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    Prologue 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Ross sat in front of the desk staring down at the open file in front of her. "Are you sure you only want to interview this one candidate?" 
 
    "What's your concern, Elaine?" Noah sat behind the desk reviewing a report he received earlier in the day never looking at Mrs. Ross as he asked and waited for her response. 
 
    "It’s not a concern. I think you should interview as many candidates as you can before you make your final decision." Mrs. Ross lifted her reading glasses off her nose to examine the picture of the girl. "She looks young. How old is she?" Mrs. Ross shuffled through the other papers looking for her birthday. 
 
    "She’s thirty-two, and I trust my instinct on this one." 
 
    "She looks younger than thirty-two. She's beautiful." Elaine’s suspicious stare placed Noah on the defensive. Few people could do that to him, but Elaine Ross had that ability. She was the closest thing to a mother to Noah; yet, she rarely overstepped her boundaries when dealing with him.  
 
    "I know what you’re thinking but it was her essay that persuaded me. Did you read her essay?" His eyebrow shot up as he questioned her. 
 
    The essay Natalie Hill wrote as part of the job application was not the first thing that captured Noah's attention. Noah Westlake skimmed through the applications with little interest until he settled on Natalie's picture.  
 
    The warmth in her eyes along with the smile on her face captivated him from the first glance. Then her essay revealed to him her soul. The honesty and the vulnerability he felt as he read her words stopped him from considering anyone else from the pile of candidates. It had to be her, and though Mrs. Ross might suspect his motives were one-sided, it was quite the opposite.  
 
    "I want you to call her. Place her on speaker phone and go through the remaining questions I have for her." 
 
    Noah flipped the phone on his desk to face Elaine while he sat back in the chair bending his leg to rest his foot on the opposite knee. He leaned his elbows on the arms of the chair and steepled his fingers under his chin while he watched Elaine read over the questions. 
 
    "Mr. Westlake, many of these questions you already have the answers to. The background checks told us plenty that’s why I’m surprised you want to bring this young girl into your home and around your daughter." 
 
    "She’s young but I’m only seven years older than her and I want you to ask them anyway." He insisted, and then he added. "Her background checks don’t concern me, anymore." Noah never told Elaine that he hired a private investigator to look into Natalie Hill’s past, her present and any possible problems in her future. The information that turned up didn’t concern Noah. Noah knew any problems that might surface, he’d take care of personally, or he’d call on someone else if he had to. 
 
    Elaine dialed the phone number from the application. While it rang, Elaine continued to stare at Natalie’s picture. After three rings, a young woman’s voice answered. 
 
    "Natalie Hill," Elaine said. 
 
    "Yes," Natalie answered.  
 
    Not the typical female voice that Noah expected. Her voice sounded feminine, but an underlying smokiness rounded out the tone. He reached across the desk, slid the picture of Natalie closer to him and turned the picture to face him. Her voice and her face made for a sexy combination. 
 
    "Natalie, my name is Elaine Ross. I work for Mr. Westlake. Do you have time to talk?" 
 
    "I do." A wave of excitement traveled through Natalie. Out of all the jobs, she applied to; this position was the one she most wanted. Working for the Westlake's meant she'd have a roof over her head, a generous salary, and a sense of security, which she craved more than anything. And she hoped spending most of her time with a nine-year-old girl would bring her a sense of calm she hadn’t felt in years. 
 
    "Mr. Westlake asked me to call you. He is traveling for business but is interested in moving forward in this process. He needs to fill the position, but out of the many candidates he interviewed none of them fully met his expectations. But first, I need to clarify a few things with you. Besides the background checks Mr. Westlake required before this call, he has a few final questions." 
 
    "Yes, his secretary called to inform me I was a viable candidate, but they needed my signature permitting them to move forward on the background checks." Natalie hoped only limited information could show up in the background checks. She felt comfortable that she'd get far in the interview process because her credentials matched their needs. 
 
    "Yes, well, Mr. Westlake received the reports, and we can proceed. So, Natalie, is there anything impeding you from working under a two-year contract?" 
 
    "No, and honestly I'm glad there is the possibility the position could continue past that two-year mark if both parties agreed."  
 
    "Yes, that is a possibility." Mrs. Ross looked at Noah. His expression remained indifferent. "Is there anything you have not disclosed that is pertinent to the final decision?" 
 
    "Nothing that would interfere with taking care of Erin," Natalie responded. 
 
    "Nothing from your past that could come up?" Mrs. Ross clarified her original question. 
 
    "No. Does Mr. Westlake have concerns?" Natalie had no arrests, but she wasn’t sure if police reports showed up in background checks. She knew credit reports and arrests records were standard, but she couldn’t be sure if filing a police report would show up. 
 
    "Mr. Westlake wants no surprises. Erin is his daughter, and you will be in charge of her care, her well-being, and her safety. So I will ask you again is there anything from your past we need to know?" 
 
    Noah adjusted his position in the chair. He sat forward waiting to hear Natalie’s response as he continued to stare at her picture. 
 
    There was a pregnant pause before Natalie answered. "Mrs. Ross, I grew up in an insecure family environment, I spent much of my childhood alone, and I would never want a child to feel the way I did. If given the opportunity, I will care for and protect their child. A child should only know love and a child should feel safe. I’m sure that is all the information the Westlake’s need to know along with my education and my impeccable references." 
 
    Elaine looked at Noah. Noah nodded. 
 
    "Thank you, Natalie, I will be in touch to let you know the next steps." As Elaine finished up with Natalie, she handed her file back to Noah.  
 
    "Thank you, Mrs. Ross, I hope this works out and we’ll be able to meet. Enjoy your day." Natalie said right before they disconnected from the call. 
 
    Elaine stared at Noah waiting for a response. Noah sat back in his chair zoning in on the picture staring back at him. Natalie was the right choice. Natalie was the only choice. He felt confident that despite the few minor details his private investigator unearthed, Noah found no issue with bringing Natalie around his daughter. 
 
    "Call her next week and set up a day that week for her to come in then offer her the position. Have her move in the following day." Noah instructed Mrs. Ross. "Also, cancel the temp service. Tell them we no longer require their services after this week." 
 
    "What if Natalie turns down the position?" Elaine knew Noah wanted things the way he wanted them, but he could not control every situation. 
 
    "She won’t." 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 1 
 
    Natalie Hill 
 
    I drove up in my twelve-year-old white Volvo. When I purchased this car from my neighbor, it was in excellent condition. Though built like a tank, it's showing its age. When idling, I can hear a tick, tick, tick sound coming from the engine. I only hope it lasts me a few more months because right now I can't afford any repairs.  
 
    I came to a stop in front of the entrance. I leaned out the window and stretched to reach the buzzer. A voice came through the crackling noise of the black box.  
 
    "Yes, how can I help you?" The voice sounded similar to the one corresponding with me over the phone. 
 
    "Hi, my name is Natalie Hill, I'm here to see Mrs. Ross." 
 
    "Come through." She responded without identifying herself. 
 
    The towering wrought iron gate crept open, and I drove through. Gray and charcoal stones paved out the long drive to a two-story smooth gray stucco and glass contemporary home. The large windows that spanned the entire front of the house and surrounded the massive front doors reflected the morning sun. The landscape manicured to perfection; every shrub clipped, cleaned, and placed to match the rigid modern feel of the home. 
 
    I stepped out of my car and stared up at the towering structure, which after today might be my new home. Large slabs of bluestone lead to the front door. I quickly counted well over a dozen. Walking up the stairs, I noticed there was not a speck of debris; not a leaf, not a piece of mulch, not even a small bug dared to lay claim to this space.  
 
    I pressed the lighted button surrounded by a platinum back plate. A dull gong sounded on the other side of the door and the sound of heels clicking on the floor beneath them became louder as they approached the door. 
 
    As I expected, a woman answered the door wearing an elegant coffee-colored suit. The hem of her skirt appropriately stopped in the middle of her knee and the suit jacket tailored to fit her frame. At the sight of her, my back tensed and I straightened my shoulders.  
 
    "Hello, Natalie, come in please." She stood to the side leaving room for me to enter.  
 
    Walking past her, I quickly eyed the expansive space and noticed how clean the air smelled. It did not smell like pine, lemons, or chemical cleaner; it smelled fresh.  
 
    Tumbled marble floors extended back to an impressive floating staircase leading up to a second floor. Both sides of the foyer opened to large sunken rooms, and beyond the staircase, more open space lead to an enormous kitchen.  
 
    Towering white columns stood equally spaced on the edge of each room creating boundaries from room to room. Staring down the expansive space in front of me, I realized the one side of the house was a mirror image of the other with only the different furnishings distinguishing the two. 
 
    I faced her as she spoke. "Natalie, come sit in here."  
 
    She gestured to the room on the left where a huge couch covered in gray suede material took up most of the space. The silver gray area rug added warmth to the room, and the tables made of metal and stone contrasted the softness of the couch and the rug. A large espresso wood desk stood at the far end of the room. On top of the desk were papers organized in various piles and a landline phone placed in the right corner of the desk.  
 
    The house and its exquisite furnishings screamed money, a lot of money, but it also screamed something else. 
 
    Upon entering, a person became instantly aware of the owner. The owner seemed controlled, clean, neat, and there was no room to be any other way. To be anything else when in this space would be like an ink splatter bleeding on white silk. I wondered who was the control freak, Mr. or Mrs. Westlake?  
 
    I placed my bag on the floor next to me and sat on the severely tailored couch. While taking in the surrounding space, I felt insignificant and fidgeted. 
 
    "Natalie, I'm Mrs. Ross. It's nice to meet you in person." Mrs. Ross sat in one of the two matching chairs opposite me. "I read your folder and stared at your picture so often that I feel like I know you already." 
 
