we would’ve had a son or a daughter…what it would’ve looked like…what we would’ve named it.”
 
   “I think about that too,” I whispered. 
 
   “The worst part about yesterday though was knowing you were hurting and there was nothing I could do to help you.” He ran his fingers over my cheek and I watched as his eyebrows creased in concern. “I need to know you’ll be okay.”
 
   “I keep asking myself why this happened,” I said and my voice trailed off. 
 
   “I know we’ve talked about this before, but everything happens for a reason. I’m doing my damndest to understand why this happened because it doesn’t make any sense, but I keep telling myself there has to be a reason, even if we don’t see it. Maybe it wasn’t the right time, maybe we weren’t ready…I don’t know, but there’s a reason why this happened and, baby,” he said gently with the first smile not backed by pain, “this isn’t it. It’ll happen again and it’ll be all right.”
 
   Something about the conviction in his voice told me to believe him. Right now, there didn’t seem to be a logical reason for losing our baby, but I knew there had to be one and I hoped someday I’d learn what it was. 
 
   “I didn’t realize it could hurt this much,” I whispered. “One minute I was pregnant and then another…I wasn’t. I feel empty.” I tried holding back the tears, but it was no use. He pulled me to him and I cried, praying someday the sudden hollowness inside me would be only a memory.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Thirty-Two
 
    
 
   No one knew about the baby and I wanted it that way. I told work I’d had to have emergency gall bladder surgery instead of the truth. I didn’t want the sympathetic looks and people feeling sorry for me the way I knew would happen if they knew the truth. My baby was gone, so it didn’t matter anyway. I stayed home for a few days and then returned to work and life went on.
 
   One evening while waiting for Drew to get home, my phone buzzed with a notification and I picked it up to find an email from the wedding planner. My mind had been anywhere but on the wedding since I lost the baby. The few days I’d been home recuperating, I tried occupying myself so I couldn’t think about it. I read. I watched too much TV. I even organized closets and dressers that didn’t need organizing…anything to keep my mind busy. My plan worked better than I expected during the day, but at night it was another story. In the darkness, I was reminded of what I’d lost and sleep was sometimes impossible. After three days of the struggle, I went to the pharmacy where I purchased a bottle of Tylenol PM. That night I slept like a rock. Not because I didn’t think about the baby, but because I couldn’t fight the medicine and I was grateful for that.               
 
   The email had jostled me back to reality though. It was a question regarding flowers and as I looked at the pictures of lilies and tulips, I knew my heart wasn’t into the wedding. The diamond was heavy on my finger and the hollow pit in my stomach grew wider as I realized I couldn’t marry Drew right now. We’d only hastened the marriage because I was pregnant. I wasn’t pregnant anymore and with the current state of my being, I was in no shape to get married. I just hoped Drew would understand. 
 
   He walked in from work, looking stressed. He was good about not bringing work home, but tonight appeared to be an exception. He set his briefcase down and kissed me on the head without a word before going straight to the kitchen. I heard him pull out a glass and when I turned my head to see what he was doing, I saw him pouring himself a glass of scotch. He rarely drank hard liquor, which indicted to me that my initial observation had been correct.
 
   “Rough day?” I asked as he walked towards me, setting the glass on the coffee table before sitting down beside me. He sighed deeply as he took my hand and leaned against the couch, closing his eyes for a moment. 
 
   “That’s an understatement.”
 
   “Can I ask what happened?”
 
   “California’s what happened. Worst decision we ever made. Should’ve just let them implode and focused our attention here in New York. Damn Taylor.” He leaned forward, taking a quick drink before looking over to me. “I’m sorry, Natalie. I shouldn’t come home and lambast you with my shitty day.”
 
   “I don’t mind, Drew,” I said, scooting closer and linking my hands with his. 
 
   “How’re you feeling?” he asked and I noticed the way his eyes drifted to my stomach. We didn’t talk much about it, but he would always ask how I was and when I needed him to hold me, he would, no questions asked.
 
   “I’m fine,” I said, which was a lie. Physically I was fine. I wasn’t sore anymore and according to the doctor, my body would heal and I’d more than likely conceive again and have a healthy pregnancy. That reassurance did little to alleviate the ache in my soul for the child I’d lost. “What has you so troubled at work?” I asked, genuinely curious as to what had him so spun up.
 
   “I swear I’m the only competent architect in the bunch,” he said with a quiet laugh. 
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “The Cedars-Sinai project,” he told me.
 
   “I thought that was under control.”
 
   “Me too.”
 
   “It’s not?” 
 
   “No and Dr. Reynolds is threatening to pull our contract unless I come back until the groundbreaking begins. She said when I left it turned to shit and after doing some investigating, I’d have to say she’s right. I’m not sure what the hell’s gotten into Taylor since he went to L.A. Perhaps it’s too much sun or too many fake tits, but something’s not right with him.”
 
   “What’re you going to do?”
 
   “I can’t go back to L.A. right now. We have the wedding in two weeks. I’ll have to think about making a trip out there when it’s over,” he said and I must’ve remained quiet for too long because he sat up, looking at me curiously. “What is it, Natalie?”
 
   I took a deep breath, swallowing hard before I could bring myself to address the wedding, but I finally mustered my courage.
 
   “I’ve been thinking about the wedding,” I began nervously and I watched as he sat a little straighter, his eyebrows creased in curiosity. 
 
   “What about it?” 
 
   “We only rushed the wedding because of the baby…but now…now that’s not an issue anymore.” My voice was quiet and it cracked as the words came out. I felt his grip on my hand loosen as he waited for me to continue. “With everything that’s happened…I don’t think…I’m just not in the right frame of mind to get married so quickly. My mind is everywhere and it still hurts, Drew. Every day it hurts and I do everything I can not to think about losing the baby, but it’s always on my mind, even when I force myself not to think about it. It’s always there,” I choked out as I wiped a tear from my cheek. “And I don’t want to feel like this when we say our vows. I want it to be the happiest day of our lives, but right now…there’s too much sadness.” 
 
   My voice trailed off and he remained quiet, positioning himself so he was facing me. He rested his hand on my thigh and began rubbing it gently with his thumb. I waited anxiously for his reaction. He seemed calm…understanding almost. 
 
   “You’re right,” he finally said, looking away for a moment before bringing his eyes back to mine. 
 
   “You’re not upset?” 
 
   “No,” he said, squeezing my thigh. “I feel the same way, but I didn’t want to upset you. I only want you to be happy and if postponing the wedding will help, then I say we do it. We’ll do it when we’re ready. When things have calmed down at work. When you’ve decided what you’re doing,” he said and then his voice dropped. “When it doesn’t hurt so much.” 
 
   “Thank you for understanding,” I whispered and he reached up, using the pad of his thumb to wipe my tears. 
 
   “When we get married, there won’t be an ounce of despair and right now, we have to find a way to cope with this and move past it. But, I can assure you, Natalie, that when I do marry you, it will be the most perfect day. I promise you that.” I saw the familiar smile spread on his face, warm and safe, and I knew his words were true. I leaned towards him, kissing him softly before pulling back. “Now, despite my foul mood earlier, I did get some news I was hoping would cheer you up,” he said, piquing my curiosity immediately. “The shit hit the fan just as I was preparing to leave for the day and I allowed my frustrations to wallow rather than coming home to share the news.”
 
   “What news?” I asked impatiently. 
 
   “The performing arts center you helped me design is complete. The grand opening is in a week. I think we should go.”
 
   “Of course we should go!” I said with the first bits of excitement I’d shown in many days. 
 
   “I knew that would cheer you up.”
 
   “It’ll be awesome seeing the building come to life.”
 
   “It gives me chills every time, but this one will be especially meaningful,” he said, kissing the back of my hand. “Because without you, it wouldn’t have come to fruition.” His eyes looked into mine and the corners of his mouth curled up before he began speaking again. “I can still remember that night. I didn’t know what the hell I was doing. Tashawa was being relentless and then you stepped in, telling me exactly what I needed to hear. We were still getting to know each other then, but even so, it took all my power not to kiss you that night.” His thumb was running over my bottom lip slowly and I could see the longing in his eyes as his body inched closer to mine. “I’ve missed you, Natalie,” he said softly, resting his forehead against mine as his hand inched up my side. “I want to touch you again.” 
 
   His lips pressed cautiously against mine. Chastely at first, the only type of kiss we’d shared since the miscarriage. I could sense his trepidation as his lips began moving more forcefully over my mouth, his tongue eventually sliding inside. I’d missed him too. I’d missed the feeling of him, the smell of him, the taste of him and it all came flooding back to me. As I returned his fervor, I forgot for a few moments about the pain of the last few weeks. It was only us. Drew and me. His hand crawled under my shirt and began making its way higher and as he cupped my breast, I was suddenly pulled back to the present. 
 
   “I can’t,” I whispered and he stopped, his hand continuing to rest on me before he pulled back. 
 
   “It’s been nearly three weeks,” he sighed. “It’s safe. You’ve healed.”
 
   His hand started moving again as his lips went to my neck, kissing it slowly. I could feel how much he wanted me. I wanted him too. As he touched me, I could feel myself responding, longing for his touch that had been absent too long, but as his hand slid into the waistband of my pants, I couldn’t and I reached up, grabbing his hand and stopping him. He froze for a moment and then stared at me, an alarmed look on his face.
 
   “What is it, Natalie?” 
 
   “I can’t,” I whispered.
 
   “Why can’t I touch you?” Our eyes met and I was taken aback by the hurt on his face. “I ache for you, Natalie.”
 
   I squeezed his hand, not knowing how I could explain to Drew the feelings inside of me. The emptiness of the baby was still there and as much as I ached for him too, I wasn’t ready. I was afraid and I couldn’t explain why because I didn’t understand it myself. 
 
   “I’m not ready,” I finally said, my voice barely above a whisper. “I need more time. Please understand. I’m sorry,” I said, tears filling my eyes as I stood up to walk away, unable to face him. He grabbed my hand though and I stopped, turning to look at him through my wet eyes. 
 
   “I love you, Natalie. Don’t push me away,” he pleaded, but I couldn’t reply. I pulled my hand from his and wiped away my tears as I retreated to our bedroom.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Thirty-Three
 
    
 
   Drew didn’t press me anymore that night. He merely joined me in bed, not saying a word, but kissing my shoulder and then going to sleep himself. He didn’t try and touch me again and I knew he wouldn’t…not until I told him it was okay. 
 
   Life had to go on though and that meant telling the guests we’d invited to the wedding that we were postponing it. It was easy telling them because all we had to say was Drew’s work schedule wouldn’t allow such a quick wedding. Telling my mother was another story though.
 
   “You’re postponing the wedding? Seriously, Natalie?” Her voice was snippy, which made telling her about the miscarriage even harder. “It was such short notice. People had to rearrange their schedules and now you’re changing it?” 
 
   “I lost the baby,” I interrupted quietly, followed by complete silence that lasted to the point it started to get uncomfortable. 
 
   “I’m so sorry, honey,” she finally said, her gentle tone completely different from her initial reaction. “How are you feeling?”
 
   “I’m okay. I’ll be fine,” I said quickly.    
 
   “But, if you’re not, you’ll let me know, won’t you?” 
 
   “Yes, Mom, but I’ll be all right. It’s been a few weeks already and I’m doing okay,” I said and the silence settled in again. I could tell she was worried and I knew there was nothing I could say to change that. 
 
   “Do I need to come out and stay for a bit?”
 
   “No. Really. I’m just a little sad. It’s nothing that won’t pass. It’s probably for the best anyway. Our lives are so crazy right now,” I said in an attempt to convince myself. “But, thank you for the offer.”
 
   “If you change your mind, you let me know.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   “Have you and Drew discussed a new wedding date?” 
 
   “Not yet. We’ve been dealing with this. There’s no rush anymore.”
 
   “I know, honey,” she said gently and our conversation ended a few minutes later. She finished it off with small talk about work and my brother and a promise that I’d let her know if I needed anything. 
 
   I think that was the turning point. Everyone knew the wedding was off, there was no more baby and I could pick up my life where it’d left off before the pregnancy had changed it all. I could go on as normal, even though I knew my life would never be the same.  
 
   Drew had been careful around me and I didn’t blame him. He didn’t want to upset me and so I took his gentle touches and kisses on the forehead or the cheek as his way of telling me he was thinking about me without having to say it.           
 
   “My family’s decided to come up for the grand opening of our building,” he said a few nights later as we sat across from each other at dinner. I’d made stir-fry and we’d eaten it quietly until he spoke. I liked how he called it our building. 
 
   “That’s nice. Just your mom and dad?”
 
   “Kayla too and Christina is going to try and come,” he said with apprehension. 
 
   “It’ll be nice to see Kayla again,” I said, deliberately leaving out his other sister. 
 
   “I was thinking we could all go out to a nice dinner before the show.”
 
   “There’s a show too?”
 
   “The Moscow Ballet will be the first act to perform in the new building.”
 
   “I’ve never been to a ballet. Should be interesting.”
 
   “Dinner’s okay then? Beforehand?” he asked and I didn’t like how formal we were being with each other. I hated the distance that had settled between us lately. I knew it was mostly my doing. He was just following my lead. 
 
   “Of course it is,” I said, focusing on my dinner.
 
   “Natalie,” he said softly, his voice drawing my eyes to his. “I’m really looking forward to Saturday…to going out together.”
 
   There was a kind smile on his face, the kind that made me feel how much he loved me. 
 
   “Me too,” I answered and then he reached across the table, taking my hand in his.
 
   “How are you?” he asked gently. “You don’t talk to me anymore. I’m worried.”
 
   I hated what I was doing to him. Pushing him away was not my intention. He’d been nothing but supportive. He never pressured me or made me feel that my feelings weren’t justified, but my emotions weren’t something I could put a finger on. It was starting to take its toll though. I could see that by the look of worry on his face. 
 
   “I don’t mean to shut you out. Thank you for being so understanding. You’re too good to me. I don’t understand why you do it.”
 
   “Because I love you,” he said and although his words were simple, they meant so much.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Thirty-Four
 
    
 
   “You must be getting excited about the wedding,” Kara said as we ate our lunch in the break room.
 
   “We’ve actually decided to postpone it,” I said and I watched as they both stared at me with wide eyes.
 
   “Is everything okay? You didn’t break up, did you?” Ava asked.
 
   “No. Nothing like that,” I said quickly. “He’s just got a lot going on at work we hadn’t anticipated on and it’s really too much right now,” I said, not telling the truth behind the real reason. 
 
   “Has any new date been set yet?” Kara inquired.
 
   “Not yet. Things are kinda crazy in the California office, so we’ll wait until things settle down I guess.”
 
   “It’ll give you time to plan some amazing destination wedding. Hawaii. Fiji. Ireland perhaps.” Ava grinned and I nodded, knowing she was probably right. Drew would give me any wedding I wanted no matter where it was. 
 
   “Good point,” I said, hoping the conversation would end. 
 
   “Are you okay with all of it? Postponing the wedding? You haven’t seemed like yourself since you got back from your surgery.”
 
   “I’m fine. I’ve just got a lot on my mind with grad school and with the opening of the new arts center Drew designed. I’ve got to decide on something to wear.”
 
   “Are you talking about that new performing arts center uptown?”
 
   “Yes. That’s the one.” 
 
   “The producers mentioned doing a piece on that. I didn’t know Drew was the architect behind it,” Kara said and I could hear the eagerness in her voice. “Do you think you could hook me up with an interview the night of the opening?”
 
   “Are you serious? You want to interview Drew?”
 
   “Of course,” she said eagerly. Ever since she’d anchored the news that first time, she’d filled in periodically and was loving it. I could tell she wanted to do whatever she could to show the station her value. “Please don’t be offended when I say this, Natalie, but the camera will love him, as will the audience at home. Plus, the producers will love it. Do you think you can work it out?”
 
   “Yeah, I can do that,” I said, deciding this would be a good way to repay her for all the help she’d given me. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   I hadn’t felt like going shopping for Saturday night, so I looked through my closet, deciding on a form fitting white dress that hugged my curves and fell to my ankles. The slit up my side showed enough leg to protect my modesty while also being alluring. It was sleeveless, but had a high neckline, which I didn’t think would meet with Drew’s approval. He liked a little cleavage and this dress gave him none. It was classy though and would be perfect for an event such as this. I finished it off by pinning my sides back with pretty barrettes and a pair of high red pumps before staring at myself in the mirror. I had to admit it felt nice to get dressed up. I was looking forward to having a good time and putting the events of the last few weeks to the back of mind and trying to move past it.
 
   I heard our bedroom door push open and when I turned my head, I saw Drew standing in the door looking beyond handsome in a tailored black tuxedo. I watched as his eyes traveled up my body before he stepped all the way in.
 
   “You’re stunning,” he said, coming over to me and kissing me sweetly on the cheek.
 
   “It’s not a new dress. I didn’t feel much like shopping though.”
 
   “It’s perfect,” he said, kissing me again and then he looked in the mirror and straightened his tie. “You think I look okay for TV?” 
 
   “You could be wearing a burlap sack and you’d be ready for TV.”
 
   “Your opinion of me is entirely too high,” he said, turning away from the mirror. “I still can’t believe I agreed to this.”
 
   “You’re not backing out, are you?”
 
   “Of course not. I know it’s important to your friend, which in turn means it’s important to you. I would never do something to disappoint you.” He took my chin gently and kissed me.
 
   “Thank you. I know Kara will be grateful,” I said and then he took my hand. 
 
   “Can we sit for a moment?”
 
   I looked at him curiously, noticing the drop in his voice, but followed him to the edge of the bed where we sat down beside each other. 
 
   “Is everything okay?”
 
   “It’s fine, but I can tell you’re not okay and I’ve been thinking of how I can help you,” he began gently. “I know you’re hurting. I’m still hurting too, but I can see the void inside of you. I see it in everything you do and I know this isn’t much,” he said, reaching into his pocket and pulling out a small box I knew contained jewelry. He held it out to me and then opened it, revealing a silver bracelet with one simple charm containing a purple stone. “Our baby should’ve been born in February and this is the birthstone for February, amethyst. I thought,” he said and then paused as his voice grew softer. “I thought you could wear this and remember. I got myself a pair of cufflinks with the same stone.” He held a sleeve up to me, revealing stones that matched my bracelet.  
 
   “Oh my gosh, Drew,” I whispered as my fingers brushed over the bracelet, taking it out and holding it up. I felt my eyes growing warm and when I looked up at him and blinked, tears fell silently down my cheeks. “Thank you,” I said as I tried putting it on. He took it from me though and clasped it on my wrist.  
 
   “You like it then?” he asked as we both looked down at the bracelet. 
 
   “I absolutely love it. You’re too good to me.” 
 
   I leaned in, wrapping my arms around him. I felt him embrace me as well, holding me tightly.
 
   “I love you, Natalie. I only want you to be happy.”
 
   “I love you too,” I said, pulling back and wiping my eyes. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a handkerchief, gently blotting my cheeks. 
 
   “You look so beautiful tonight,” he said, tracing my jaw line with his fingertips. “I’ve been looking forward to this all week.”
 
   “Me too,” I said, squeezing his hand and then standing up. “I have a feeling it’s going to be a good night.”
 
   I felt a sense of peace I hadn’t felt in weeks. This had been one of the hardest times of my life and I’d pulled away from Drew because I hadn’t known what else to do. The hurt was too deep, but as he looked up at me now, I knew all he wanted was to make sure I was okay. The bracelet would be a way to always remember our child, but what I would think about most when I looked at it was of the man who’d given it to me and the fact we’d created a life together and mostly the fact of how much he loved me. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Drew’s family was waiting for us at the restaurant, an upscale Italian place in Midtown. I was excited to see Kayla and she greeted me with a warm hug. I was relieved not to see Christina though. We hadn’t had any contact since she showed up at the apartment that day and I didn’t know how much contact Drew had had with her. She hadn’t been a part of our life and after the way she’d treated me, that’s the way I liked it. I was determined tonight was going to be the turnaround I needed and having her around, regardless if she was on her best behavior or not, her presence would not help. 
 
   I relaxed too soon though because just as we were giving our drink orders to the waiter, she came striding in, looking striking in a bright pink dress, her jet black hair lying flawlessly straight down her back. She went around kissing everyone on the cheek, but gave me a curt nod before sitting down next to Janice. 
 
   “I wasn’t sure you were going to make it,” Drew said once she was settled. 
 
   “You think I’d miss another one of my perfect brother’s accomplishments? I wouldn’t miss the chance to show mom and dad yet again what a disappointment I am.” She laughed as she said it, but no one else did. 
 
   “Well, I for one, am so excited to see this new building,” Janice spoke up. 
 
   “I don’t think I told you, but Natalie helped design this one,” he said, eyeing me with a smile.
 
   “I didn’t know you dabbled in architecture,” his father chimed in.
 
   “I don’t. Drew is being generous. I gave some ideas, that’s all.”
 
   “She’s being too modest. I was about to get thrown off the project until I listened to her advice,” he said, reaching over and covering his hand with mine. 
 
   “While you were still working for him, right? As his assistant?” Christina added, but I’d have to be deaf not to pick up on how snide her voice was.
 
   “Yes,” I answered simply. 
 
   “I didn’t think your assistants held that kind of influence on you, Andrew.”
 
   “My assistants help me with many things at the office.”
 
   “Natalie got you much more than your coffee though, didn’t she?” Christina laughed and I could feel myself tensing up, trying not to react. She was upping her game though. She’d been discreet in the past. She’d been emboldened now and decided to start belittling me publicly. 
 
   “Christina,” Kayla said quickly. “That’s enough.”
 
   “C’mon. Lighten up. I’m only having a little fun. It’s no secret they hooked up while she still worked for him. Why do we have to pretend?”
 
   “Because it’s called having class,” Kayla jumped in. I glanced over to Drew while my stomach started to knot. He was glaring at Christina across the table and when her eyes met his, I could’ve sworn I saw daggers flying between them.
 
   “I’ll not have you upsetting the whole evening, Chris,” he said, his voice deep with warning. 
 
   “I was simply making conversation.”
 
   “I’m serious, Christina. Not another word. Natalie is in no condition to listen to your remarks and frankly, I’m sick of them too. I’ve already spoken to you about your behavior towards my fiancée. I won’t have it.”
 
   “You’re always trying to protect everyone, aren’t you?” she said, staring directly at Drew with a harsh glare. “You’ve never been very good at it though.” 
 
   Silence settled between them. They exchanged an icy stare as I held onto Drew’s hand tightly, but he didn’t seem aware of my presence at all. 
 
   “I’m going to have to ask you to leave, Christina.”
 
   “Why? What’d I do?”
 
   “Seriously, Chris,” Kayla jumped in. “You’re acting like a complete cow.”
 
   Christina shot a glare to her sister and then she moved it to me. Her stare was cold and I willed myself to stay strong. I couldn’t appear weak even though I was a mess inside.
 
   “Perhaps it is best if you go,” Kent said softly and Christina whipped her head towards her father. 
 
   “Perhaps it is. I wouldn’t want to intrude on the golden boy’s big night,” she said curtly, standing up. “Enjoy the rest of your evening.”
 
   She turned on her heel and headed towards the door, Drew standing up quickly and following her outside. He looked as if his head was going to explode as he went after her and then I was left awkwardly with his family.
 
   “I am so sorry for Christina’s behavior, Natalie,” Kayla said, remorsefully as she reached across the table and rested her hand on mine. 
 
   “Yes, dear. Our apologies as well,” Janice said softly, shaking her head. “Truly.”
 
   “I’m worried about her,” Kent added and I saw his wife and daughter nod in agreement and then it was quiet until Drew returned a few minutes later. He still looked angry when he got back, but he sat down and took a long drink of water before taking my hand. 
 
   “Are you okay?” I asked softly.
 
   “I’m fine,” he said, kissing me on the cheek and taking another drink of water. 
 
   “Is Christina all right?” Janice asked cautiously. 
 
   “Something’s got to be done about her. I won’t have anything more to do with her until she’s got herself under control.”
 
   “That’s going a little far, don’t you think?” Janice added nervously. I could only imagine what it felt like to have her children fighting. 
 
   “It’s not, Mom. I’ve tried helping her. You know I have. She’s been nothing but horrible to Natalie and I’ve tried telling myself she’s harmless, but she’s far from harmless and she will not insult Natalie, especially now, not with everything that’s happened.”
 
   I’d never seen him so upset, but in true Drew fashion, he’d been in total control, or so I thought until his last comment.
 
   “What’s happened, dear?” Janice prodded and I could feel my nerves kicking in. No one knew about the baby aside from Court and my mom. That’s how I’d wanted it. I didn’t think I’d want to talk about it, but then my eyes drifted to my bracelet and I knew part of remembering our child was to talk about it. The baby couldn’t be remembered if no one knew about it. 
 
   “Nothing, Mom. Stress at work. That’s all,” he lied, looking over at me apologetically. 
 
   “It’s okay,” I said, softly to him and he looked at me quizzically. “You can tell them.”
 
   Again, his eyebrow arched, but I nodded and he squeezed my hand. 
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Yes,” I said, nodding my approval and Drew gave me a supportive smile, leaning over and kissing me on the temple, pausing for a few seconds before he spoke. I was nervous as I looked around at their curious faces.
 
   “Natalie suffered a miscarriage a few weeks ago,” he said quietly and I saw Janice and Kayla’s hands fly to their mouths, silence settling in as they absorbed his words.
 
   “I’m so sorry, dear,” Janice said a few moments later. “I had no idea you were even pregnant.”
 
   “We were waiting until after the wedding to announce it,” I said.
 
   “How’re you doing?” Kayla asked.
 
   “I’m all right. It’s been hard, but I’ll be okay.” 
 
   Janice stood up, walking around the table until she was behind me and then wrapped her arms around me. 
 
   “I’m so terribly sorry,” she said quietly into my ear. I heard her voice crack and I felt badly for not telling her sooner. I knew how much Janice wanted grandchildren and I’d nearly denied her the chance to grieve her first one. Even though I’d lost our baby, it didn’t mean it hadn’t existed. Our baby had existed and I wanted our baby to be remembered. 
 