    "It's nice to meet you." I folded my hands on my lap. Next I unfolded them and dropped them to my sides, and finally, I moved my palms down on the tops of my thighs and rested them there. I couldn’t relax. Everything about the space and the woman intimidated me.  
 
    Mrs. Ross seemed like a lovely woman, but she dressed so neat and her clothes expensive that I became too aware of my appearance. I wished I could afford to wear something more business rather than business casual. My simple black pants and blouse were simple, clean, and pressed but made no statement.  
 
    Mrs. Ross was an older woman with sunken in cheeks. Although her pasty white face mimicked death, her molasses eyes gave warmth to her stern look.  
 
    "Now I know I’m repeating myself, but I want to make certain of a few more things before we continue in this process. First, I want you to ensure me you'll be comfortable living here year round." Before I answered, she added, "Even though the child is here only half the time." 
 
    "Yes, if that's what the family wants?" Unaware of normal protocol, being my first experience as a live-in nanny, I agreed to everything. 
 
    "It's Mr. Westlake. It's what Mr. Westlake wants." She hesitated as she rubbed the skin just under her ear. "Will you be comfortable living in the house even when the child is not home?" She scribbled something on a yellow pad resting on her lap. I felt like I said something wrong. 
 
    "I don't see why not? And Mrs. Westlake? Will I be dealing with her at all?" I asked, curious if she had a say in things. 
 
    "There is no Mrs. Westlake. They divorced years ago, and her name reverted to her maiden name as a condition of the settlement. You will have no contact with Erin's mother." Mrs. Ross looked at my bag on the floor. "It's all stated in the contract." 
 
    "Yes, I read it, but it only mentioned communication with Erin’s other nanny. It omitted Erin’s mother, so I was unaware of any protocol." I didn't know what to think of the situation, but it didn't matter. I needed a job, and this job solved many of my current problems. I needed a roof over my head, I needed money, and I needed obscurity. "Do you live here?" 
 
    "No. I come in three times a week. I take care of Mr. Westlake's estate, his mail, and other pertinent business. There is a cleaning crew that comes in every Friday." 
 
    "And Mr. Westlake? How often is he here?" I asked. 
 
    "He comes and goes as he pleases." She rubbed that same spot just under her ear. "Any questions?" 
 
    "Is he a kind man?" I thought my question fair since I would live under this stranger's roof and because I would be alone with the man half the time. "I mean will I feel comfortable living here with him." 
 
    "In answer to your first question, he’s indifferent." She rubbed that same spot again. "But you won't be unhappy. It is a pleasant house, and Erin is a delightful child. Just expect little from Mr. Westlake. He says few words and prefers solitude, but you should not fear him. Though he may seem off-putting, he is kind in his way." 
 
    "Is this the final interview?" With two hundred and three dollars to my name and nowhere to live, I needed this job desperately. Luckily, an old coworker took pity on me and allowed me to stay with her until I found employment. Sleeping on my coworker's couch for the past five weeks, although I appreciated it, would not suffice for much longer. I knew I needed to move on. 
 
    "We've done an extensive background check on you. Mr. Westlake found everything satisfactory. Your education is extensive, and you graduated from one of the top schools in the country. Your references spoke highly of you stating you are a charming and kind young woman," she took in a deep breath and rubbed that spot again, "and Mr. Westlake reviewed your file along with your headshot, drug test, doctor's report and your credit report and felt satisfied with everything. He’d like to offer you the position." 
 
    "He doesn't want to meet me in person before he hires me?" I thought for sure I would meet my employer before being offered the position or accepting it. 
 
    "Mr. Westlake travels a lot for business; he is often away. He relies on my opinion and trusts my feedback." Rubbing that spot, again. "If you accept the position, you must sign the two-year contract. You received the copy I sent you, correct?" 
 
    "I already signed the contract and made sure I initialed each page as it said." Mrs. Ross sent me a copy of the contract last week after I spoke to her, so I knew in advance what was expected of me before they offered me the position. I knew if offered the position, I would accept no matter what.  
 
    Although it was in his right to fire me, I felt relieved to know I had employment for at least two years. The money I could save in the next two years made up for the money I lost. The job paid more in one year than my job at the university did in three, and it offered free room and board and food.  
 
    My responsibility will be to care for and teach a nine-year-old girl named Erin Westlake. I will homeschool her when she is at her father's house, which is every other week. When she is with her mother, a different nanny takes over. The other nanny and I are to communicate through email on the progress of Erin's studies, and any other means of communication is unacceptable. 
 
    "Then I expect you brought the signed copy of the contract with you." 
 
    I searched through my bag and various folders for the black folder with embossed silver writing on the front that read Westlake Enterprises. I pulled out the signed contract and handed it over to Mrs. Ross. 
 
    "Any further questions?" She asked. 
 
    "No." I read the contract three times looking for some loophole but found nothing. This job felt too good to be true, but I had nothing to lose. 
 
    "Any reservations regarding the requirements asked of you." She scanned through the detailed pages of the contract. 
 
    "No, it's laid out clearly in the contract. Some of the details I found a little odd, like being required to be on birth control." I mentioned it, but it didn't deter me. I had been on birth control for years; I couldn’t comprehend why it was part of the job requirement.  
 
    "Mr. Westlake wants to ensure there are no surprises that could prevent you from finishing the two years required of you." 
 
    "What happened to the last nanny?" 
 
    "She unfortunately died. She played a significant part in raising Mr. Westlake. When Mr. Westlake bought this house, he brought her in as the housekeeper, and later her role changed to Erin's nanny." 
 
    "That’s awful. She must have been like a mother to him. Mr. Westlake must have felt it acutely."  
 
    "One would think." She abruptly changed the subject. "You will move in tomorrow. Your direct deposit begins next Friday. I’ll show you to your suite and give you keys, the gate and alarm code." 
 
    "Will Mr. Westlake be here when I move in?"  
 
    "No one ever knows when Mr. Westlake will be here. He tells no one of his comings and goings, and we don't ask." She rubbed that spot once again. "Now, let me give you a quick tour before you leave." 
 
    "And this is my only orientation before coming on board?" Now I became concerned. Moving into a stranger’s house after only a quick tour seemed too odd.  
 
    "Yes, but you’ll be fine. The one thing that Mr. Westlake stressed to me when we last spoke was he wants you to feel at home. So even in his absence, you should treat this house as your home."  
 
    Mrs. Ross started the tour with the downstairs. We breezed through all the main living areas of the home. The rooms were spacious and expertly decorated. There was a minimalist feel but still an air of coziness. There was a private suite tucked away down a long hallway at the far corner of the main floor of the living area which I assumed will be where I stay. 
 
    We then stepped out into the backyard. "I should add that you should feel at home except for guests. He prefers you entertain guests outside the home on non-Erin weeks. When Erin is here, she gets your full attention." 
 
    "That goes without saying." Unfortunate for me but fortunate for Mr. Westlake I had no friends. My last relationship ruined all chances of fostering lasting friendships. And even my acquaintances wanted nothing to do with me, but I understood. My ex-boyfriend was detrimental to me and anyone associated with me.  
 
    "I thought it would be, but I need to mention it." Mrs. Ross stepped back into the house while I glanced over the beautiful backyard one last time before we moved on to the rest of the house. 
 
    She walked me downstairs to the fitness studio, the space larger than some commercial spaces I’ve seen. Before now, I never considered I could cancel my gym membership. This job got better by the second. I would recoup all my money and more in no time. 
 
    We made our way back upstairs to the top floor where Mrs. Ross showed me my suite. "I'll be sleeping up here with the family?" 
 
    "Is that a problem?" 
 
    "No, I assumed I would be downstairs." 
 
    "Mr. Westlake wants you upstairs." Mrs. Ross continued with the tour. 
 
    I followed behind her after glancing back into my suite. She pointed to six more doors. The first, Erin's room, next, two guest bedrooms and two more bathrooms, and Mr. Westlake's room.  
 
    "Tomorrow you can check everything out. I need to get back to my husband, so if you don't mind, we'll stop here." 
 
    We locked up the house together and drove off down the driveway. From her car window, she waved, and I waved back. I pulled out as anticipation of my new life took over. I rolled down my windows and blasted my music. Tomorrow could not come fast enough. Tonight would be my last night sleeping on a couch and today would be my last day of being broke. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    The monochromatic colors of the house flowed through every room including my bedroom. Upon entering the double French doors, a pillowy tan couch sat with a glass coffee table in front of it. A distressed wooden desk flanked the back of the couch, and on the wall in front, hung a flat screen television. A plush cream-colored area rug covered the black stained wood floors.  
 
    Past the sitting area, a king-size bed covered with fluffy cream-colored bedding and on the either side of the bed stood two large glass side tables with modern lamps. A gas fireplace on the opposite wall added to the coziness of the room.  
 
    There was a door in the far corner of the room. I expected to see a closet when I opened it, but instead, when I peeked in I saw a bedroom for a nine-year-old princess, all pink and white with beautifully decorated walls and furnishing. I closed the door deciding that Erin should be the one to show me around her room. 
 
    Past the bed, a small foyer opened to an extravagant bathroom on one side and the other a closet bigger than any apartment I ever lived. Unfortunately, my clothes will barely fill the space. In one section of the closet formal dresses in clear garment bags hung on padded hangers, I assumed the ex- Mrs. Westlake left them behind. My curiosity got the better of me, and I peeked through the dresses. Sexy yet tasteful and oh incredible expensive! The tags hung from each dress, and one was more expensive than the next.  
 
    I had only four suitcases to unpack, two large duffle bags, a small carrier case with my toiletries and two large boxes that carried my shoes. Unpacked and organized in two hours, I had the rest of the afternoon and two whole days to do with as I pleased since Erin would not be arriving until Sunday night.  
 
    The schedule was as followed: Every other Sunday night Erin’s driver would drop her off at eight in the evening. Erin would stay for the week and at seven in the evening the following Sunday the driver would pick her up to bring her back to her mother’s house which was an hour away. I could communicate through email only with Erin’s other nanny, Pam. 
 
    It seemed like a sad way to exist but who was I to judge. I never married and had no children so I could not say how I would react in a divorce.  
 
    I left my room and walked around the rest of the house. The few rooms I saw, so far, were larger than most people’s entire homes and every room organized; nothing seemed out of place, not a speck of dust or disorder. I bet the kitchen didn’t even have a junk drawer. This house looked like there was a place for everything and nothing could ever be out of place. Something I would adjust to.   
 
    Mrs. Ross said she came every week on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday around noon. She stayed for a few hours so if I needed anything I should let her know when she was here. Mr. Westlake permitted communication through text messages unless it became excessive. Being self–sufficient meant I would limit reaching out to her or Mr. Westlake. The only time I could see myself contacting them would be in an emergency.  
 
    The graphite marble countertops in the kitchen along with the charcoal colored cabinets matched the main living area of the house. The cabinets ran floor to ceiling, and a large island anchored the room. There was no toaster on the counter and built into the wall was a coffee/espresso maker and a microwave. The refrigerator and freezer spanned one wall and the island housed the kitchen sink with the dishwasher on one side and on the other a built-in cubby where wines glasses hung from a rack.  
 
    The pre-interview application comprised questions regarding my food choices. I ate healthy except for my obsession with any chip made of corn. I opened the cabinets to find some of my favorite snacks: Tostitos, salsa, Fritos, and Sun Chips. Then I peeked through the fridge where I found it stocked with every fruit and vegetable in season and the freezer had wrapped chicken breasts, hamburger meat, and fish. Mr. Westlake expected me to cook for Erin. It stated in the contract that her meals must be homemade and that she had mature taste buds, whatever that meant.  
 
    I continued to walk around the house through all the rooms. The expansive rooms were modern in decor but had a cozy feel to them. Everything had a place, a thoughtful place. Just no color; everything was tan, gray, black or white or varying shades of those colors. The textiles looked expensive and tailored with each room professionally executed. I'm sure Mr. Westlake hired a decorator to put each room together.  
 
    Once again upstairs, I opened the many doors, sticking my head in to get a quick look. Yesterday when Mr. Ross gave me the tour, I suspected the door at the end of the long hallway to be Mr. Westlake’s bedroom. I crept towards it, unsure why I felt afraid. I was alone and expected no one to walk in. I only intended on peeking in, not snooping.  
 
    I reached for the door handle as if any moment someone would sneak up behind me and ask me what I was doing. With my fingers wrapped around the cold-brushed nickel, I turned it, and it made a click sound, and the door opened. I peered in.  
 
    The masculine bedroom awakened my body, my nose inhaled spice, cedar, bergamot and leather notes, and the energy in the room made you feel as if someone was just there. His bed covered with a silk charcoal gray bedspread and matching pillows looked enticing. While staring at his bed, a deep ache simmered in my belly. I wanted to inhale the intoxicating scent left on this strangers pillows, but instead, I turned around and shut the door behind me. I should not have felt aroused, but the scent overwhelmed me.  
 
    Something felt odd about the house. As I walked around it became more evident, what bothered me. No pictures, no artwork hung on the walls, only mirrors. I expected to see pictures of his daughter, at the least. I did not expect to see any of him. Even knowing the man exists; I still felt he was an enigma. 
 
    Enigma or not, I hoped he was not a pervert since it was likely I’d be alone in the house with him much of the time. The situation awkward enough would be worse if he were gross. The thought of living in a stranger’s home was uncomfortable then I imagined him as some skanky, pervert and my stomach twisted.  
 
    How would I handle that? Either way, I’d have to deal with it. I had my room with a lock, so if I felt uncomfortable, I could retreat to my space. 
 
    It was too beautiful a summer day to stay hauled up in this massive home, so I lounged by the pool. The backyard’s magnificent grounds overshadowed the front of the house and the kidney-shaped pool looked like something you'd find at a resort. The water reminded me of a black sparkling smooth stone, dark enough to hide the bottom of the pool. 
 
    I changed into my bikini, grabbed my iPad and a towel, and headed out back. I spread out my towel and made myself comfortable on the teak wood lounge chair. I tapped the screen and surfed the Internet. It took no time at all for the sun to lull me into sleep. 
 
    I awoke when a chill passed over my skin. I opened my eyes expecting to see a cloud blocking out the warmth of the sun. Instead, a handsome man with very distinguished features and impressive height balancing out his broad shoulders stood over me.  
 
    I scrambled to my feet. I did not want to speak; I just stared at him and waited for him to say something. He said nothing but perused my body up and down, and that was when I remembered I was half naked in my bikini.  
 
    “Natalie.” He continued to let his eyes drift over my body from head to toe until he stopped at my eyes.  
 
    “Yes, I’m Natalie Hill.” I stuttered, as I stared into the depths of his dark green eyes. “I’m sorry if this isn’t allowed, sitting by the pool, sleeping but I’m prepared for Erin when she arrives on Sunday.” I babbled. His good looks were unexpected. I worried so much about how ugly and gross he may be that I never considered he’d be hot.  
 
    “This is fine. I want you to feel at home here since this will be your home for the next two years, more if you prove yourself.” Mr. Westlake paused. “Do you think you are good at what you do, Natalie?”  
 
    I knew he referred to my role as his daughter’s teacher, but his question felt layered. The smoothness of his deep voice as he said my name sent chills over my skin. His voice was steady when he spoke, no hint of acceptance or disappointment, he sounded indifferent, as Mrs. Ross described him. “I will do my best to teach your daughter all she needs to learn to become an educated young girl and later a woman.” I sounded rehearsed. My first encounter with my new employer and I sound like a fool and… I was more than half naked. 
 
    “I see. Now, please continue to do whatever it was you were doing. Erin will be here Sunday night.” And with that, he walked away.  
 
    “Sir, and you?” I don’t know why that came out that way, or why I even called out to him, but I did, and I could not call it back. 
 
    He diverted his attention back to me. “You need not worry about me. I come and go as I please. Though, I will be here the rest of the day if you have questions.” He paused then said my name. “Natalie.” And back into the house, he went. 
 
    Not a pervert, at all, Mr. Westlake was hot, the most beautiful man I've ever seen, tall and muscular, sinewy, but not bulky. His eyes green, deep green like staring into the deepest most beautiful lake. His hair, the color of ink, had a slight wave to it. He wore it longer than one would expect. He reminded me of a quiet night, pitch black with only the full moon illuminating the earth. Everything about him made my blood pump through my veins. Involuntary. Natural. Unavoidable.  
 
    I could not go back to sleep; I could not read, I couldn’t sit still. I sat on the edge of my lounge chair. On the outside, I acted calm, but on the inside, my body pulsed.  
 
    I looked around the backyard then scanned the back of the house. On the second floor, there was a row of five small windows. I saw movement, and then he came into view. He stood staring down at me holding my attention. He had a glass in his hand and brought it up to his lips.  
 
    I licked mine. I became thirsty for something, anything. That I caught him staring at me didn’t seem to bother him. However, it left me untethered.  
 
    He continued to do as he pleased: staring, glass to lips, staring more. Because of the size of the windows, I could only see part of his upper body. His one hand held the glass, the other hidden from view. The intensity of his stare prompted me to move. I positioned myself back on the lounge chair. 
 
    On my back with my legs bent at my knees and my arms stretched over my head, I stared back at him. I let my legs fall slightly open and watched as he placed his glass down somewhere off to the side of him. The hand that held the glass now rested on the window frame, his other hand still hidden from me. His body stilled and stiffened but his face spoke volumes. He braced himself against the window frame while his eyes stayed fixated on me. His head dropped to his chest as his lips pursed to exhale. He stared down still bracing himself on the window frame except now his other hand did the same. He lifted his head, glanced at me then walked away. 
 
    I had to do something, anything, I had to move, my body felt charged. I felt an instant attraction to him. A spark ran through my body, and the need to pace, to do something, anything, so I dived into the pool.  
 
    I lost count of how many laps I swam, but I made sure my body felt exhausted. The water sluiced off my skin as I padded to the chair to retrieve my towel. I scanned the back of the house as I toweled off, but he was not there. I clicked on my iPad to check the time, it was just about time for dinner, and so I headed inside to cook. I’d make enough in case he ate with me. 
 
    An hour later, the smells from the kitchen must have awoken the beast because Mr. Westlake made his way downstairs. There was no greeting as he walked into the kitchen, but he surveyed the food laid out on the island. I stopped as I watched him staring. I still wore my bikini, but I covered it with a gauzy white tunic. He watched me for a second, yet he still said nothing and seemed comfortable with the silence.  
 
    I was not. I needed to fill the silence but didn't know what to say. I glanced at him then continued to prepare the meal. He walked away and came back a few minutes later with a bottle of wine.  
 
    “Are you hungry?” I asked as I plated the food despite what his answer would be. 
 
    “Yes, would you like wine with dinner?” He reached for two glasses that hung in the cubby beneath the island next to the sink. 
 
    “Yes, please,” I answered as I walked the two plates to the table. 
 
    He sat opposite me, uncorked the wine, and poured us both a glass. He lifted his glass, and I followed. “Welcome.” No emotion emanated behind the word. I contemplated what kind of father he must be. Cold, unemotional, hands- off were the words that came to mind. Poor Erin. 
 
    We clinked glasses and ate without hesitation, making no conversation and no eye contact. I looked at him under hooded eyes watching him handle the silverware. His hands were muscular, his fingers long, and his nails clean and buffed. As he poured our second glass, I loosened up and felt brazen enough to ask him some questions. 
 