   “Thank you,” I said softly and she squeezed me again before turning to her seat when an awkward silence settled in. “I hope the evening’s not ruined because of all of this. I want to celebrate Drew’s accomplishment tonight. I need something positive in my life at the moment.”
 
   I held up my glass of wine in a toast to him and it took a moment, but everyone did the same. I wasn’t going to let this night be spoiled. Drew had worked too hard for this and when we set our glasses down, the conversation resumed to normal and I was proud of myself for not letting Christina get the best of me. She had issues I couldn’t begin to understand, but Drew had stood up for me and his family knew where I stood. Tonight was a good night, despite Christina’s best efforts to derail it. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   When I stepped out of the car, my eyes gazed upwards at the building before me. It was a sight like no other I’d seen before. I’d seen the sketch on paper so many times, but I wasn’t prepared to see it now. It was more beautiful than I could’ve imagined and I held Drew’s hand tightly as we stood in front of it. As people made their way inside, no one knew the man they were passing was the brains behind the stunning building. I turned my head to see him gazing up at it. I knew it wasn’t the first time he’d seen it, but it was the first time seeing it since it was truly done and being used. He looked proud and I gave him a moment to take it all in.
 
   “I think it’s your best work yet, son,” his father said, coming up behind us and slapping Drew on the back.
 
   “I think so too,” Drew said, keeping his eyes on the building before turning to look at me. “Again, thank you, Natalie.”
 
   “I take no credit for this. I may have given you some suggestions, but you created this.”
 
   “Not without your help or those two,” he said and I saw where his eyes had drifted to.  Court and Anna Beth were approaching us. Court in a gray suit and Anna Beth in a simple red dress. 
 
   “Looks pretty good, doesn’t it?” Court grinned as he stood beside Drew. 
 
   “Looks damn good,” Anna Beth chimed in and we all laughed. The four of us stood side by side for a few for moments taking in our accomplishment and my mind drifted to the time it was being created. I thought about how stressed Drew had been and I couldn’t stop my mind from thinking back to Tokyo when the project had really taken flight along with my feelings for Drew. I missed being a part of our little team, but as I stared up at the building, I was grateful I’d been a part of it for even a little while. 
 
   “Natalie!” 
 
   I turned to see Kara coming towards us, looking elegant in a long black gown, her hair tied up in a stylish bun. Mitch was behind her, camera in tow. We hugged briefly and then Kara’s attention turned to Drew. 
 
   “Is it time for the interview?” Drew asked, sliding his arm around me, while Court and Anna Beth stood on either side of us. 
 
   “If it’s a good time for you,” she said and even though she was a professional, and one who was engaged at that, I could tell she was nervous around him. He had a way of doing that.
 
   “It’s a fine time,” he said and then Kara gestured to Mitch. 
 
   “Thank you so much for doing this,” Kara began as Mitch set up. “I want to make sure we get a good shot of the building behind Mr. Saben. It’s gorgeous, by the way,” she said, smiling over to Drew. 
 
   “Thank you. And call me Drew please,” he said. 
 
   “All right…Drew,” she said, hesitating before saying his name. “Should we get started?”
 
   Kara looked over to me and I took that as my cue to slide from his embrace so they could begin the interview. Court and Anna Beth followed and we stood off to the side as Kara began asking Drew questions.
 
   “Do you think he’s nervous?” Anna Beth asked.
 
   “Probably,” I said truthfully, even though he was masking it. 
 
   “He’s good at hiding it, but I think he may be crapping his pants right now,” Court laughed and I swatted him on the arm. “Seriously! He’s not used to this…to attention like this.”
 
   I knew Court was right. Drew was a confident man, but he was also a humble man, despite the way he presented himself publicly. He loved what he did and he was excellent at it. Magazine and newspaper articles were one thing, but receiving such outward praise like a TV interview was not something he was used to. 
 
   Drew and Kara talked for a few minutes and I could see Drew turning and pointing out different features of the building and then I saw Mitch turn the camera onto us. He made a gesture that we should wave, which all three of us did. It was over a few minutes later and when Mitch lowered the camera, I knew it was safe for us come back. 
 
   “How’d it go?” I asked, looking between Drew and Kara.
 
   “Perfect,” Kara said, her smile beaming. 
 
   “What was with the wave?” Court asked.
 
   “Drew said he couldn’t have done it without the help of his team,” Kara answered and I watched as Court and Anna Beth both smiled humbly. Drew slid his hand into mine and he kissed me on the cheek. “Thank you for taking the time to talk to me, Drew. Enjoy your night.”
 
   “My pleasure,” Drew said, shaking both Kara and Mitch’s hands. Kara winked at me and then she and Mitch were gone.
 
   “It went well then?” I asked and he nodded. 
 
   “I think so. She asked about the structure and the inspiration behind it.”
 
   “And what’d you tell her?” Court asked. 
 
   “You’ll have to watch the interview. It airs at eleven.” 
 
   Drew smiled at me and then took my hand, leading me inside. 
 
   It was just as beautiful on the inside as it was on the outside. We found our seats and when the show was over, I decided while I could appreciate ballet, it wasn’t my cup of tea. That didn’t matter though. It’d been a wonderful night with Drew and my friends, despite the rough start to the evening. When we said goodbye to his family and to Anna Beth and Court, I was anxious to get home. It was late and I was looking forward to some quiet time with Drew. 
 
   The apartment was a welcome sight and Drew took off his tuxedo coat, hanging it on the back of a chair before sliding off his tie and unbuttoning the first two buttons of his shirt. 
 
   “Would you like a glass of wine?” he asked once I’d set my clutch down and turned on the TV.
 
   “No, thank you,” I said, flipping it to channel five. 
 
   “What’re you doing?” he called from the kitchen.
 
   “I don’t want to miss your interview,” I said, sitting down on the couch. It was just past eleven and I hoped we hadn’t missed it. 
 
   Drew came and sat down next to me, glass of wine in hand. The anchors were talking about the night’s main headlines, but a little while later I saw Kara’s smiling face, Drew’s building in the backdrop. 
 
   “And tonight we’re lucky enough to have the architect behind this incredible new building, Andrew Saben from the architectural firm Taylor and Saben. Thank you for joining us tonight.”
 
   “My pleasure, Kara,” he said and Kara had been right. The camera loved him. He looked completely at ease as she began asking him about the building. He started talking about it, mentioning how vital his team was in getting it done and that’s when Mitch had panned over to us. We were only on the screen briefly before the focus was back on him. It was interesting hearing him describe it. I could tell he loved it by the look in his eyes. He was proud and I was proud of him. 
 
   “And where do you get your inspiration for your designs?” Kara asked and he took a moment, a smile slowly curling up on one side of his face as he looked into the camera. 
 
   “From lots of places, but this building came from my fiancée, Natalie. I tried to create something as beautiful as her, but I didn’t even come close.” 
 
   Kara thanked him again and then she signed off. I reached for the remote and turned it off before looking over at him. I could feel a lump in my throat and when his eyes met mine, there was that same look I’d just seen on the camera. 
 
   “You didn’t have to say that,” I said, reaching for his hand.
 
   “I did because it’s the truth.” 
 
   It grew quiet for a few moments and I rested my head on his shoulder.  
 
   “Thank you, Drew,” I said softly. “I’m so proud of you.”
 
   I smiled at him and I thought I saw a slight flush on his cheeks. Andrew Saben didn’t get flustered, but he was also modest when it came to praise. 
 
   “I’m just doing my job,” he grinned back. 
 
   “I had a wonderful time tonight. Really, I did.”
 
   “Me too, but I’m sorry for what happened at dinner.”
 
   “I’m over it.”
 
   “I’ve been too dismissive of her, Natalie. I don’t know what else I can do for her though. I’ve done everything she’s asked. I just don’t know what she needs anymore.”
 
    “I feel kind of sorry for her actually.”
 
   “Me too,” he said softly. “I don’t know what else to do though. I’ve tried helping her. I’ve given her everything she’s needed. I’ve paid for her apartment at times, I’ve given her money when she was out of work, but it’s not enough. Nothing’s ever enough.” 
 
   “I think it’s quite admirable. You never cease to amaze me. You’re always thinking about others. I love that so much about you.”
 
   I saw the red on his cheeks again and he looked away for a moment before meeting my eyes once more.
 
   “You shouldn’t admire me too much. I’m not nearly as perfect as you think I am,” he said softly, looking away for a moment before turning back to me. “I’m sorry for slipping up about the miscarriage. I hadn’t intended to say anything. It was my frustration talking. I was furious with how my sister was treating you and it spilled out. I apologize.”
 
   “I’m glad they know. Now they can love our baby too,” I said gently and Drew’s eyes softened as he looked down at my bracelet. 
 
   It grew quiet again as his eyes moved back to mine and then I saw the way he looked at me, his gaze moving over my body. I could feel him wanting to reach out to me, but he wouldn’t. He’d stay far away from me because that’s what I’d requested. I didn’t want that wall to build up anymore though. I wanted him to touch me. I wanted to feel him again, but I’d told him no and he’d do nothing more without my permission. 
 
   Slowly, I moved closer to him, resting my hand on his knee. I could see the way his breathing was quickening having me so close. I stood up, taking his hand and pulling him up so we were standing only inches from each other. I reached for his hand and placed it on my hip. I’d missed the feeling of him touching me and we stood like that for a moment, our eyes locked as he waited for my next move. 
 
   I began undoing his shirt, one button at a time until it was open. I grazed my fingertips over his smooth chest, feeling the quick rise and fall of his breathing. I leaned in closer, placing a kiss on his shoulder and then moved my lips slowly across the rest of his chest. When I stopped and looked at him, there was an almost pained expression on his face. I’d never seen him want me so badly and for the first time since the miscarriage, I wanted his hands on every inch of my body. 
 
   “I want you to touch me, Drew,” I said softly.
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Positive.”
 
   He leaned in suddenly, bracing my face in his hands and kissing me long and hard, leaving me breathless before letting go and scooping me up effortlessly in his arms. He walked briskly to our bedroom, but he set me down gently, slowly undoing the zipper of my dress and sliding it off of me. When he turned me around to face him, he couldn’t take his eyes off me. I helped him out of his clothes and soon we were lying between the warmth of the sheets in each other’s arms. I’d missed his hands. I’d missed feeling them on me. I missed the feel of his lips on my skin and I breathed him in deeply. 
 
   “I’ve missed you,” he moaned in my ear as he reacquainted himself with my body. 
 
   “I’ve missed you too,” I whispered and he positioned himself on top of me. 
 
   “Are you sure you’re ready?” he asked nervously and I nodded, running my fingertips over his cheek and smiling to reassure him. “If you need to stop, just say the word. I don’t want to hurt you.”
 
   “You won’t hurt me.”
 
   “I’ll be gentle. I promise.” He kissed me tenderly before settling in between my legs. I had to admit, part of me was a little afraid, but he fulfilled his promise. It felt as if it had been a lifetime since we’d shared this and I felt whole again until we collapsed in each other’s arms. He held me tightly, his breath heavy in my ear as he tried to calm himself. 
 
   We lay quietly for a long while until he crawled off of me and I nestled into his chest, my arm draped lazily across him as he tickled my shoulder with his fingertips. 
 
   “I’d almost forgotten how good you feel,” he said softly.
 
   “I could say the same for you,” I said, pushing myself up so I was looking at him. Beads of sweat dotted his hairline and I reached up, pushing his black hair off his forehead. “I told you tonight was going to be a good night.”
 
   “I didn’t doubt you for a second.” He pressed his lips to mine sweetly and then lay back down on the pillow. “I wish I could stop time in these moments,” he said softly, tracing my profile with his fingertip. “I’m never happier than when I’m with you, Natalie.”
 
   I smiled at him and rested my head against his chest again, the silence settling in once more. 
 
   “I need to ask you something, Drew,” I said a while later.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Should you be in California?” I asked and he didn’t respond right away. 
 
   “Where is this coming from?”
 
   “Our conversation the other day.”
 
   He was quiet again for a few moments before continuing. 
 
   “On the business side, I probably should be, but I’m exactly where I want to be.”
 
   “It means so much to me that you dropped everything and came to me when we found out I was pregnant, but…but now that I’m not, I’m okay with you going back.”
 
   “My place is here. With you.”
 
   “I don’t want you risking everything you’ve worked so hard for just so we don’t have to be apart.”
 
   It grew quiet again and then he sat up so we were facing each other.
 
   “You know I don’t want to leave you. Especially now,” he said and I nodded. “I’m sorry about this whole mess I’ve created. I wish I could go back and change it all, but I can’t. I want you to know if I did go back, it would only be for a few weeks until everything got straightened out.”
 
   “I know how important this is. I should’ve been more understanding when you went the first time. I’m sorry.”
 
   “You were perfectly understanding. I only wish we didn’t have to worry about this,” he said and then took my hand, kissing the back of it for a moment. “You’re sure it’s all right if I go? You’ll be okay?”
 
   “I’ll be fine. I’ve got work to keep me busy.”
 
   “I’d love if you came with me,” he said, but I gave him that look that told him I couldn’t. “I know you can’t, but I want you to know I want you there.”
 
   “I know you do, but if I quit my job and went, you’d have to stay longer because you’d be busy trying to entertain me.” I grinned at him and he smiled back because he knew I was right. 
 
   “Plus,” he said, kissing my hand again, “distance makes the heart grow fonder, right? Just think of the reunion we’ll have when I get back.”
 
   “I’m already looking forward to it.”
 
   “Let’s not think too much about the future now because I’m not done with you tonight,” he said, raising an eyebrow at me. “And I plan to get as much of you as I can.” 
 
   I started laughing as he pulled me to him again, kissing me hard.
 
   Just as I’d predicted, tonight had been a good night.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Thirty-Five
 
    
 
   Drew left for Los Angeles a few days later. I hated to see him go, but at least I knew he’d be back soon. He assured me that would be enough time to settle everything and return home. He’d only been gone a couple of days when the letters I’d been waiting on started to arrive. The first was from UCLA. I wasn’t entirely upset when I saw the first line: Dear Ms. Vasser, We regret to inform you you have not been accepted to the College of Journalism and Mass Communication. I hadn’t wanted to go there anyway. I’d only applied there to play all sides and to appease Drew. A couple of days later, letters from NYU and Iowa State arrived. I was nervous as I opened the envelopes. I chose Iowa first and a smile spread on my face when I saw I’d been accepted. I was glad to see they couldn’t reject a homegrown girl, not that I actually planned to go there. The application had merely been a curiosity. My hopes were set on NYU because my life was here, so my heart sank when I read the rejection letter from them. I hadn’t thought much about the different scenarios. Applying had been on a whim. I think I assumed I’d get into NYU and I read the letter at least three times until it sunk in that I had not. 
 
   The two places Drew could be hadn’t wanted me and the one place that had was 1,600 miles away. As I stared down at the letters, I thought maybe graduate school wasn’t in my future after all. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   “I wanted to thank you again for convincing Drew to do that interview with me. The producers loved it,” Kara said as I was getting ready to head home one evening. She’d been upstate visiting her family so I hadn’t seen her since the night of the opening.
 
   “No problem. I got a chance to see it. You did a great job.”
 
   “Thanks,” she said with a modest smile. “So, you got the chance to see what he said about you?”
 
   I felt my cheeks blush and I nodded.
 
   “I did.”
 
   “He adores you, Natalie.”
 
   “I know he does,” I said softly, staring down at my desk before looking up at her again.
 
   “Is everything okay?” she asked, leaning against the flimsy wall of my cubicle. I hesitated for a moment, pondering whether I should tell Kara about the acceptance letter. I decided if anyone would understand, it would be her. 
 
   “I got my letters back about grad school.”
 
   “And?” she asked eagerly.
 
   “UCLA and NYU said no, but Iowa said yes.”
 
   “That’s great!” she exclaimed, but toned down her reaction when she saw I wasn’t sharing in her excitement. “Wait…that is great, isn’t it?”
 
   “Drew doesn’t know I applied to Iowa. I don’t know what I’m gonna do.”
 
   I heard her sigh quietly and when I looked up, she seemed to understand.
 
   “Life is all about choices, Natalie, and they’re not always easy. What you’ve got to ask yourself is what do you want the outcome to be? And I’m not talking about now. I’m talking about the long run. What do you want for yourself?”
 
   “I want this, Kara. Working here and getting to know you…I know this is what I want to do with my life, but I also want to be with him,” I said and then paused. “I love him.”
 
   “Maybe the long distance thing could work,” she said hopefully.
 
   “Maybe…but probably not,” I said, hating how negative I was sounding. “Not with how crazy his work life is…not with the L.A. office always in the way.”
 
   “I wish I could tell you what to do, but you’ll figure it out. Just remember…you’ve got to look yourself in the mirror everyday and I don’t think you want to see regrets.” I nodded, knowing she was right, but I didn’t know what else to say. “Wanna grab a bite to eat? Take your mind off things for a bit?” she asked, but I shook my head. 
 
   “Thanks for the invite, but my friend is coming over tonight,” I said, referring to the text I’d received from Court earlier suggesting we go out to another Sammy and Masons show. “Another time, okay?”
 
   “Sure,” she said, giving me a supportive smile and then turned and left, her words still echoing in my ears. I didn’t want to see regrets, but I didn’t know what I’d regret more: not pursuing a new career or moving back to Iowa.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Court came by around seven o’clock. I was finishing up getting ready when the intercom buzzed and he was inside a couple of minutes later. 
 
   “I’ll be right out!” I called to him from the bathroom where I was putting on some lip gloss. 
 
   “No rush,” he shouted back and after I ran the flat iron over my hair one more time, I walked in the living room to see Court sitting on the couch. He got up when he saw me and gave me a hug.
 
   “How’re you doing?” 
 
   He was using his extra gentle voice. It was the exact same tone he’d used every time he asked me how I was after the miscarriage.
 
   “I’m good,” I said cheerfully, hoping he’d follow my lead.
 
   “How’s life without the man?”
 
   “I’m surviving. He’ll be home in two weeks. It’s not that long when you think about it.”
 
   “No, it’s not,” he said, walking over to the coffee table and picking up the letters I’d left strewn on top. “I wasn’t meaning to be nosey, but what are these?” 
 
   “First of all, you were trying to be nosey because that’s who you are.”
 
   “I suppose you’re right on that account,” he said with a grin.
 
   “I am right and secondly, they’re letters from my grad school applications.”
 
   “I know that. I can read. I just wasn’t aware you’d even applied.”
 
   “I did.”
 
   “So, you’re going back to Iowa then since UCLA and NYU turned you down?”
 
   “No. I’m not going back to Iowa. I don’t know what I’m going to do. Now,” I said, walking over and grabbing them from him, “can we please go? I’d like to forget about those letters for tonight.”
 
   “If that’s your pleasure,” he said as I grabbed my coat.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The club was crowded when we got there and Court offered to get us a drink at the bar. I opted for a Coke, remembering how tipsy I’d gotten last time I drank with Court. He rolled his eyes at my order, but returned a few minutes later, drinks in tow. 
 
   It didn’t take long for Court to start chatting it up and soon he was in full-blown conversation with Peter, a German tourist. They seemed to hit it off and I decided I could use some fresh air after being trapped in the confined club for the past hour. 
 
   I headed towards the entrance and was grateful when the cool air hit my face. I rested against the brick building and started chomping on the ice that was the only thing left from my Coke.
 
   “Didn’t anyone ever tell you chewing on ice is bad for your teeth?” a familiar voice said and I turned my head in the direction it was coming from, nearly choking on the piece in my mouth when I realized it was Ethan standing only a few feet away from me. 
 
   “Ethan…hi,” I said, straightening myself up.
 
   “I was just going inside to check out the band and thought it was you standing over here.”
 
   “Court dragged me out again tonight. What about you?”
 
   “I like the band. I try to catch their shows when I can,” he said and then looked around. “No Drew again?” 
 
   “He’s in California for a couple of weeks.”
 
   “Is everything okay?”
 
   “Yes. It’s just business,” I told him and Ethan nodded as awkward silence settled in for a few seconds. 
 
   “You wanna go grab a coffee or something and catch up?” he asked and I could tell he was nervous. 
 
   “Um…” I hesitated, but as I looked at him, I realized a conversation with him might be a good thing. “Sure. I’d like that,” I answered and then pulled out my phone to text Court to tell him where I’d be. 
 
   We started walking silently down the street, side by side. It felt natural and awkward all at once and then he stopped in front of a small café. 
 
   “How’s this?” he asked.
 
   “Looks good to me,” I said and he held the door open and we walked inside. We ordered our coffees along with a piece of cheesecake for each of us and found a table in the back. We took a few quiet bites before he started talking.
 
   “That’s quite a ring you’ve got there,” he said and I saw the way his eyes were focusing on my left hand. “Your mom told me you’d gotten engaged.”
 
   “She mentioned you had lunch during their visit out here.”
 
   “It was good to see your family,” he said and we were quiet again as we ate. “The wedding’s coming up, isn’t it? Like next week or something?” 
 
   “It was supposed to be. We’ve decided to postpone it though,” I said, finding it incredibly awkward discussing this with him. 
 
   “When’s it going to be now?”
 
   “We haven’t decided that yet. Drew’s really busy with work. We’ve got to wait till things settle down.”
 
   “Is that why you postponed it?” he pressed. 
 
   “Partly.”
 
   “Why else? Did you have second thoughts about marrying him?” There was humor in his voice, but I knew he was genuinely curious. I knew I would be if the roles were reversed. Ethan and I had shared so much once. For four years he was the person I turned to. It’d been eight months since we broke up, but I still missed him sometimes. I missed our conversations. My relationship with Ethan was different than with Drew. Ethan and I had been more innocent as we tried to find our way in this world together and I missed that innocence sometimes. 
 
   “Things have changed is all,” I continued.
 
   I could tell he was curious by the way he leaned back in his chair, his head cocking to one side. 
 
   “What’s changed?” he asked brazenly and for a moment it felt like old times as if I could tell him anything. I found part of me wanting to tell him what had happened. As much as I didn’t want to talk about it, when I did, I felt relief. I met his eyes and breathed in.
 
   “I have no idea why I’m telling you this,” I said quietly, shaking my head and I saw how I’d grabbed his attention. 
 
   “Tell me what?”
 
   “I was pregnant,” I began and saw him flinch subtlety. “But I had a miscarriage. That’s why we postponed the wedding.”
 
   He didn’t say anything for a few moments, but his brown eyes remained locked on mine, his mouth open a little and I knew he was in shock.
 
   “Shit, Nat,” he finally said. “You were pregnant?” 
 
   “We didn’t plan it, but we were happy about it. I lost the baby about a month ago.”
 
   He reached across the table, taking my hand and holding it. 
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   His words were quiet, but they were sincere. Despite everything that had happened between us, I knew he only wanted me to be happy. 
 
   “Are you okay? I mean…physically and stuff?” I could tell he was struggling to come up with what he should say to me.
 
   “Yes. I’m fine now. Emotionally, it’s been rough, but I’m okay.”
 
   “I can’t believe you were gonna have a baby,” he said softly. 
 
   “Pretty terrifying, right?” I laughed lightly. “Me? A mom?”
 
   “I guess I just never thought about you…about us having kids.”
 
   “It never crossed your mind?” I asked, the surprise obvious in my voice. 
 
   “The more I’ve looked back on our relationship, Nat, the more I realize how selfish I was. I thought I was thinking of you, but I don’t think I did.”
 
   “Stop being so hard on yourself, Ethan.”
 
   “I’ve done a lot of reflecting after our breakup and I could’ve been so much better to you.”
 
   “And I could’ve been so much better to you,” I said softly, thinking back to how I’d hurt him. 
 
   “Let’s just agree that we both could’ve been better,” he said and I nodded.
 
   “Despite the way things ended, I look back on our relationship fondly. We had some good times and, of course, this crazy adventure called New York City,” I said and we both laughed a little. 
 
   “I should never have asked you to follow me here,” he said a few moments later.
 
    “I’m actually glad you did. It changed my life,” I told him and I hoped he knew I wasn’t only referring to the fact I’d met Drew. “I’m a different person now.” 
 
   “Are you happy?” 
 
   “Yeah, I think I am.”
 
   “You think?”
 
   “I am,” I said and we were quiet for a few moments. “My mom said you might be headed back to Iowa. Any truth to that?”
 
   “I might be. The playhouse in Des Moines has some openings I’ve been looking into.”
 
   “Are you still at Jersey Boys?” I asked and he nodded. “Why do you want to leave then?”
 
   “I’m not sure I want to, but part of me misses Iowa. I’m not sure what I’ll do though. What about you? I’m assuming you’re not working for Drew anymore.”
 
   “No. I work at Channel 5. I basically proofread stories for broadcasts.”
 
   “Is this going to be your new career?”
 
   “Maybe. I actually applied to graduate school.”
 
   “Grad school? You’re moving up in the world, Nat,” he said with a smile. “What are you going to study? English again?”
 
   “No,” I laughed. “Definitely not English. That degree hasn’t been very fruitful. I really like what I do at the station. I’m thinking of majoring in journalism.” 
 
   “I think that’s great. I could totally see you pursing that,” he told me and it felt good to know he approved. 
 
   “I might be completely crazy, but I think it’s what I want to do.”
 
   “Sometimes being crazy pays off. I think it will for you,” he grinned and I smiled back at him. “Where are you going to school?”
 
   “I don’t think I am.”
 
   “Why not? You seem pretty excited about this.”
 
   “Because I applied to UCLA, NYU and Iowa and the only one I got into was Iowa.”
 
   “And you don’t want to go home?”
 
   “I don’t know what I want,” I sighed. 
 
   “Why’d you apply there if you had no intention of going there?”
 
   “I really don’t know why I applied to Iowa.”
 
   “Does Drew know?”
 
   “He doesn’t know I applied to Iowa and I haven’t told him yet.”
 
   “You don’t think he’ll support you?”
 
   “I know he’ll support me, but my life is in New York.”
 
   “Why? Because of him?”
 
   “No. Because my life is here.”
 