    “So may I ask what your intentions are for me?” That came out all wrong. “I mean your expectations.” Considering the moment and how I felt, either word was appropriate.  
 
    He knew it. He swallowed hard and hesitated before he answered. “My intentions for you are unknown at this moment, but the contract clearly states my expectations. I want you to pass your knowledge on to my daughter. You are educated, speak many languages, and are the kind of woman I would like my daughter to become.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Westlake, I appreciate you saying that.” I could barely speak after his first admission. He might have intentions for me. What did he mean?  
 
    “Noah. Call me Noah. Or sir, I liked hearing you call me sir.” His suggestive tone swirled around me until it settled right between my legs.  
 
    “Noah, I received an email from Erin’s other nanny. She updated me on Erin’s present curriculum.” 
 
    “Yes, I spoke to Pam yesterday, she said she sent that information over.” 
 
    “You talk to her?” I thought emails were the only permissible way to communicate. 
 
    “Yes, Natalie, I hired her, I talk to her whenever I need to.”  
 
    “Mrs. Westlake didn’t hire her?” 
 
    “There is no Mrs. Westlake.” He barked at me. 
 
    “I’m sorry. Mrs. Ross explained I’m sorry. I meant Erin’s mother.”  
 
    “I don’t see why this matters.” 
 
    I swallowed my piece of seared tuna and thought I would choke. “You’re right. I’m prying. I apologize. It’s none of my business.” 
 
    “No. I’m sorry. Don’t feel uncomfortable. It’s normal to want to understand.” He rested his hand on my arm as he continued to speak. “You need not concern yourself with the other house. Just know I am available for you if you need anything.” 
 
    His skin touching mine, the sudden turn in the mood, along with the tone of his voice as he spoke had my head spinning. There was nothing indifferent about him at this moment. He felt warm and caring.  
 
    And then I did the unthinkable. I rested my hand on top of his and offered him the same reassurance. “And I am here for you and your daughter.”  
 
    Noah looked at our hands, but he didn’t move. I gave his hand a squeeze attempting to lighten things up, but as he stared into my eyes, things grew deeper and darker every second. Like I just touched a hot pan I drew my hand back, but he caught it and held onto it. 
 
    “Thank you, Natalie.”  
 
    “You're welcome, Noah,” I said as I slid my hand from his grip.  
 
    Noah spoke no further. We finished our meal in comfortable silence, and when Noah finished, he stood up, took our plates, rinsed them, and placed them in the dishwasher. I cleaned up everything else while he filled his wine glass and disappeared into a room off to the kitchen.  
 
    I remember the room from earlier in the day. It looked like a family room but on a grander scale and decorated with a more relaxed feel. The room had a flat screen television, large comfortable couches, a rustic coffee table and a large stone fireplace. On the back wall stood built in shelves lined with books.  
 
    I finished in the kitchen and walked towards the room he occupied. He looked up at me as I entered. “Mr… Um, Noah, is there anything else you need?”  
 
    His elbow rested on the arm of the couch, and as he stared back at me, he rubbed the side of his index finger along his lips. He spoke no words, just shook his head no.  
 
    My breath hitched then one letter slipped from my mouth, “K,” so much for my fancy education. I disappeared to my room.  
 
    I sat in the bath water for over an hour, trying to read, but it seemed impossible to concentrate. All I could do was think of him. His austerity unnerved me, yet there was something else about him I couldn’t place. The control he had over his body when he moved, the flat tone of his voice that gave nothing away. He controlled his every emotion, yet, he brought out a carnal need in me, and my emotions took over any reasonable thought.  
 
    I moved my hand under the water and reached my fingers between my legs. Thinking of his hands covering every part of me, I separated my lips and circled my clit. My knees fell open resting on opposite sides of the tub, and with my other hand, I palmed my breast imagining his mouth sucking my nipples. It took no time at all for my orgasm to take over my body. The flush of heat and the intense need I felt low in my belly subsided with the intensity of my release. Milking and pumping, I sank lower into the water as my body went numb.  
 
    After the bath, I read in bed. I tried to keep my eyes open, but it became impossible with every sentence. Within minutes, I fell asleep.  
 
    I woke, disoriented. My brain came through the fog of sleep, and I remembered my new life. I sat up in bed and stretched. I tapped on my iPad to see the time, 3:25 in the morning. My throat felt dry. I craved a big glass of cold water.  
 
    I opened my bedroom door. I had not bothered with a robe. There was no reason for him to be awake and my boy shorts and tank covered more than my bikini from earlier today. I crept across the upstairs hallway and down the stairs towards the kitchen. The warm glow of security lights throughout the house made it easy to move around without turning on additional lighting.  
 
    I walked into the kitchen and grabbed a bottle of spring water from the fridge. Instead of going back upstairs, I checked out the room where he retired to after dinner. The room was mostly dark, so it took my eyes a minute to register what they saw. 
 
    Mr. Westlake, Noah, sat in one of the oversized chairs. He stared at me and said nothing. He fisted his erection and slowly pumped it. He didn’t falter in the slightest at the sight of me.  
 
    I should have left, but I could not look away. His crisp white shirt was unbuttoned revealing smooth tan skin stretched over muscle. A small patch of silky chest hair lay flat on his skin and another narrow strip of hair extended down his stomach while the tip of his thick cock reached just above his belly button. He stared at me while his large hand moved up and down his erection.  
 
    His eyes wandered over my body while his fist moved faster on his shaft. He hand-harassed his cock while I watched. I could see him at his breaking point, and in that second his eyes stopped on mine and stayed there while thick ribbons of cum shot out all over his stomach. He tipped his head back on the chair and closed his eyes, and I took that moment to escape to my room.  
 
    I shut the door behind me and took in a sharp inhale and released it. What did I just do? My first day and night in this house and I watched my boss jerk off.  
 
    He didn’t stop and then he came all over his stomach while staring me straight in the eyes. He could have stopped or yelled at me to stay out of the room instead he seemed to take more pleasure because I stood there watching him.  
 
    I paced around the room deciding how to handle this. Should I act as if nothing happened? Should I apologize for invading his privacy? Would he be a gentleman and act as if nothing happened? I would have to wait until tomorrow no matter what. I will let him decide how we move forward from this and I will say nothing.  
 
    I lay down and tried to sleep, but my body felt restless. An aching, throbbing need moved through me. Again, my fingers moved over the sweet spot between my legs, and I came faster and more intense than I ever had before.  
 
    I woke up early to work out. I still felt such pent up energy coursing through my body, and I knew there were only two things to release that kind of energy: a large cock inside of me or a long run. My only option: a long run. 
 
    I shoved my ear buds in, grabbed a bottle of spring water, and headed downstairs to the gym. The gym was a like no other work out space I had ever seen. My eyes narrowed in on the four treadmills lined up facing a large movie screen. I assumed it was to watch movies, or it showed virtual outdoor scenes. I would not mess around with it. My iPod would do. Needing to drown out all thoughts and sounds around me, I turned up the music way too loud. 
 
    I started at a walkers pace then picked up speed. I needed to sweat this sexual frustration out of me, and I did exactly that. Six miles later I felt sated. I slowed the pace on the treadmill and walked out the final two minutes. When I finished, I took a long draw from my bottle of water then stepped off the treadmill and almost fell backward when I saw Noah.  
 
    He sat on the worn leather couch in the middle of the room. He wore no shirt and only basketball shorts. The elastic waistband rested just above his cock revealing a trail of silky hair leading up to his belly button. His legs dropped opened. He held a hand towel in his left hand. 
 
    I tried to act casual. The need to laugh came over me but I suppressed it because my gut told me Noah was not a man that laughed, ever, but I found it to be so funny. Noah and I were acting like sex- starved teenagers.  
 
    “Good Morning.” I felt naked in my yoga shorts and my sports bra. The sweat dripping off my body and the heat of my skin distilling every frustrated pheromone into the surrounding air heightened the sexual tension between us. 
 
    “Good Morning.” His voice was low and rough, and he looked at my body as if he was thirsty and wanted to lick every drop of sweat from my skin.  
 
    I needed to clear the air right away. I could not stand it if I didn’t. “I’m sorry about last night." 
 
    “I’m not.” His eyes moved over my skin. 
 
    “You’re not.” I scrunched my eyebrows together. 
 
    “You caught me jerking off. Don’t you masturbate?” His voice remained steady. 
 
    Not that he said it but the way he said it. It made me feel like he knew when and where and how I have myself.  
 
    “That isn't my point. I’m sorry I watched you.” 
 
    “Don’t apologize, you being there added to my experience.” He tossed the towel on to the table in front of him.  
 
    “Noah, did…” 
 
    “Natalie.” He cut me off just to say my name. 
 
    “Noah, did we cross a line of inappropriateness?”  
 
    “I don’t feel inappropriate. Do you?” In a long firm sweep, he wiped his right hand on his shorts. 
 
    “I suppose not.” I didn’t know what I felt. Well, scratch that, I knew I felt frustrated, again. I needed to end this conversation before I could not control my impulse to jump on his lap and straddle him. “I need to shower. Enjoy your workout.” 
 
    “I hadn’t planned on working out.” He said. 
 
    “Then why are you down here?” I asked. 
 
    “I watched you.” He admitted. 
 
    I couldn’t be sure but considering his remark, the calm look on his face, and from everything I noticed, I think he jerked off while I ran. I could not get away from him fast enough. Noah had my entire body strung out. Nothing would suppress this ache except a long hard idiot. I showered and had myself again. I worried about him being a pervert, but I was the one becoming the pervert. I masturbated three times in twenty- four hours… but then again, so did he.  
 