   “Your life is only here because of me and now because of him. What about your life?” he asked bluntly and I froze, staring into his familiar eyes. “What is it you want for your life?” he asked and again I was quiet. “I never asked you that when I asked you to come to New York with me. Come to think of it,” he said, pausing and leaning in towards me. “You never really talked about your dreams, Nat, and that’s what should come first. Not me. Not him. You.”
 
   I didn’t respond right away as I thought about his words. Hearing it from someone else hit me in the gut in a way it hadn’t before. It solidified that I’d put myself second and that was not something I was proud of.
 
   “It makes perfect sense, Ethan, but it’s hard to even consider the option when I’ve built this life here. I only applied as a curiosity and when I got pregnant, I thought I’d have to put it on hold…” I said until he interrupted.
 
   “Things change though. Your situation has changed and please don’t think I’m being callous when I say this, but you’re not having a baby anymore. So, what’s holding you back now?” 
 
   “Nothing,” I said softly and he leaned back in his seat. His words were milling around in my mind and I didn’t like what they were suggesting to me. 
 
   “Nothing but fear,” he said. His words sounded harsh, but I knew they weren’t intended to be. 
 
   “I’m not afraid.”
 
   “You are. You’re afraid to let go and take a chance on yourself,” he said and it grew quiet as I soaked in his words, wishing he hadn’t said them.
 
   “I…I should probably get back to the club,” I stammered, not knowing how to respond.
 
   “I’m sorry if I upset you, Nat.”
 
   “I’m not upset,” I said and then met his eyes again. “Sometimes it’s hard hearing things you don’t want to.”
 
   It grew quiet again and then he stood up and began clearing the table. He didn’t know how to respond. He’d already said more than he probably should have and so after the table was ready, we walked silently to the club. I could hear the music blaring even before we got there. 
 
   “Thank you for our chat,” I told him as we scanned the crowd for our friends. 
 
   “My number’s the same if you need anything else,” he said, turning towards me. “I sincerely mean that, Nat. I still think of you as the best friend I’ve ever had.” 
 
   I smiled up at him and before I could stop myself, I had my arms around him. He seemed to hesitate for a moment, but then he was hugging me back. His embrace was warm and familiar and I didn’t realize how much I’d missed him, not as my boyfriend, but as a friend, and seeing him again couldn’t have come at a better time. In his arms, I was reminded of life before Drew, when things were simple. Life may not have always made sense, but at least we’d been equals. 
 
   I realized I was holding onto him longer than was appropriate and I pulled back, smiling nervously at him. 
 
   “Keep me posted if you move,” I said and he nodded.
 
   “I will and let me know what you decide.”
 
   “Okay,” I said and then he reached over, touching my arm and smiling once more before getting lost in the crowd as I went to find Court. 
 
   “Where’s Peter?” I asked when I found him, drink in hand as he listened to the band.
 
   “Bathroom,” he said and then looked over at me curiously. “You and Ethan again? Do I need to be worried? Or better yet, should Drew be worried?”
 
   “No,” I said. “You know that.” I didn’t like the way he was looking at me though. “We were just talking.”
 
   “And what do you and Ethan have to talk about?”
 
   “Life,” I answered, but couldn’t expound because my phone started ringing. I glanced down at the screen, seeing Kayla’s name flashing on the screen. 
 
   “Natalie, hi. It’s Kayla Saben.” She sounded anxious when I answered the phone. 
 
   “Is everything all right?” I asked quickly.
 
   “I’ve been trying to reach Drew, but he’s not picking up.”
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “It’s Christina.”
 
   “Is she okay?”
 
   “No. No, she’s not.” Her voice was wavering and my heart started to pound.
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “We…we don’t really know. Overdose or something,” she said, her voice cracking. 
 
   “Oh my gosh,” I gasped. “Kayla…is she going to be okay?”
 
   “I…I don’t know. We don’t know what’s going on, but I can’t get a hold of my brother. Have you spoken to him?”
 
   “Not for a few hours. I’ll call him right now. What should I tell him?” 
 
    “Just have him call me,” she whispered and I could tell she was trying not to cry.
 
   “I’ll try and reach him.”
 
   “Thank you,” she said and then the line was dead. 
 
   I stared at the phone for a few moments, shocked about the news I’d just received. I didn’t have warm feelings for Christina, but I’d never wish this on her. 
 
   “What’s wrong?” Court asked.
 
   “Drew’s sister is in the hospital. She overdosed or something. Kayla can’t reach Drew,” I said as I dialed his number, but it went to voicemail. I left a quick message asking him to call me and then I sent him a text and email asking him the same. 
 
   “Is she okay?” Court asked while I waited for him to call back. 
 
   “I don’t think so. Kayla didn’t say much. I wish Drew would call me back.” I sighed, trying to focus on the band until the phone finally rang and I quickly picked it up. 
 
   “Natalie,” he said and I could hear the worry in his voice. “What’s going on?”
 
   “Kayla’s been trying to reach you. Christina’s been in the hospital. She needs you to call her.”
 
   “Is Chris okay?” 
 
   “I don’t know, but call Kayla.”
 
   “I’ll call you back, Natalie,” he said and didn’t bother saying goodbye before hanging up. He’d sounded scared and all I could do was wait for him to get back to me. 
 
   “I think I’m gonna head home,” I told Court.
 
   “Do you want me to come with you?”
 
   “No. You stay here with Peter. All I’m going to do is wait. You don’t need to waste your time.”
 
   “It’s not a waste of time.”
 
   “Thank you, Court, but really, it’s okay. I’ll be terrible company anyway. I’ve got too much on my mind right now.”
 
   I could tell by the way he looked at me, he knew I wasn’t only talking about this latest development with Christina. 
 
   “Keep me posted, okay?” he said, leaning in and hugging me. 
 
   “I will,” I said and then left the club and made my way home.
 
   Drew still hadn’t called me back by the time I got back. I changed into my pajamas and tried occupying myself with the TV. I was starting to get impatient though. It’d been almost forty-five minutes since I’d spoken with him. I thought about calling him or Kayla, but I didn’t want to push. They were in the middle of a family emergency and I shouldn’t interfere. 
 
   When the phone finally rang, I grabbed it quickly, and saw it was Drew.
 
   “I’ve been so worried,” I said, foregoing a greeting. 
 
   “I was finalizing plans after talking to Kayla.”
 
   “How’s Christina?”
 
   “I don’t know,” he said as his voice dropped off. 
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “She overdosed,” he said quietly. “My mom found her at her apartment with a bottle of pills beside her.”
 
   “It was intentional?” I whispered.
 
   “I can’t talk about this right now,” he said and I could tell he was struggling to hold it together. “I’ll be home tomorrow afternoon.”
 
   “You’re coming home?”
 
   “I have to. I’ll be in at one and then we’ll drive to Connecticut.” His voice sounded even more lost now and I wished there was something I could do to help him.
 
   “I’m sorry this is happening.” It was the only thing I could think to say. 
 
   “I’ll see you tomorrow,” he said and then the line went dead. I stared at my phone for a few seconds before setting it down and leaning back into the couch. Drew would be home in less than twenty-four hours. I felt a knot form in my stomach as I thought about everything I had to say to him.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Thirty-Six
 
    
 
   I didn’t sleep well. My mind was consumed with Christina and with the discussion I knew was coming with Drew regarding graduate school. Aside from a few brief naps, I’d tossed and turned, finally giving up trying at six o’clock. I showered and got ready for the day. Drew had texted me that his flight had left on time and right on schedule, he opened the apartment door. He looked tired, but he came over to me, taking me in his arms.
 
   “It’s good to hold you again,” he said as he pressed me even closer to him. 
 
   “How was your flight?”
 
   “Long,” he said, finally letting me go. “Are you packed?” he asked and I nodded. 
 
   “I packed you a bag too. I hope that’s all right.”
 
   “You’re the best,” he said, kissing my temple and going to the fridge to grab a bottle of water. “We should go.”
 
   “Are you okay to go already? You just got here.”
 
   “My sister’s in the hospital,” he said curtly. “She tried to kill herself. Of course I’m ready.”
 
   “I’m sorry. I was only making sure,” I said apologetically and I watched as his face drained into a frown. 
 
   “No. I’m sorry,” he sighed. “I don’t mean to snap at you. I’m tired and angry, but I shouldn’t take it out on you.”
 
   I walked over to him, rubbing his back for a few moments as he closed his eyes, enjoying my touch. 
 
   “It’ll be okay,” I said softly, but his lack of response told me he didn’t believe me. “Do you want me to drive?” I offered, even though he’d probably gotten more sleep than me.
 
   “I’m fine. Driving will help me focus and not think about all of the stupid shit my sister does.”
 
   He put his glass in the sink and then he grabbed the duffle bag I’d packed and led me outside. 
 
   Talking was kept to a minimum during the drive, especially after I’d asked him if he’d learned anything else about Christina. His response had been a forceful shake of the head and a mumbled, “I’d rather not talk about it right now.” I’d changed the subject to his work and he seemed to brighten, although just a little, when he talked about it since the hospital project finally seemed to be going smoothly. After that though, the SUV was filled mostly with music, but nothing else. 
 
   When we made it to the hospital, I didn’t like the silence and I didn’t like how tense Drew was as he held my hand as he led me in. After asking for directions, we found Christina’s room. I could tell he was anxious to get inside, but just as he was about to open the door, I stopped him.
 
   “What’s the matter?” he asked me.
 
   “I think I should wait out here.”
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous.”
 
   “I’m the last person she wants to see. This is already hard enough for your family. I don’t want to upset her.”
 
   “You won’t.”
 
   “Yes, I will,” I insisted.
 
   “No, you won’t because she’s not regained consciousness since they found her,” he said softly and I rested my hand on his arm.
 
   “Drew…I didn’t know. You haven’t told me anything,” I said, looking into his eyes, wishing he would talk to me.
 
   “Because I can’t talk about it.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because I can’t.” His words were louder this time and more forceful and I felt my hand leaving his arm, stepping back in surprise. “I’m sorry, Natalie,” he said, coming towards me and resting his palm on my cheek. “Please try and understand. I’m not trying to shut you out. I need you here beside me. Please.” 
 
   He was staring at me pleadingly and I took his hand, squeezing it tightly and nodding before he pushed the door open.
 
   We were greeted by a steady beeping and then I saw Kayla sitting in a chair in the corner and his mom sitting beside Christina who was lying still in the hospital bed. Her black hair fanned out around the pillow and her skin looked too pale. Kayla stood up and I felt Drew’s grip on my hand loosen as he left me behind to meet his sister. They embraced tightly and held each other for a long time. When they pulled back, he stared at Christina. He seemed frozen for a few moments, unable to move as he looked down at her. His mother reached for him then and he went to her, sitting in the empty chair beside her. He wrapped his arms around her and I could tell Janice was crying. 
 
   “Why would she do this, Andrew?” I heard her choke out. 
 
   “It’ll be okay, Mom,” he said back. “I’ll make this right.”
 
   I didn’t feel right being here…watching this. This was between his family and I felt like an intruder. He’d asked me to come with him though. He said he wanted me here, but I couldn’t see what good I was doing. I turned, pushing the door open and walked out. I leaned against the wall, cupping my hand over my mouth as I tried to wrap my mind around everything that was happening. 
 
   “Natalie?” a soft voice interrupted my thoughts and I looked up to see Kayla. “You didn’t have to leave.”
 
   “I didn’t feel right being in there…especially not with the way Christina feels about me.” She came over and gave me a hug before pulling away. “How’s your mom doing?” I asked her, even though I already knew the answer to my question.
 
   “Not good,” she said honestly. 
 
   “And your dad?” 
 
   “He’s outside talking to Ella.”
 
   “Is she coming?”
 
   “No,” she said and then paused. “Unless things take a turn for the worse. She can’t leave Seattle on a dime. Not like Drew could leave L.A.,” she said and then changed the subject. “How is Drew?” she asked me and I shrugged my shoulders.
 
   “I don’t know. He won’t talk about it. I didn’t even know your sister was still unconscious. He’s told me nothing. Says he can’t talk about,” I told her and she nodded as if she wasn’t surprised. 
 
   “Believe it or not, Drew and Christina have always had a bond Ella and I were never part of, especially as they got older.”
 
   “I didn’t know that. He makes it sound as if they rarely even talk.”
 
   “They don’t much anymore, as far as I know. But there’s always been something between them regardless. He’s always been protective of all three of us, but especially of her, despite everything she’s done. He’s probably in shock right now. We all knew she had her problems, but we never thought this…that suicide would ever be her answer.”
 
   I could see the tears in Kayla’s eyes as she talked, but she quickly wiped them away.
 
   “Will Christina be okay?” 
 
   “I hope so,” she said quietly. 
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “We don’t really know. All we have is speculation. My mom couldn’t get a hold of her all day so she finally went to her apartment and that’s when she found her, passed out in the bedroom with an empty bottle of Percocet. We don’t even know where she got something that strong, but then again…” she said, her voice trailing off. “Looks like we didn’t know a lot of things.” 
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said as a tear finally fell from Kayla’s eye. 
 
   “Welcome to our fucked up family, Natalie,” she said, trying to laugh, but she couldn’t and I didn’t say anything. I just pulled her to me. The door opened a moment later and Janice walked out, looking distraught and tired with heavy bags under her eyes.   
 
   “I need some coffee,” she said to Kayla and then her eyes drifted to me. “Hello, Natalie.” She tried smiling, but it never fully formed. She walked over and hugged me and then turned back to Kayla. 
 
   “I could use some coffee too. I know you don’t drink the stuff, but would you like something else, Natalie?” she asked.
 
   “No, thank you.”
 
   “Let’s go then, Mom,” she said, taking her mother’s arm and walking away.
 
   I peered inside through the small window and I could see Drew hunched in his chair, head down and holding his sister’s hand. Slowly, I pushed the door open and walked quietly inside. 
 
   “I’m so sorry, Chris. This is all my fault. I’m so sorry,” I heard him whispering and I made my way cautiously toward him, resting my hand gently on his back. He looked up at me, his eyes red and swollen. I’d only ever seen him look so broken once before and that was when we’d lost our baby. I didn’t know what to say to him. I didn’t think there was anything I could say and so I sat down in the vacant chair beside him and held his hand. 
 
   “I love you, Drew,” I finally whispered after a few silent minutes, but he didn’t say anything, he just put his arm around me, pulling me to him as we both stared at his sister…the woman who’d been the source of so much pain and frustration…and all we could do was pray she’d be okay. 
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   He stayed by her side all night, only leaving when his mother insisted upon it. She said she’d stay with Christina so we could get some rest. Drew was reluctant, but finally agreed and we went back to his parents’ house with his father while Kayla went back to her place. 
 
   Unlike our last stay, Drew didn’t hesitate about where we’d be sleeping and soon after we got back to the house and cleaned up, we were curled up in his old room. 
 
   “How are you?” I whispered as I rested my head on his chest.
 
   “I don’t know,” he said softly and then I felt him kiss my head. It was obvious he wasn’t ready to talk yet and it was the last thing we said to each other before I finally drifted off to sleep. 
 
   It was nearly six o’clock in the morning when the phone rang and Drew grabbed for it quickly. I could tell it was news about his sister by the brief exchange and then he hung up.
 
   “She’s awake,” he said, getting out of bed and rifling through his bag for something to wear.
 
   “How is she?”
 
   “I don’t know. All I know is that she’s awake.”
 
   I watched his face, waiting for some relief, but he still looked tense as he pulled a t-shirt over his head and then stopped to look at me, still tucked in under the sheets. 
 
   “C’mon, Natalie. Let’s go,” he urged me and I didn’t say anything as I got out of bed and went to my bag, pulling out a pair of jeans and a t-shirt. I brushed my teeth and threw my hair up into a ponytail before following Drew downstairs. His father was already in the kitchen and waiting. 
 
   “Ready to go?” he asked us and Drew nodded, leading us outside. 
 
   I had a hard time keeping up with them as they walked to Christina’s room. His dad went right in, but just like when we arrived the day before, I took Drew’s arm and stopped him from going inside. 
 
   “I think it’s best that I wait out here…now that she’s awake,” I said and he looked as if he was going to open his mouth to refute me, but he must’ve realized it was for the best because he nodded. “I hope she’s okay.” 
 
   “I’ll let you know,” he said and then he was gone. 
 
   I tried to be discreet when the door closed and I peeked inside. I could see his family huddled around the bed, but I couldn’t see Christina. I turned away quickly, feeling intrusive and I found the waiting area, trying to make myself comfortable in the stiff chairs. I pulled up a book on my phone and began reading to keep my mind occupied. 
 
   Drew was gone for nearly an hour, but then I saw him coming towards me, looking slightly less tense, but still on edge. 
 
   “How is she?” I asked when he sat down beside me. 
 
   “Physically she’ll be all right,” he began. “Emotionally though…I don’t know.”
 
   “Did she tell you why she did it?” I asked and I could sense he was uncomfortable. 
 
   “She’s not saying much. She’s so messed up,” he sighed, rubbing his hands over his face in frustration. “We’ve got to figure out what to do about her though. I’m staying here for a few days until we decide. You’re welcome to stay too, but I know that’ll make you uncomfortable.” 
 
   “I won’t lie and say it won’t. This is your family and you guys have a lot to deal with right now. I don’t want to add more stress by being around, especially for Christina. Plus, I’ve got work. That’ll keep me busy and you can focus on your sister.”
 
   “Then I’ll take you to get your stuff and then to the train station if that’s okay and I’ll be home in a few days,” he said and I nodded. 
 
   “She’s lucky to have you,” I said and I saw his jaw tighten as he closed his eyes for a few seconds before opening them again. 
 
   “You shouldn’t say that,” he said, standing up and offering me his hand. I wanted to ask him more. I wanted to know why he would say something like that, but he gripped my hand tightly and led me out to the car. We stopped by his parents’ house and got my bag before making our way to the train station. 
 
   “I’m sorry about this, Natalie,” he said as he walked me to the platform. “This isn’t how I envisioned my homecoming. It seems as if our entire world has turned to shit over the past few months. We can’t seem to catch a break.” We stopped near the track and he pulled me to him. 
 
   “Focus on your sister right now. That’s what matters and I’ll be waiting when you get home.”
 
   He breathed in deeply and then pulled back, kissing me sweetly as a loud whistle announced the arrival of the train. 
 
   “Let me know when you get home,” he said loudly over the screeching train.
 
   “I will,” I said as the doors opened. He took my hand and kissed the back of it, holding onto it for as long as he could until our arms stretched out as I boarded the train and we were forced to let go. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Thirty-Seven
 
    
 
   Four days later, he walked through the door looking drained. We’d talked sporadically while he was gone. I waited for him to call and I kept myself occupied with work. I knew his family was busy and I didn’t want to intrude. He sounded all right when we’d talk, but I could tell he was stressed. 
 
   When he hugged me, it wasn’t with the enthusiasm I was expecting. He felt distant and I could feel an uncertain knot forming in my stomach. 
 
   “How’s your sister?” I asked as I followed him into the bedroom so he could unpack. 
 
   “She’s fine, considering the situation,” he answered, but didn’t offer up anything else as he put his clothes into the hamper and then started stripping out of the jeans and t-shirt he was wearing, tossing them in as well before making his way to the bathroom. “I’m going to grab a shower,” he said from inside and I heard the water start to run. I thought for a second about climbing in with him, but given the circumstances, I decided it probably wasn’t a good idea.
 
   “Can I make you some lunch?” I asked him as I stood in the doorway as steam filled the room. 
 
   “No. Thanks though. I’m not that hungry,” he said and I stood there for another moment, watching his silhouette in the frosted glass of the shower door. He was standing in front of the shower head, allowing the water to pour over him. I could tell he was troubled by the way he hung his head as the water passed over him. I knew he wouldn’t appreciate me watching him when he was feeling this way and I turned and headed back to the kitchen.
 
   When I heard the water shut off I was sitting at the table, picking at a sandwich I’d made for myself. I wasn’t really hungry, but I didn’t know what else to do while I waited for him. 
 
   He walked into the kitchen shortly after that in a pair of gym shorts and t-shirt, his hair still damp. He walked over to me, kissing me on the head before sitting down across from me.
 
   “Nice shower?” I asked and I half expected him to make a comment about the fact it would’ve been better had I joined him. He didn’t though. Instead, he nodded. “Has your family made any decisions about your sister yet?” I continued, wondering if I should be pressing him about this so soon after he got home. 
 
   “We have.”
 
   “And what have you decided?” I continued to prod, frustrated he wasn’t offering up any details.
 
   “She needs help,” he said softly. “She’s been battling this for so long. The depression. The anxiety. The fact she uses alcohol to cope instead of dealing with things.”
 
   “What would cause her to do something like this? To want to kill herself?” I asked cautiously, reaching across the table and taking his hand. When his eyes finally met mine, he looked lost.
 
   “It’s everything.”
 
   “What do you mean? What’s so bad with her life that she could do this to you guys? I mean…your mom…I’ve never seen someone so broken as when she thought Christina might die,” I said, suddenly feeling angry at her for being so selfish. “How could she do that to her family?” 
 
   “Sometimes wounds don’t heal,” he said. I waited for him to tell me more, but he remained quiet. 
 
   “What aren’t you telling me, Drew?” I asked and I could hear the frustration in my voice, but he only shook his head, staring back down at the table. 
 
   “She needs help. She needs treatment.”
 
   “I know that. That’s obvious, but what have you all decided? Where’s she going?” 
 
   “With me…to California,” he said and I felt myself freeze.
 
   “What are you talking about? You don’t live in California.”
 
   “We’ve been researching the best treatment facilities and the best is in Malibu. We’ve all agreed it’s where she needs to be.”
 
   “For how long?”
 
   “As long as it takes.”
 
   “And when is this happening?” 
 
   “As soon as she’s healthy enough to travel.”
 
   “You just got home though!” I exclaimed.
 
   “You said you were okay with me being in California.”
 
   “That was when you were going for work! This isn’t work! You were settling things there. You were coming home!” I could hear my voice rising, but I couldn’t stop it. 
 
   “This is more important than work, Natalie. This is my sister!” he bit back and I froze as our eyes met, locking for a few intense moments. 
 
   “I don’t understand what’s happening, Drew.”
 
   “My sister needs help and I’m helping her.”
 
   “But you’re rearranging your whole life for her. Are you paying for it too?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter. It’s my money and I can do with it what I will.”
 
   “You can’t just swoop in and fix her problems all the time. She has to be held accountable and you fixing it won’t help.”
 
   “I’m not fixing it. I’m giving her the help she needs to get her life together. I know she can be difficult, but she’s still my sister.”
 
   “A sister who’s treated me horribly.”
 
    “She needs help, Natalie.”
 
   “Why do you feel such an obligation to protect her after everything she’s done to me?”
 
   I watched as his jaw clenched and he was quiet for a few moments.
 
   “Because I do,” he said sternly. “She’s my sister and I don’t need to justify what I’m doing or why I’m doing it.” 
 
   “So, you’re choosing her over me even after everything she’s done to me?” I asked quietly.
 
   “I’m not choosing her over you,” he sighed and I could tell he was irritated. 
 
   “You are and I don’t understand why.”
 
   “Because I have to do this! I have to make this right!” he finally shouted.
 
   “Make what right?” I begged. I could tell he was holding something in and I stared into his eyes, pleading for him to tell me.
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” he said gruffly, standing up from the table and walking away. “She’s so messed up, Natalie. Completely fucked up and it’s all my fault.” I heard him sigh a moment later as he faced the living room, his back to me. I could see the strength leaving him as he rested his head in his hands and his shoulders started to shake. He was crying. I’d never seen Drew Saben like this. I could see he was broken and I went to his side. “There’s no control anymore. All of this shit with work and then we lose our baby and now my sister’s about to self-destruct and I have no idea why this is all happening at once. No fucking clue why,” he said, his voice shaking. 
 
   “It’s okay, Drew,” I said softly, as I went to him and began rubbing his back.
 
   I reached for a tissue and turned to face him, wiping his cheeks. 
 
   “I’m not weak like this, Natalie,” he insisted, taking the tissue from me. 
 
   “We all have our breaking point. It’s okay if you’ve reached yours.”
 
   I barely got the words out when he picked me up, moving swiftly down the hall and into our bedroom. He laid me on the bed and then he was on me, his lips covering mine desperately. His tongue entered my mouth with a mission and he seemed to be searching for something he couldn’t find. He was pulling at my shirt, tugging it off fiercely and then doing the same with my shorts. His lips were on my neck then, traveling down the base of my throat, between my breasts and down to my navel as his expert hands slid the rest of my clothes off. The speed at which he was moving was alarming. He stopped to look at me for a moment, the hunger pouring from him, and then stood up, removing his own clothes and returning to me. He didn’t wait any longer and I could tell by the way he moved with me that I was the vessel he was using to release all of the burdens he’d been holding in. I tried to keep up with him, but he was too much and when he finally collapsed on top of me, I could barely breathe. 
 
   “I’m sorry, baby. So sorry,” he mumbled into my ear as I wrapped my arms around him, trying to bring him any comfort I could, until he rolled off of me, curled into my arms and fell asleep.  
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   When he woke up, he was still wrapped in my arms, but then he sat up, staring down at me, looking more like the Drew I knew and loved. He’d seemed so troubled when he first came home and I could tell there were issues still heavy on his mind, but he seemed a little better and that’s what mattered. 
 
   “I shouldn’t have broken down like that. It won’t happen again,” he said resolutely and I wondered who he was trying to convince, me or himself. 
 
   “You don’t need to be afraid to talk to me, Drew,” I said softly, brushing my fingertips over his rougher than usual cheek thanks to his light beard. Drew was usually impeccably groomed, including a clean-shaven face. It was obvious his mind had been elsewhere. 
 
   I wanted him to say something, to open up to me about what he was really thinking, but he remained quiet. 
 
   “Talk to me,” I whispered, pulling him close and kissing him gently.
 
   “Come with me to California,” he said after a few quiet moments and when I pulled back, I could feel my face curled up in confusion. 
 
   “You’re set on going to California while Christina’s in rehab?” 
 
   “I have to, Natalie.”
 