    Noah disappeared the rest of the day. Mrs. Ross stopped by to go through the mail and to check on me. She spent about three hours in the house, and I relished the company. The cleaning service was there for most of the day, another welcomed distraction. The house looked immaculate before they began so it was as if they attempted to make clean even cleaner. As long as I didn’t have to do it, I didn’t care.  
 
    By five o’clock, the others vacated the house, and I was alone, again. Earlier in the day, I tried to broach the subject of Noah’s whereabouts, but Mrs. Ross didn't know. 
 
    I opened a bottle of wine from the fridge. Mr. Westlake made it clear I could help myself to anything in the house. I brought the bottle and glass outside and sat by the pool enjoying the cool summer evening. After about two hours past, I called it a night. I made it through the quick brush of my teeth and slipped into bed.  
 
    Awoken from a deep sleep by the sound of a woman laughing I sat up in my bed. Did I dream her laugh or was someone in the house? 
 
    I moved from my bed and walked towards my bedroom’s door. I leaned in listening for voices. I heard a female’s voice, but I could not make sense of what she said. Her voice didn’t sound like it was upstairs but it sounded just at the bottom of the staircase. I listened to the conversation go from words to nothing but her moaning.  
 
    I opened the door only slightly and peered out into the hallway. There were no lights on upstairs, but a soft glow came from the room just below the staircase opposite the room I call the office only because a desk inhabited the space.  
 
    The lit up room had no significant purpose. A leather sectional couch and two chairs facing the couch with an industrial-looking coffee table between them made up the sitting area. Again, the room mirrored the office with one exception, instead of a desk, a shiny black baby grand piano sat caddy corner near the front window.  
 
    I stepped into the hallway listening to the moans coming from the female visitor. Noah must have brought a date home. I tiptoed down the stairs. At the bottom, I padded across the marble floor and peeked around the column. My eyes could not look away. A mostly dressed Noah pounded into a naked woman sitting on the couch.  
 
    The woman was of no significance. She slumped into the sofa, her legs up in the air so they were all I could see along with the back of her head.  
 
    However, I could see all of Noah. He stood with one leg kneeling on the couch, his hands gripping the back of it on either side of her head while pounding into her. His partially opened shirt revealed most of his chest and his sinewy muscles moved under his skin with each heavy thrust. His eyebrows knit together as his jaw tightened. He stared straight ahead not looking once at his victim. She seemed like nothing more than an object for him to use.  
 
    I stared at his eyes. He was not looking in my direction, yet it felt like he was staring right at me, like the night before when I watched him hand idiot himself. He had the same look in his eyes as if I became part of his fantasy. What was he seeing?  
 
    I followed his stare turning to look over my shoulder, and there I was. The large mirror hanging in the foyer reflected my image giving him the perfect view of me watching him harass the life out of his prey.  
 
    I didn’t run.  
 
    I leaned my back against the column facing the mirror. I waited and watched until he came hard inside of her. His eyes never left mine. He didn’t look down at her or make her feel like she was special to him or the moment was special to him. The only contact was his cock inside of her, his balls slapping against her skin and nothing more. It felt harsh but not for me. It was as if every hard, angry thrust was for me.  
 
    After he had come, he pulled out of her, stood up, stripped the condom from his cock, buttoned his pants and walked away. I returned to my room, slipped back into by bed, and touched myself. My orgasm came just as the front door slammed then I heard the sound of footsteps in the hallway outside my room. I braced myself as I waited for his footsteps to continue past my door. His bedroom door closed and I exhaled.  
 
    What was wrong with me? Why can’t the man masturbate and idiot in his house without me staring at him? I can’t imagine this going over well. What an interesting conversation this will be? I can hear it now, “So Miss Hill, you are voyeuristic, and I happen to be your subject of choice. Or do you like to watch all your employers?”  
 
    I had no defense. I needed to watch. I wanted to feel what I was looking at. I needed to feel what it felt like for Noah to touch me and be inside me. Not how he harassed that woman but the way he looked at me when he did it. She was a hole, nothing more. Mine the face he was, the fantasy that made him come. Right then I knew I needed to be with him. I needed him filling me suppressing my ache for him.  
 
    The next morning was Saturday. I woke feeling hungry but not for food. I went down to the gym and added another four miles to my week. After my run, I showered and went down for breakfast. There was no sign of him, yet.  
 
    In the two days living here, I knew Noah Westlake moved through his house quietly. Even last night when he brought home his idiot, her voice was all I heard. His clandestine existence added to his appeal. What was his secret? What was he thinking? He gave away so little but made you crave more.  
 
    Was he even home, now? Had he left before I woke? He could be near with maybe only a wall between us, and I would not know unless I searched for him.  
 
    I refused to search him out. Not after last night.  
 
    I stood at the sink cleaning up my breakfast dishes and startled when he came up behind me, not close enough to touch me, but close enough to feel the heat come off his body. I whipped around. “Good Morning, Noah.” 
 
    “Good Morning, Natalie.” He handed me a dishtowel to dry my hands.  
 
    “Sit, we need to talk.” 
 
    Here it was, the conversation I dreaded. I wish we could pretend none of it happened. 
 
    I walked to the table where he pulled out a chair then he sat perpendicular to me. His beautiful masculine hands joined resting on the table. I mimicked his posture until I realized how close our hands were then I dropped mine to my lap.  
 
    “I’m leaving in an hour and will be back when my daughter arrives tomorrow night. I just want to make sure you feel comfortable meeting her on your own since my flight doesn’t get in until seven. I will be home shortly after she gets here but she will be here promptly at eight.” 
 
    Oh, this was the conversation we were having. Okay, I can do this. “Yes, I feel very comfortable meeting her without you present. Is there anything I should know about her? I know so little.” 
 
    His expression changed, it softened, and his body relaxed as soon as he spoke. “Erin is nine years old going on thirty. She is a curious and smart young girl, and I encourage that in her. You two will like each other. You will have no problem getting along. She will want to be all in your business, and she is girlie as I see so are you. She’ll want to talk about clothes, and scented creams, and nail polish, all that stuff you girls talk about, and shoes, can’t forget shoes.” 
 
    A smile stretched across my face. She sounded wonderful. I feared she might be like him: mercurial, intense, shut down. Thank goodness, she sounds like an average nine-year-old girl and not some weird introvert.  
 
    “So is there anything else you need from me before I leave?” His question loaded, as I knew he intended it to be.  
 
    Could you fill me with that massive erection of yours and make me come until I am drooling? “No, I think I’ll be able to take care of myself while you’re gone.” A loaded answer and he knew it. 
 
    His eyes searched my face, stopped a moment at my lips, took a quick glance at my chest, and followed the same line back to my face. “I’m sure you can.”  
 
    He stood from the table and walked out of the kitchen. 
 
    “Noah.”  
 
    He turned around when I called out to him. “Yes, Natalie.”  
 
    “I’m sorry.” I didn’t bother explaining myself since I was pretty sure Noah knew why I was apologizing.  
 
    He stared at me as he rubbed the edge of his index finger along his lower lip. “I’m not.” Then he turned and left. 
 
    Two days with no possibility of watching my boss ejaculating one way or another…what is a girl to do? I found it odd he wasn’t offended by my voyeurism. Here I worried that he’d be a pervert, yet, I’m the pervert. I could have walked away, but I chose not to. I enjoyed watching Noah get pleasure, take pleasure, and give himself pleasure. Whichever way it happened, I enjoyed watching him. He had my body feeling strung out. My lady parts were throbbing. The need I felt to have him inside me was unbearable. 
 
    I sat at the kitchen table staring at my laptop waiting for him to leave. I expected at the least a quick goodbye, but no, all I got was the sound of the door closing, and he left.  
 
    I thought I would feel lonely wandering this big house for two days by myself, but instead, I felt comforted being here. I could not stop thinking about Noah and living in his home made me feel closer to him. I left for two hours on Saturday to get a manicure and pedicure, and the rest of the afternoon I spent by the pool.  
 
    Sunday I slept in, something I never do, and I finally woke at lunchtime. I worked out; this time incorporating weights into my workout, showered when finished I spent the rest of the day reading.  
 
    It was now seven forty-five and Erin would arrive promptly at eight. One of the many weird things about this custody arrangement seemed to be the strict structure both parties followed.  
 
    I sat in the front room a few seconds before eight o’clock, and not a second past the hour; headlights pulled up the long drive. I opened the front door ready to greet Ms. Erin Westlake.  
 
    A very pretty well dressed little girl stepped out of a black limo. She didn’t even wait for the driver to get her door. She came running towards me with such enthusiasm that my heart instantly fell in love. 
 
    Her hair was a golden honey color, and her eyes were her fathers, a rich emerald green. She stopped in front of me, looked me up and down, and then asked if she could hug me. 
 
    “I need a hug.” I stretched out my arms and bent at my knees ready to take this little girl in a big embrace. 
 
    She jumped at me and wrapped her arms around my neck. When she finally released me she looked at my face and with her small hand, she rubbed my cheek.  
 
    “Your name is Natalie. I’m Erin. Daddy was right; you are pretty!” She declared. 
 
    I can’t believe Noah told his daughter I was pretty. “Thank you; you are too. And it’s nice to meet you, Erin.”  
 
    “I like your lip gloss. Can I try it someday?” She asked in a sweet little girl voice. 
 
    “Yes, you can use my lip gloss. I like sharing.” 
 
    “But I won’t fit in your clothes. I don’t have boobies yet.” She pointed at my boobies. “You have bigger boobies than my mom.”  
 
    I laughed. “But I have a lot of other stuff we can share like lip gloss and vanilla scented lotion.” 
 
    “I like your nail polish. Daddy says I’m allowed to wear nail polish.” She smoothed her finger over my nail.  
 
    “Then you and I can go together to have our nails done.” I reached for her long silky hair. “I like your hair.”  
 