   “Why? Why do you have to?” I asked him. “You keep saying you have to, but I don’t understand why. Pay for the rehab if you feel you have to, but you don’t have to go with her.”
 
   I watched as his eyes closed tightly and he pinched the bridge of his nose for a few seconds.
 
   “Why can’t you simply accept that I have to do this?”
 
   “Because you’re changing everything for her and I can’t understand why. Help me understand,” I pleaded.
 
   “Have I ever done anything to make you doubt me?” he asked, opening his eyes and looking into mine.
 
   “No. Not until now,” I replied and I saw him flinch slightly at my words. 
 
   “I’m sorry you feel that way,” he said, his mouth forming into a firm line. “I wish you would trust me when I tell you this is important.”
 
   “I know it’s important, but what if my life changed and I needed you? Would you drop everything for me? Would you follow me if I asked you to?” 
 
   “This isn’t about you, Natalie. This is about my sister who nearly died,” he said and his words stung. 
 
   His answer told me all I needed to know and the fact he would drop everything for his sister and interrupt our lives solidified what I needed to do with my own life. 
 
   “I need to be there. My mom is coming and even though this changes everything, I’d like you to come too.”
 
   I didn’t respond. I couldn’t give him an answer. I found my clothes, putting them back on and made my way to the kitchen. I heard him getting dressed and he appeared a few moments later as I searched the fridge for a snack. 
 
   “You haven’t said anything,” he said and I turned to him.
 
   “I don’t know what to say.”
 
   “Say you’ll at least think about it.”
 
   “I can’t say that. You want me to drop everything for someone who despises me. I’m sorry for what’s happened. Truly, I am, but what about my life? What about graduate school?”
 
   “It’ll happen, Natalie. Maybe now’s not the right time though. Maybe with everything that’s happened we need to put certain things on hold and just be together.”
 
   I closed the refrigerator and stood up, meeting his eyes and I noticed how worried he looked. 
 
   “Why is my life always revolving around you?” I asked softly and I didn’t mean for my words to come out harshly, but I could tell he took it that way by the way his eyebrows creased. “First Ethan and now you.”
 
   “Excuse me?” he asked and after all the debate I’d had with myself on how I was going to tell him about grad school, I simply walked over to the drawer I’d been keeping the letters in and handed them to him. His eyes moved quickly over each piece of paper and I could tell when he’d read the acceptance letter from Iowa State by the way his eyes widened and then he looked up at me. “When did these letters come in?”
 
   “A couple of weeks ago. I’ve been meaning to talk to you. I wanted to tell you…”
 
   “But you thought this kind of decision was better made without me,” he interrupted, setting the letters down forcefully on the counter. “How could you make this kind of decision without even discussing it with me? Without even telling me you’d applied to Iowa. You didn’t even discuss the possibility with me.”
 
   “The same way you decided on California without discussing it with me,” I told him flatly, meeting his glare with mine. 
 
   “That’s not fair, Natalie. It’s completely different.”
 
   “Keep telling yourself that if it makes you feel better.”
 
   His hand cupped his mouth as he took in a deep breath. He looked angry and I could tell he was trying to calm himself before he spoke again.
 
   “I thought New York and L.A. were your only choices. I can make things work in New York or L.A. I can’t make it work in Iowa.”
 
   “Well, New York and L.A. don’t want me,” I said dejectedly. “Am I supposed to give up?” 
 
   “Of course not, but there’s got to be a better option than this. Apply again for spring admittance or next year. There’s too much going on right now. Maybe you should hold off for a little while.”
 
   “And keep putting it off until I eventually give up?” I asked softly, meeting his eyes and I could see how worried they were. 
 
   “You sound like you’ve already made up your mind then. Why were you even waiting for me to come home?”
 
   “I haven’t made up my mind about anything. I don’t want to leave New York.”
 
   “Then don’t,” he said and I could feel a lump forming in my throat at the simplicity of his words. The way he said them made it sound so easy and I knew it could be easy if I wanted it to be. I could drop my plans and go with him. It would be easy. Going to Iowa would be hard. 
 
   “And are you willing not to leave New York either? Are you willing to stay here too and forget about going to California?”
 
   “Natalie…” he sighed and then paused.
 
   “I have my answer then. You want me to make sacrifices, but you aren’t willing to do the same. 
 
   “Don’t do this. First Christina and now you,” he finally said, his voice trembling. When I didn’t respond, his eyes locked with mine and then he started towards the front door. “I’ve got to check in at the office,” he said, grabbing his wallet and I wiped the tear from my cheek as the door closed behind him.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Thirty-Eight
 
    
 
   I waited for him to come home. He’d been gone for hours and it was almost eight o’clock. I hadn’t tried calling him. He was upset and I didn’t want to talk to him when he was upset. There was more going on in his life than just this. He had his sister and the firm to worry about too and I knew he was still healing from the miscarriage. I could feel the heaviness of it all on my shoulders just as I knew he did and I didn’t like the feeling. All I could do was wait for him to come home and see where we stood. 
 
   I’d made myself a bowl of soup for dinner and I was washing up the dishes when I heard the door open. I turned around to see him walking in, a concerned line spread on his face. I put the dish in the drying rack and then wiped my hands on a towel before going to meet him in the living room.
 
   “Is everything okay at the office?” I asked.
 
   “We both know I didn’t go there to work,” he said and quiet settled in between us. 
 
   “Why did you leave then?”
 
   “Because I didn’t like where the conversation was headed. I needed to clear my head before we had this talk.” 
 
   “Should we talk then?” I asked cautiously and he nodded as we both sat down on the couch. 
 
   He reached over and took my left hand, toying with the ring on my finger as he stared down at it. 
 
   “What’s happening with us, Natalie?” he asked softly, lifting his eyes from my hand to meet mine. 
 
   “Life,” I answered and there was a slight nod as he reached up and tucked a piece of hair that had escaped my ponytail behind my ear. 
 
   “It wasn’t supposed to be like this for us,” he said softly. 
 
   “No, it wasn’t. You were my fairytale,” I said quietly through the forming lump in my throat and he squeezed my hand tightly. 
 
   “But we both know fairytales aren’t real.” 
 
   His voice was soft and defeated and then our eyes met. It was quiet for a few moments and I knew neither of us wanted to continue with this conversation because we knew where it was going. 
 
   “You’re going back to Iowa then, aren’t you?” he asked and I could hear the fear in his voice. 
 
   “I think I should,” I replied. “If I don’t, I’ll end up hating myself…”
 
   “And you’ll resent me,” he interrupted and I nodded slowly, knowing he was probably right. “I can give you everything you need, Natalie. You won’t want for anything.”
 
   He was holding my hand tightly as he stared into my eyes.
 
   “I know that. I know you can give me the world and I want to be your wife, Drew, but with everything that’s happened since I moved here, I know I want to be my own person first,” I said and I felt his grip on my hand loosen a little and he closed his eyes, his brows creasing for a few seconds before opening them again. “I moved here for Ethan…for his dream and then I met you and I love you so much, Drew, but somewhere along the lines, I’ve forgotten about myself and who I am…of who I want to be…of who I can be.”
 
   “I don’t understand. Do I not make you happy? Is there something I’m not giving you that you need?”
 
   “You make me so happy,” I said with a smile as I ran my fingertips over his cheekbone. “But, I want you to think about me. Think about if everything in your life was defined by someone else and their accomplishments. I want people to see me for who I am and not just as the wife of Andrew Saben.”
 
   “I support that, Natalie. You know I do, but you don’t have to go to Iowa to do it.”
 
   I could feel the tears burning my eyes. I didn’t know what the hell I was saying. I’d been hiding from it for so long that now I was just opening my heart and letting my true feelings come pouring out, saying words I didn’t even know I wanted to.
 
   “You told me once that we’re not guaranteed a tomorrow and we have to live for the moment. What if this is my moment?” I asked gently as a tear spilled down my cheek. “We’ve been fighting to keep this together when the world’s been giving us every hint that right now might not be the time for us. When I lost the baby, I didn’t understand why. I didn’t understand why it would be taken from me, but maybe I’m supposed to become myself before I become responsible for another life. That’s the only reason I can think of and I have to do this. We’ve got to think about you too. There’s so much going on with your work and with Christina. You need to focus on that and your sister without the distraction of me.”
 
   “Don’t you understand? I need you as my distraction! You’re the only thing that matters in my world. I’ve never given so much of myself to someone else.”
 
    “I don’t want to hurt you. I’m not doing this to hurt you. Don’t you understand, it’s killing me right now to even think of you not being in my life…of not hearing your voice every day or seeing your face? It feels like I’m ripping my heart out, but I have dreams too…I just lost track of them for a while.”
 
   “And I’m not part of that dream?” he asked, the harshness gone from his voice as he stared at me with frightened eyes. 
 
   “You are, but,” I said, pausing for a second before continuing. “I’ve got to figure myself out first.”
 
   He stared at me quizzically and he didn’t look as angry now. His gaze had softened as his eyes searched my face. 
 
   “I always admired that about you,” he began softly. “Your determination. I just wish it wasn’t so strong when it came to this.” 
 
   I blinked and the tears came harder. I loved this man with every ounce of being and yet I was pushing him away. 
 
   “Please don’t hate me,” I whispered and then his hand was on my chin, pushing it up until our eyes met.
 
   “I could never hate you, Natalie.” He kissed my forehead, his lips staying pressed against my skin and I tried to burn the feeling of them into my being until he pulled away. “I need to think. I need to process this. I’m going for a walk in the park.”
 
   He kissed me again and then he walked out, just as he had earlier. When the door shut, I began sobbing at what I’d just done. I stared down at the bracelet and the ring and I didn’t understand what I was allowing myself to do. My mind rewound to that first day at Taylor and Saben. I’d been a nervous wreck interviewing with Leslie, certain I didn’t stand a chance and then he walked in and I could remember seeing his bright green eyes for the first time and the way his skin felt against mine when we shook hands. I remembered the first time he kissed me that night in his apartment. He’d awoken things inside me I didn’t even know existed and when we made love that first time in Tokyo, I knew I’d love this man for the rest of my life. Despite the memories and the tenderness he always showed me, I was ready to give it up and the pain it was causing was almost more than I could take. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   I was woken by his voice in my ear after finally falling asleep waiting for him to come home. 
 
   “Natalie? Baby? Wake up.”
 
   He was shaking me gently and when I turned onto my back to see his profile in the glowing light of the hallway, I knew I didn’t want to leave him.
 
   “I’m sorry, Drew. I take it all back. I won’t go.”
 
   His eyes moved slowly over my face and then a little smile spread on his lips. 
 
   “Yes, you will because it’s what you should do,” he said gently, tracing my jaw line with his fingertip. 
 
   “No. I can stay here. We can get married and live our lives just as we planned.”
 
   “And you can be miserable,” he said as he looked down at me. “I won’t have that. I won’t be the one responsible for bringing you sadness. I only want happiness for you. That’s all I’ve ever wanted and as much as I want you to stay here with me or come to L.A., I know I have to put aside my selfishness. You were right. You were right about everything. You need to become the person you want to be and I have my work and my sister to focus on. I can’t be what you deserve right now and I won’t compromise your happiness while you wait for me to be the man who’s worthy of you. Maybe someday I will be, but right now, I’m not. You’ve compromised everything for me while I’ve compromised nothing for you.”
 
   “Drew,” I whispered, resting my palm on his cheek as the tears began to form in my eyes again. “You’ve taught me so much. You’ve done everything for me.”
 
   “No, I haven’t,” he said and I thought I saw moisture in his eyes. “You’re young. You’re only twenty-three. I want you to have as much life as you can before you decide to settle down and someday, a few years down the road, who knows? Maybe it will be our time, but if it’s not, my only hope is that you’re happy.”
 
   The tears were streaming down my face now, pooling on the pillow where they dripped off my face and I sat up, wrapping my arms around him, burying my head in his chest as he held me in return. 
 
   “I love you so much, Natalie,” he whispered and I pulled away gently, my gaze settling on his face that was wet from his tears. I reached up, using the pad of my thumb to wipe them away. I moved towards him hesitantly, wanting to kiss him, but wondering if he wanted it too. My lips were trembling with nerves, but then he moved in slowly and gently, and as our mouths pressed together, the magic was just as strong as with the first kiss we’d shared. “I want to make love to you, Natalie. I need to feel you one last time,” he said softly as our foreheads rested against each other. 
 
   “I need to feel you too,” I answered and he came towards me again, his lips gliding over mine slowly and deliberately. There was no rush. We were taking our time, pausing to remember these feelings that seemed even more heightened. Perhaps it was because we both knew this could be our last time sharing this, but as his lips moved over my body, I laid back and closed my eyes, hoping I would never forget how he made me feel. His hands roamed freely and then he methodically stripped me of my clothes. I did the same to him and I tried memorizing everything about him until he was on top of me. He brought his lips to mine again, kissing me slow and deep, his tongue consuming my mouth with a gentle hunger that I tried to satisfy and then he settled in between my legs, no words spoken as we made love. I held onto him tightly and I cried silent tears as our bodies moved together. This was my favorite place to be…my safe place…in his arms and even though I knew it was the right thing to do, I couldn’t bear the thought of letting him go. He moved slowly, almost like he was trying to stop time, but then he collapsed onto my chest, clutching me as if his life depended on it as he nuzzled into my neck.
 
   “You will always have my heart, Natalie,” he whispered and I couldn’t bear the thought of knowing I had broken it. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Thirty-Nine
 
    
 
   I’d given my two weeks’ notice at the station. I knew Ava and Kara were sad to see me go. Something told me Mitch would miss me too, but they all wished me luck, offering any help they could give once I’d finished my degree. 
 
   Drew would be leaving for California with Christina and his mom soon, but I’d be leaving New York City today. My flight was at two o’clock. I’d be back in Cedar Rapids in time for dinner. It hadn’t been a call I’d wanted to make…telling my parents I was returning to Iowa. Before I called, I was reminded of a conversation I’d had with my mother shortly after I arrived in New York. I could still remember her words exactly. It’s okay to come home…if things get too hard. I wouldn’t have imagined almost a year later, I’d be doing the exact opposite of what I told her. I was coming home.
 
   I know my mom was relieved when I told her. She’d never been totally on board with my decision to move to New York and although she’d supported the engagement, I knew she thought I was too young.
 
   And so, as I zipped up my suitcase, the same suitcase I’d brought with me when I’d begun this journey, I was closing the door on this chapter and hoping the new one would be worth what I was giving up. I took a moment, running my hands over his clothes that were hanging in the closet that was now half empty. Everything was impeccable. His clothes were perfect just like he was. I stopped a few seconds later in front of his favorite hoodie. An old gray thing he wore too often and I held it to my face, breathing in deeply, rubbing the fabric against my cheek, imagining it was him and then I pulled it from the curtain and shoved it in my bag. I shouldn’t be taking it. I knew he’d miss it, but I needed a part of him with me because leaving was going to be one of the hardest things I’d ever done. 
 
   I grabbed my bags, rolling them behind me as I moved around the rest of the apartment, thinking back on the good times we’d shared. I still couldn’t believe it was over and I wondered if I’d ever see this place again. I doubted it. He’d said maybe in the future we’d find our way back to each other, but I wouldn’t live in that fantasy world, expecting him to wait for me. He’d certainly meet someone else and then she would share this place with him. I looked at the living room we’d decorated and I wondered if he’d change it. 
 
   I heard the door open and then he walked inside. I hadn’t seen him before he left for work and I wondered if he’d chosen his outfit on purpose. He was wearing a gray shirt and black pants, nearly identical to the day I’d first met him. I remembered things like that and I wondered if he did too.
 
   “Hey,” he greeted me with a forced smile on his face. It’d been strange like this since we agreed to end things between us. It was as if we were still together, but we weren’t. He’d even resorted to sleeping in the guest room, which killed me every night. 
 
   “I didn’t know if I’d see you before I left.”
 
   “You didn’t really think I wouldn’t accompany you to the airport, did you?” he asked and I smiled.
 
   “Of course you were going to come with me,” I said softly and he came towards me, grazing my cheek with his hand. I wondered if he would kiss me. He hadn’t kissed me since the last night we made love. He locked eyes with me and then lowered his gaze to my mouth, but he didn’t kiss me.
 
   “Are you ready?” he asked and I nodded. “We should go then.” 
 
   He took my bags and I followed him to the door, looking around the apartment, knowing how much I’d miss this place, before shutting it.
 
   The elevator ride down was a quiet one and Drew hailed a cab and after putting my bags in the trunk, he climbed in beside me. He told the driver to take us to JFK and as the taxi weaved into the crowded Manhattan streets, he reached over and took my hand, linking our fingers together as we drove, but we didn’t say a word. It was the first time we’d held hands since the decision had been made and I closed my eyes, wanting to remember how his skin felt on mine.
 
    “Are you sure you have everything?” Drew asked me when the driver stopped at the terminal. 
 
   “Yes. I’ve got everything,” I told him and followed him inside as he rolled my bags behind him. The curb side check was open, but he walked right by it and into the long line inside. I wondered if he chose the line to prolong our time together. Whether that was his motive or not, I was grateful for any more time I got with him. 
 
   “Looks like your flight’s on time,” he said as he looked up at one of the monitors.
 
   “Yeah. Looks like.” This awkward small talk was ridiculous. After everything we’d been through, we’d resorted to this because neither of us wanted to address the impending goodbye that was becoming more inevitable with each minute that passed. 
 
   When it was my turn, I handed the ticket agent my driver’s license and boarding pass. She asked me the usual questions and then requested payment for my bags. I reached for my wallet, but I felt Drew’s hand on my arm to stop me and he handed over his credit card before I got the chance, just as he had that first day we went to the MOMA together almost a year ago. 
 
   “Thank you,” I said quietly and he merely nodded. 
 
   The agent returned my boarding pass and directed me towards security. I thanked her and Drew took my hand as we headed towards the check-point. The line was surprisingly light and we stopped before I entered. My throat was tightening as I realized what was coming. I could tell he was struggling too. 
 
   “Dammit,” he whispered, looking away and running a hand through his hair. “I told myself I wasn’t going to do this.” He turned from me, wiping at the corners of his eyes and when he looked at me again, he was composed and seemed like the ever stoic Andrew Saben. I was a different story though. The more I tried to hold back the tears, the more my throat constricted and the harder my lip trembled. I bit the corner of it, trying to mask my emotions, but it was impossible.
 
   “You should go,” he finally said.
 
   “I know,” I whispered, but I couldn’t move. “It’s too hard.” I blinked and the tears I’d been fighting fell freely. 
 
   He hesitated, but then he pulled me to him and I went willingly, burying my face in his chest as he held me tightly. He stroked my hair and I breathed him in, trying to tattoo everything about him into my brain. He’d become almost an extension of me and in a few minutes he’d be gone.
 
   We stayed like that for a long time. Neither one of us wanted to be the first to let go, but he finally did, holding my hands and looking into my eyes.
 
   “I love you. No matter what happens, remember that I love you.”
 
   I didn’t know what to say. I couldn’t talk. There was nothing I could say to him to tell him how I felt or to apologize for hurting him. 
 
   “I’m so sorry,” I managed to get out. 
 
   “Don’t do this. Don’t apologize for doing what’s best for you.” He was looking at me seriously and I knew he meant what he said. “I know you’ll succeed at whatever you choose to do because…because,” he said, pausing and smiling as I saw hints of tears in his eyes. “Well, because you’re you and you’re the most remarkable person I’ve ever known.”
 
   “Would you please start being an asshole? It’d make this so much easier,” I said, wiping the tears as we both laughed a little and then it grew quiet again as the heaviness of the situation settled on us again. “I hope everything starts smoothing out at work and I truly hope Christina is going to be okay.”
 
   “Thank you. Me too,” he said and then I felt a sudden weight on my left hand, my eyes drifting to the ring. 
 
   “I should give this back,” I said as I started pulling it from my finger, but then he placed his hand over mine.
 
   “I designed it for you and I want you to have it.”
 
   “Drew…I can’t.”
 
   “Please. I want you to have it,” he reiterated, taking my hand and sliding the ring back down, and my mind drifted to when he’d first put it on me the night he proposed. We’d been so happy…so hopeful about the future. Never would I have guessed we’d find ourselves where we were now. “Consider it a little something to remember me by.” He was trying to be lighthearted, but then he touched the bracelet on my wrist…the bracelet to remember our baby by. “You’re okay, right? About the baby?” he asked gently, his eyes still focused on the amethyst. 
 
   “I’ll always remember and I’ll always think about what might’ve been, but I’ll be okay.”
 
   “I like to pretend it was girl and that she looked just like you,” he said and I reached up, wiping the tears that were forming in the corners of his eyes. “I would’ve loved to see our child.”
 
   And now we’ll never get the chance, I said in my mind, not wanting to say the words out loud, but I knew he was thinking the same thing.
 
   “Me too,” is what I said instead and then he let go of my hand and it fell to my side. “I should go.” I had to leave before I couldn’t.
 
   “You should,” he agreed, but I didn’t move. He took my hands and then he pressed his lips against my cheek, holding them there for a few moments.
 
   “I love you, Natalie.”
 
   “I love you too,” I whispered and he let go of my hands and stepped back. 
 
   “Dream big,” he said quietly and I nodded, a painful smile struggling to reach my face, but unable to say anything more. 
 
   I turned on my heel and walked quickly towards the TSA agent, handing her my boarding pass. She looked at it and then encouraged me towards the line. I told myself not to turn around, but I could feel his gaze on me, the same way I’d feel it on me back in the office when we’d first met. 
 
   I wanted to look at him again. I wanted to see his face again, but I was afraid. This was already hard enough and prolonging it would make it even worse. 
 
   Don’t look back. Don’t look back.  I repeated to myself, but then I heard my name.
 
   “Natalie!” 
 
   I whipped my head around quickly. Drew was calling for me and I didn’t think twice about going to him. I pushed my way back out of the line and passed the TSA agent’s warning glare and ran to him, needing to get to him once more.
 
   No words were spoken as he grabbed me, pressing his mouth against mine, kissing me desperately. Our time together started flashing through my mind: the moment our eyes met for the for the first time and when he’d first held my hand…the way our eyes would catch when neither of us would admit our feelings…when he took my hand, leading me through the crowded Tokyo night club…his open arms waiting for me as my world fell apart…when he dropped to one knee asking me to spend the rest of my life with him…the way he held me as we lost our baby. So many memories and now that was all I would have anymore. If I didn’t stop now, I’d never be able to go. I pulled back suddenly, trying to calm my breathing as I stared into his haunting green eyes for the last time and then turned quickly before I couldn’t. Tears spilled down my face as I rushed to the security line, but I brushed them away, hoping to wipe the memory of him away too, and this time I didn’t look back. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   A Note from the Author
 
    
 
   Thank you so much for reading The Heart of Tomorrow. I hope you enjoyed the next chapter in Natalie and Drew’s story. I also hope you don’t hate me too much for ending it the way I did. I won’t blame you though if you’re cursing me right now and wondering how I could end the story like this. In my books, I try and keep a sense of realism about them. Yes, they’re fiction, but I don’t want them to feel that way. I want readers to feel as if my stories could really happen and because of this, things don’t always happen the way we’d like. I think some of the best love stories are those that don’t come easily. Rest assured, I am hard at work on the final book with Drew and Natalie. It shouldn’t be long until you see how their story ends. You can keep up with updates by liking my Facebook page (Megan Nugen Isbell-Author), joining my Facebook group (Fans of Megan Nugen Isbell-Author) or checking out my blog: megannugenisbell.blogspot.com. I also love chatting with readers. I can be reached at isbellmi@yahoo.com. 
 
   I would like to thank my readers and friends who encouraged me to finish this book. It felt like it would never come together, but with their help it did. The journey into sharing my writing has been one of the scariest, but exciting things I’ve done. I truly appreciate all of you that have read my work, whether you liked it or not. Just to know you gave my work a chance means so much. If you’ve not already read my other works, I hope you’ll consider it. You can find all of my books on Amazon in eBook form and paperback:
 
    
    	My Tomorrow (Book One of the Tomorrow Series)
 
    	After the Sky Fell Down
 
    	Every Breaking Wave
 
    	Here With Me
 
    	The Home Series
 
     
     	Last Train Home
 
     	Far From Home
 
     	Carry Me Home
 
     	The Long Road Home
 
     	Finding Home
 
    
 
   
 
    
 
   Music plays such an integral part in my writing. When I’ve got writer’s block, it’s usually a song that pulls me out of it and tells me exactly which direction the story should go. And, as always, I’ve included a playlist in case you’re curious in checking out some of the songs that inspired The Heart of Tomorrow.
 
   I would be so appreciative if you would consider leaving a review on Goodreads or Amazon. Reviews help authors more than you may know. Again, thank you so very much for reading!
 
    
 
   Best regards,
 
   Megan
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   The Heart of Tomorrow Playlist
 
    
 
    
    	Photograph-Ed Sheeran
 
    	Tenerife Sea-Ed Sheeran
 
    	Possession-Sarah McLachlan
 
    	Skipping Stones-Claire DeLune
 
    	Between You and Me-Brandon Flowers
 
    	Never Get You Right-Brandon Flowers
 
    	Love Me Like You Do-Ellie Goulding
 
    	Angel-Jon Secada
 
    	Beautiful-Plumb
 
   
 
   10.  With or Without You-U2
 
   11.  Veritgo-U2
 
   12.Never Gonna Leave This Bed-Maroon 5
 
   13.  It’s Not Right for You-The Script
 
   14.  Man on a Wire-The Script
 
   15.  Bed of Roses-Bon Jovi
 
   16.  Who Needs Air-The Classic Crime
 
   17.  Headlights-The Classic Crime
 
   18.  Home-Depeche Mode
 
   19.  In Your Room-Depeche Mode
 
   20.  Stay-Hurts
 
   21.  Demons-Imagine Dragons
 
   22.  Heart of a Girl-The Killer
 
   23.  Smile Like You Mean It-The Killers
 
   24.  Come Home-OneRepublic
 
   25.  China-Tori Amos
 
   26.  Run-Leona Lewis
 
   27.  Right Here Waiting-Richard Marx
 
   28.  I’ll Remember-Madonna
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