    “We can play with each other’s hair. I like to curl mine. And since we both have long hair, we can curl each other’s hair.” She looked over my shoulder. “Daddy texted me he was on his way. I made him something I want to surprise him.”  
 
    She ran upstairs with her backpack in her hand. “Follow me!” 
 
    I followed behind her until we got to his bedroom. Erin swung open the door, and I felt envious of how easily she moved in his space. I looked around, and on the wall, I couldn’t see when I peeked in my first day here, stood a built in bookshelf. Instead of being filled with books, dozens of framed pictures of Noah and Erin filled the space. 
 
    While I took in his entire room, Erin ran next to her father’s bed and dropped her backpack on the floor. She unzipped the pink bag and searched out a card made of construction paper and placed it on his pillow. I stared at the front of the card and felt a jolt of sadness. It read I love you Daddy and there was a beautiful rainbow with a heart under the words.  
 
    “That’s beautiful. He will love it.” I was not sure how this man would react to his daughter. He seemed so stern and rigid.  
 
    “He always loves them. Open that door there.” Erin pointed to the frosted glass door behind me. 
 
    “I shouldn’t, Erin, this is your daddy’s private room.” 
 
    “He won’t care.” She ran passed me and opened the door herself. “Look.” 
 
    I stepped passed the little girl into his world. A closet created by a perfectionist. Every suit hung color coordinated with perfect spacing between them, one section filled with clean, crisp white shirts, one with stripe shirts, another with varying shades of blue and lavender shirts, and another with varying shades of gray, charcoal and black ones. There were ties in drawers with glass tops and every polished pair of shoes in their proper place.  
 
    “Look!” Erin pointed to the red yarn that hung haphazardly around the closet.  
 
    Dozens of handmade cards hung pinned to the yarn. Each card reading the same sentiment, I love you, Daddy, with a different picture for every card, some of the cards decorated with flowers, some cherries, a puppy dog, and cat, one even had a banana.  
 
    “Daddy always laughs at my pictures. He says he loves that he never knows what drawing I will surprise him with next.”  
 
    My heart ached a little. This little girl described a man I have yet to meet. Just then, the front door shut and Erin went running out of her father’s bedroom and down the stairs. I followed behind her and watched from the top of the staircase as Erin flew into her father’s open arms right as he dropped his bag down. “Oh, my sweet pea I missed you so much.” 
 
    “I missed you too, daddy.”  
 
    Noah still embracing his daughter looked up at me and gave me the smallest of smiles. I let my smile stretch across my face and gave him a little wink. To see the affection he had for his daughter shocked me. 
 
    “Daddy, Natalie will take me to get my nails polished.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear it, but you just got here, can’t it wait.” 
 
    “Daddyee, you know what I mean. Not now, another day. Silly. Right, Natalie, daddy’s silly.” Erin rested her small hands on Noah’s face, and then she gave him a big kiss on the tip of his nose.  
 
    Noah reciprocated with one to her cheek. “I’m glad you’re here sweet pea. I miss you when you’re gone.”  
 
    I walked downstairs and stood back to give them their space. Erin glanced at me. “My mom doesn’t let me talk to Daddy when I’m with her, but we text all the time.”  
 
    I raised an eyebrow at that curious piece of information.  
 
    “Let’s not talk about your mom. Let’s talk about our week together.” Noah kept his voice light and easy. “Are you hungry?”  
 
    “No, Pam made me a grilled cheese sandwich before I left.” Erin grabbed Noah’s hand and started towards the stairs. “Don’t you want to go upstairs? There might be a surprise for you.” She said in a sing -song voice. 
 
    “Well, I can’t resist a surprise.” Noah lifted Erin into his arms and walked upstairs. I stayed behind.  
 
    “Natalie, are you coming?” Erin yelled down to me. 
 
    “Honey, I’m sure your daddy wants to have some alone time with you.”  
 
    “Daddy doesn’t mind, right daddy.” Erin looked at her father. It was strange seeing Noah as a father to this beautiful little girl, and it made my need for him stronger. 
 
    “Natalie can come and see my surprise.” I didn’t expect that answer. 
 
    “Natalie already saw your surprise.” Erin tattled. 
 
    “Natalie, you saw my surprise before me.” Noah eyed me.  
 
    “Sorry, she made me.” Who was this charming man? His daughter brought out the best parts of him, and I knew I would love the weeks when Erin would be home with us.  
 
    The three of us in Noah’s bedroom felt odd and comfortable at the same time.  
 
    Erin being oblivious invited me to sit on her father’s bed. I looked at Noah, and he gave me the nod of approval. After he read his card and kissed his daughter, he walked into the closet and added it to his collection. 
 
    Erin and I stretched out on the enormous bed while Noah walked into the bathroom. Erin was all girl and chatted on and on about everything. 
 
    A few minutes later Noah walked out and everything in that moment stopped for me. Erin’s chatter sounded like white noise, and my brain stuttered at the sight of him. Noah changed out of his suit into a soft from too many washes navy colored short sleeve t-shirt and gray loose-fitting pajama bottoms.  
 
    I scanned his body and stopped at his bare feet. Mouthwatering perfection. I never knew the sight of a man’s feet could be such a turn on. I watched as his eyes roamed over my body. I am sure it was odd to see me stretched out on his bed.  
 
    “Daddy, can we watch Frozen?” Erin stood on the edge of the mattress. 
 
    “Again. Don’t you ever want to watch anything else?" Noah walked towards his daughter and placed his large hands on her small hips. 
 
    “Not yet, now turn around I want you to give me a piggy back.”  
 
    “Please turn around.” Noah corrected her. 
 
    “Sorry. Please turn around, Daddy.” Noah positioned himself with the back of his legs up against the side of his bed. Erin jumped on his back and wrapped her small arms and legs around her father. “Come on Natalie,” Erin called out as they walked into the hallway.  
 
    Once in front of Erin’s bedroom door, Noah crouched down until Erin’s feet touched the ground. “Honey, why don’t you change into your pajamas before we start the movie.” He suggested. “In case you fall asleep.” 
 
    “Okay. Natalie, follow me.” 
 
    “No honey. Daddy needs to talk to Natalie.”  
 
    Erin huffed, and her shoulders sagged as she walked into her room. “But wait for me.” 
 
    Noah and I waited in the hallway while Erin changed. “Do you want me to give you and Erin some time alone? I don’t mind going to my room so you can watch the movie together.” 
 
    “Do you think my little girl will let you stay in your room?”  
 
    I laughed. “Probably not. Sorry about that.” 
 
    “Don’t be. I just want to make sure you’re okay.” 
 
    “Yes, she’s wonderful.” 
 
    “You think you will be happy in your new position?” He seemed unsure of himself for the first time since I arrived in his home. 
 
    “Yes.” As long as I can stop staring at you while you get off. 
 
    “Erin seems to feel comfortable with you already.” He looked towards his daughter’s bedroom door then back to me. “And I’m comfortable with my choice.” 
 
    “Thank you, I’m glad to hear it.” Did this man have an identical twin? He was so cold just a few days ago, and now he seemed somewhat human. “I will change into something more comfortable.”  
 
    Noah stepped aside for me to pass him. This Noah in that outfit would be the ruin of me. Thank goodness a nine-year-old little girl would be our chaperone.  
 
    Erin refused to let me sit in a chair by myself, so the three of us sat on the couch with Erin in the middle. I do not think we were twenty minutes into the movie when my eyes felt heavy. I looked over at Noah. His head rested back on the couch, eyes at half- mast but Ms. Erin was wide eye and mesmerized by the movie as she sang along to the songs. She tucked her body under his arm, and his large hand rested on her little leg. I sank a little lower on the couch as the sounds of the movie faded into nothingness.  
 
      
 
    Sleep still dominated my brain, but I was slowly taking in the surrounding space. I felt something heavy across my back. My one arm lay trapped under my body while I stretched the other one over my head and rested it on something hard yet flannel soft. My cheek rested on that same hard yet soft material. I moved my hand to explore my surroundings. I moved it away as I assumed what I touched was Noah’s semi erection. My eyes flew open, and I lifted my head. Noah stared down at me, his arm resting on me while his hand rubbed my back.  
 
    “Good Morning.” He startled me when he spoke. 
 
    “Morning?” The light from the television illuminated the room. 
 
    “Well, it’s three a.m.” He answered. 
 
    “Where’s Erin?” I asked. 
 
    “I took her up to bed hours ago.” He kept his hand on my back. “You looked so peaceful, I didn’t want to wake you, and I didn’t want to leave you down here by yourself.”  
 
    “Did you sleep?” I asked because of the thought of him awake the entire time watching me sleep, freaked me out. 
 
    “I just woke up a few minutes ago.” Noah finally removed his hand from my back to stretch out.  
 
    I sat up and twisted to one side then the other, stretching out my spine. Noah clicked off the television, and the room was black except for the moonlight that shone through the many large windows. He reached for my hand and guided me towards the staircase. The security lights embedded in the floors in every corner of each room and on each stair helped illuminate the way, yet he still held on to my hand.  
 
    When we reached my bedroom door, we stood to face each other but said nothing. His face moved closer to mine then he covered my mouth with his. He pulled back staring at my eyes then down at my lips. This time I moved towards him my lips touching his. 
 
    The energy shifted, and now we were like two starving people. Our mouths moved, our tongues touched, teeth crashed, sucking, biting, and licking each other. I pushed my body into his and felt his erection on my stomach. He pushed back until my back found the wall. His hands moved over my body stopping at my breasts. He palmed both my breasts and my nipples puckered as he brushed back and forth over them with his thumbs. I reached down and with the palm of my hand moved up and down the length of his erection. A deep moan escaped from his mouth, and with a raspy voice, he said my name.  
 
    He pulled away, and I heard myself whimper.  
 
    He leaned into my ear, sucked his breath through his teeth as he said, “I’m so sorry, Natalie. Good Night.” He left me standing in the hallway. 
 
    I wandered into my room, lips tingling from the hottest kiss I’ve ever experienced. What happened? Noah was incredibly good-looking, rich, powerful, and smart; he could be with any woman. I was his daughter’s nanny for God sake, why would he waste his time on me.  
 
    Sleep didn’t come that night. My dreams comprised of thoughts and images of Noah, and when morning arrived, I should have felt exhausted, but I felt energized. That Noah felt the same way as I, intrigued me. I showered and dressed and went down to the kitchen. The house was quiet, but it was a beautiful sunny morning, and after last night I looked forward to seeing him.  
 
    As stated in the contract, I needed to dress and be downstairs every morning at seven when Erin was home. I was to make Erin a healthy breakfast. The contract listed food options along with her preferences. Then she was to bathe, brush her teeth and dress for the day ready to go by nine.  
 
    I was to follow the home-school curriculum and add to it anything that would benefit Erin’s education. Mr. Noah Westlake was firm on having his daughter learn French. When I applied for the position that was the first criteria: MUST SPEAK FRENCH FLUENTLY.  
 
    After her studies, she was to exercise – her choice on the activity. I was to make her a healthy dinner by six o’clock then Erin could spend her evening as she wished but in bed by nine. On Monday afternoons she had piano lessons, Wednesday afternoons ballet and Thursdays ice skating lessons.  
 
    As for my criteria, besides speaking French, I had to be clean, slim, a healthy eater, my clothes should always be clean and pressed, my appearance neat, no excessive alcohol use, smoking never allowed, No foul language, no baggage as in ex- husbands and crazy ex- boyfriends (mine was in jail), no arrests, no debt (thanks to my crazy ex-boyfriend I had plenty of debt but paid it off before I applied for this job), Must speak proper English and the list went on and on. I was here, so it meant I passed.  
 
    Erin was awake and eating breakfast by 7:45. She requested fruit and yogurt with a scrambled egg on toast. I thought kids overloaded on mind-numbing sugary cereals, but as I looked through the cabinets, I realized that was not an option. The cabinets contained only non-sugary cereal.  
 
    I sat down with Erin eating the same breakfast except I added coffee to mine. I assumed Noah was up and gone before us, considering the silence of the house. The thought of him gone already saddened me since my lips were still pulsing from the night before. I wanted to see him, I enjoyed the rush he gave me, and just as I had that thought, he walked into the kitchen. 
 
    “Daddy!” Erin yelled out with a mouth full of strawberries.  
 
    “Good Morning sweet pea.” He kissed the top of her head. “Don’t talk with your mouth full; you remember what happened last time.” 
 
    Erin looked at me. “I choked.” She finished chewing and looked up at her father. “Daddy eat breakfast with us.” 
 
    “I can’t, this morning I have a meeting.”  
 
    Erin gave her father a stern look. “Daddy.”  
 
    Noah surrendered and took a fork full of Erin’s eggs and a large bite of her toast.  
 
    “Daddy.” She scolded him. “That’s not enough.”  
 
    “I’ll be fine, honey. You have fun today.” He mussed her hair. 
 
    “You didn’t say hello to Natalie.” Erin pointed out. 
 
    Noah straightened and looked at me. “Good morning, Natalie.” 
 
    “Good morning, Noah.” I rested my fork on my plate. 
 
    “Is there anything you need from me before I go?” He asked. 
 
    “I think I'm all right.” Except could you suck my lip into your mouth like last night? 
 
    “I’ll be home for dinner.” 
 
    He’ll be eating with us. “Would you like me to make you something special?” I didn’t recall reading anything about his food preferences in the contract. 
 
    “I eat what Erin eats.” Noah kissed his daughter and left. I felt relief and disappointment all at once.  
 
    Each day of my first week with Erin played out the same way. I enjoyed my time with Erin. She was a lovely young girl, bright and aware of everything around her and smart, easy to teach. In expected children’s honesty, she was also blunt.  
 
    She said, “I’m smart like my daddy, my mom isn’t smart, and daddy wants to make sure I use my brain. He tells me it’s a muscle and I need to use it or it will become weak.” I knew education was very important to Noah. My education was very important to him and one of the core reasons I think he hired me.  
 
    Erin also liked to exercise, but her idea of exercise consisted of everything fun. We played hide and seek, we had relay races, and she loved to dance. We danced a lot. Erin choreographed, and I followed along. All her favorite songs were from the most popular girl pop stars. Erin liked to pretend we were on stage performing as backup dancers. I had to admit I was having a blast. The dancing became my favorite part of each day except dinnertime.  
 
    Noah came home every night for dinner to eat with his daughter. The first night felt awkward, and I didn’t feel comfortable having dinner with them. They needed father and daughter time. Therefore, I chose not to set a plate for myself. They both sat down, and I served them and walked away.  
 
    “Natalie, you are not eating.” I thought for sure Erin would be the one to ask me first, but Noah asked. 
 
    “I thought you might want dinner alone together, just family.” 
 
    Erin said nothing but looked confused at her father.  
 
    “Sit. Eat with us.” Noah stood offering me his seat and then went to the cabinet and pulled out another plate and filled it with food. He then sat down on the other side of Erin across from me.  
 
    Every night after that night, we ate dinner together like a cozy little family. Noah would ask about our day and then slowly he confided in me about his. He talked about various projects he was working on both with his business and his philanthropic interests. He asked me my opinion on certain issues, and I felt comfortable giving it. Then he’d turn the conversation towards me.  
 
    I was sure he knew most everything about me except the few things I hid well. I was sure he was not aware why I lost my position at the University. My colleagues and the board respected me, and I assumed they felt sorry for me, so as a favor, they omitted why I left and kept my references impeccable.  
 
    The evenings ended with the three of us sitting together reading or playing a board game. Then Noah and I would put Erin to bed. After, He and I would return to the family room and talk while sipping one of his expensive wines until I fell asleep. Sometimes it would happen mid-conversation. I would wake to Noah nudging me to open my eyes, “Natalie, let’s get you upstairs.” We would walk upstairs in silence until we reached my bedroom door where he would say, “Goodnight Natalie.” Then leave me for the night. 
 
    My first week with Erin left me feeling happy, yet, sad because it ended and I would not see her until the following week. And though, I trusted being alone with Noah; I feared how the week alone with him would play out. I needed this job, and I didn’t want to give him any reason to dismiss me. He might consider how inappropriate our behavior had been so far and felt I am not a good fit for this position.  
 
    And if he kept me on, I could only hope there’d be no more women on the couch. He must realize it was inappropriate behavior to have me witness. He could do whatever he wanted outside the home, but as his daughter’s caretaker, I felt I deserved respect, especially after the week we spent together.    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    I learned that Noah and escorts seem to go hand in hand. Every other Friday, on non-Erin weeks, he’d bring a different one home and repeat the same scene over again. Most nights I listened from upstairs, and the only sound I heard were the moans from the women he messed.  
 
    The entire scene played out the same each time. Noah and the girl entered the house, the girls removed their clothes, positioned themselves naked on the couch, he'd harass them, remove the condom, wash his hands, and escort them out to where the driver waited. The front door slammed, and he’d retreat to his room. I waited for him to close his bedroom door then I’d sneak out of my room and stand outside his door listening. He played instrumental music that sounded melancholy, and I could hear the faint sound of his shower.  
 
    His “routine” left me with one distinct impression - Noah Westlake didn’t enjoy all those women, and he left the impression it made him feel dirty. He never kissed them, never touched them, there was no caressing or admiring their bodies. And they all had beautiful bodies. I found a spot on the stairs where I could see his reflection in the mirror that hung on the wall in the infamous room so a few times I watched from that position unnoticed. Noah always kept his clothes on. He'd unzip his pants and opened a few buttons on his shirt.  
 
    Though I hated hearing him the women, he brought home; I couldn’t deny how aroused he made me. I had no control of my licentious mind while around him. Who was I kidding? Even when he left, I thought about his hands on my body and his tongue between my legs, or him filling me with his long thick cock. His behavior should have disgusted me, but instead, I became more turned on by him the more time I spent in his home. 
 
    One night as I crept to his bedroom door, he caught me. His bedroom door opened and I stood frozen a foot away from him. He was naked. His cock hung heavy down over his balls.  
 
    “Natalie, can I help you?” 
 
    I swallowed hard. “I, um, I…” 
 
    “You what?” He moved closer to me. “Come in.” He took me by my hand and brought me into his bedroom. 
 
    My breathing hitched as my body anticipated what was coming next. Noah brought me to stand at the side of his bed and told me to take off my clothes. I did as he asked. He remained calm like a man who had a plan and intended on working it through. I needed him to do whatever he wanted. The desire I felt for him became painful, and I could no longer satisfy myself.  
 
    I stood naked as he surveyed my body.  
 
    “Lay down on the bed and don’t move.” He left me and walked into his bathroom.  
 
    I lay on his bed moving my hips hoping to grind out my desire, but my wet folds continued to ache for him. My body pulsed for him and I felt greedy and restless every minute he made me wait. I don’t know how much time past, but he finally came out with his hair wet and a towel hanging low on his groin.  
 
    He came to the side of the bed and stared down at me. “Natalie you have a beautiful body.” He moved his hand over my skin from my neck, over my breast, down my stomach, to between my thighs. He slid his finger along my wet seam and my hips bucked at his touch.  
 
    “Get on all fours. Crawl to the foot of the bed and stay in that position.”  
 
    Again, I did as he said. I looked over my shoulder watching him as I stayed in doggie position. Noah climbed on the bed and with his finger swiped the folds between my legs, slid two fingers inside of me, pumped, then slid them out and licked his fingers clean of my juices.  
 
    “Noah, please,” I begged him to put me out of my misery.  
 
    He reached his hand under me and kneaded my breast in his hand.  
 
    “Noah.” I cried out, as I tightened my fingers on the end of the bed.  
 
    With his other palm flat on my behind, he circled over my skin. The contact brought me to my edge. He knew he tortured me and he enjoyed it. 
 
    He sat back propped up on the pillows against his headboard, fisted his cock, and hand messed himself while staring at my behind. “Natalie, lean down on your forearms and stick your rear out further. I want to see everything.” 
 
    I adjusted my arms, leaned on my forearms and stuck my behind out higher in the air. Though the folds between my legs felt juicy and hot, I also felt the cool air hitting my exposed skin.  
 
    “You’re beautiful Natalie. Your lips are wet and swollen for me.” 
 
    Noah fisted his cock, moving up and down the shaft until he expelled a carnal moan from deep in his body while ribbons of come shot out all over his stomach. “Oh idiot, Natalie, you have me.” 
 
    He pumped out the last few drops then crawled to me, positioned his face at my opening then began feasting on my wet silky folds. I couldn’t take the attack. My body built up so much need for this man I ascended into an earth shattering orgasm. The sound of my voice crying out for him was unrecognizable.  
 
    With the weight of his body, he pushed me down flat on my stomach. With my legs spread open to him, he pushed his cock inside of me and pounded away while he breathed in my ear. I stretched my arms above my head and gripped onto the edge of the mattress. Noah moved his hands over my arms until he found my hands then interlaced his fingers with mine. 
 
    Our bodies moved together like a wave in the ocean. Our skin moved against each other as beads of perspiration pooled between us. I craved the intimacy I felt as his strong hands held mine while his lips moved along the skin below my ear.  
 
    My orgasm came first then his followed. As we lost all control and our bodies had nothing left to give, Noah fell to the side and pulled me with him. He held me around my waist as I listened to him fall asleep.  
 
    I stayed for a while listening to the sound of his soft, steady breathing. Then I moved his arm just enough for me to slip out. I looked back one more time at the beautiful man sound asleep; he looked content.  
 
    I thought about the possible consequences that would come from our behavior, and I only hoped that I could continue living under the same roof with this man. My need for him would not go away. Being with him would only increase my desire for him, yet, he was unpredictable. Noah could decide he finished with me and I'd be right back to where I started.  
 
    Nothing happened after that night. We never talked about it but I noticed Noah stayed away from the home more often on the non-Erin weeks. 
 
      
 
    A few weeks after that night, I wandered alone in the house. It was a Wednesday on a non-Erin week, and I didn’t expect Noah to come home. When he left, he left for days at a time and only returned closer to the week’s end, bringing home an escort, a different face each time.  
 
    I grew curious about the time he spent with his escorts. Did he take them out to dinner and engage in normal dating conversation? Or did he bring them to a bar; ply them with alcohol followed by a quick idiot back at his house. These were questions that would go unanswered. 
 
    Earlier in the day, Mrs. Ross stopped by, accomplished everything she needed to then left. I sat by the pool most of the day but grew restless. I threw my cover up over my bikini and walked through each room observing the stillness of each space. 
 
    I stopped and stared out the spaces that were Noah’s; the chair he sat on in the family room, the couch he harassed his escorts, even the chair he sat in at the kitchen table when the three of us ate dinner together. I inhaled starving for even the smallest scent of him to remind me he was there. Even when he was in the home, it felt as if he wasn’t. He moved through his space so quietly. The only proof was the way my blood pumped through my veins when my body recognized Noah was near. 
 
    When I entered his office, I stopped at the front of his desk. He left the chair pushed back and his papers placed in the left-hand corner in a pile. I walked around and sat in his chair and breathed in again. I shifted my eyes to the three drawers under the desk. I slid open the first drawer. Contained in the first drawer were pens, a checkbook, a small black ledger, and paperclips. I closed the drawer and opened the second one. Various colored filing folders arranged in a neat pile took up all the space. Tabs labeled with the contents of each folder stuck out like colorful Chiclets. I browsed through them and stopped on the one that read “applicants.”  
 
    At first, I did nothing. I knew I shouldn’t be looking through Noah’s papers but then curiosity got the better of me, and I slipped it out from under the pile of other folders. I noted the file on the top and bottom since I felt certain Noah had them specifically arranged. 
 
    When I opened it, the first application was mine. I dropped the file on the desk and sifted through the other applicants. There were dozens, all with headshots, resumes, and references. I spread them all out across the desk and stared down at the faces that seemed to stare back at me. I tried to picture each one of them in my position but I couldn’t.  
 
    “Natalie,” Noah said. 
 
    “Noah, I didn’t expect you. You scared me.” I said as I placed my hand on my racing heart.  
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    I looked down at all the photos and decided lying was pointless. “Snooping.” 
 
    Noah smiled. “I see that, but why? 
 
    “I was restless, so I strolled around the house to entertain myself. When I got to this room, I sat down in your chair and snooped. I apologize, it’s wrong of me to go through your things.” Embarrassed that I got caught, I decided the truth was the best route to go. Noah rarely had a quick temper, but I expected him to have one now. 
 
    He stalked towards me, stopped and stood behind me. He stared over my shoulder, as he looked down at all the pictures. “Natalie, what do you see?” He breathed in my ear. 
 
    I looked back down at the faces: young, some old, some pretty, some plain. “Pictures of girls.” I looked back at the red folder. “Applicants.” Why hadn’t he yelled at me?  
 
    “What else do you see?” He asked. He closed the space between our bodies, and my breathing grew heavier as I felt his cock grow against my behind. 
 
    “I don’t understand what you’re asking?”  
 
    Noah reached around me and used his fingers to spread the pictures further out on his desk. My picture he did not touch, it stayed off to the side away from all the others. “Look at them, do you notice anything?” 
 
    I looked down and studied all the pictures, but my picture drew me back. “I’m sorry I notice nothing unusual. All of them look very nice but nothing out of the ordinary.” My eyes drifted to my picture again, and Noah followed my stare. 
 
    “You see.” He remarked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You keep looking at your picture.” 
 
    “So.” 
 
    “I did the same thing. With these dozens of pictures in front of me, it was your picture that kept pulling my attention away from them.”  
 
    Noah moved his mouth closer to my neck and as he spoke his breath moved strands of my hair over my skin. He placed his hands on the outside of my thighs. He moved the gauzy material that covered my half naked body up my skin then stopped to ask permission. “May I?” 
 
    I barely shook my head and pulled my lower lip in between my teeth. The anticipation of what was about to happen settled in my core.  
 
    He continued removing the material from my body, leaned in, swept my long hair off to one shoulder, and kissed the skin on my neck. I gripped the edge of the desk attempting to steady myself. He whispered things as he trailed kisses over my skin. “Do you miss me when I’m gone?” 
 
    “Yes,” I whispered back. 
 
    “Are you lonely here, Natalie?” 
 
    “No,” I answered. I never felt lonely in Noah's home because being there made me feel close to him. 
 
    “Good. I never want you to feel lonely.” 
 
    He turned me, lifted me up and planted my behind on his desk. I felt the glossy pictures sticking to my skin. Noah pressed my body back then removed my bikini bottoms. He reached under my knees and bent them up spreading my thighs open to him.  He slid his hands from the tops of my knees, down the inside of my thighs, over the skin of my sweet spot, and up my stomach to my breasts where he pulled the bikini top down under my breasts and palmed my breasts in his hands. Leaning over me, Noah took my taut nipple in his mouth, and with his tongue he swirled around then sucked, sending my nerves into overdrive. I moaned his name while he continued kissing and sucking my skin down to my wet folds between my legs.  
 
    He cradled my behind and lifted me up closer to his mouth then feasted on my plump folds. I spread my arms out to the side attempting to grab onto the edge of the desk. His warm wet tongue swirling around my wet silky skin brought me to my peak, and I came.  
 
    “Natalie, you’re beautiful.” Noah stood watching me lost in the orgasm he brought me to. I heard the sound of his zipper then felt his swollen cock at my opening. He grabbed onto my thighs and pushed deep inside me. Moving in and out of me, the pictures under my body slid off the desk onto the floor. He picked up the pace and just as I felt him release inside of me he moaned out my name. As he finished emptying himself inside of me, he fell on top of me. He positioned his mouth near my ear and whispered. “Natalie, I miss you when I leave.” 
 
    For him to reveal something so honest made my heart ache. I wanted him to say more, but I knew it was best if I left it there. I raked my fingers through his hair and pulled him closer to me.  
 
    “Natalie, take a nap with me. I got no sleep last night; I want to sleep with you in my arms.” 
 
    He stood up and extended his hand to me, I picked up my bikini bottoms and my cover-up, and together we walked up to his bedroom. We stood next to his bed, and I removed my bikini top while he undressed. He pulled back the sheets, I climbed in, and he followed. He covered us as he spooned into my body then fell asleep.  
 
    There was something about Noah that made me feel deep sadness for him. His behavior with the escorts was abhorrent, but I also saw a very different side of him the side that needed love, warmth, and normalcy. Noah held on to me, spooning me as his warm, steady breath passed over my skin. This was the Noah that could hurt me and could love me. And this was the Noah that I was falling in love with.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Two months in and we’ve established our routine together. Erin was a charming young girl. She proved that Noah could be someone other than who he was in Erin’s absence. He was an incredible father. He loved his daughter and protected her. Erin knew only love, and I cherished the time I spent with her. 
 
    When it was an Erin week, we were a happy little family. The established lines in my head became blurry. It all felt too comfortable, but that was how it should feel. Erin needed a positive, balanced and loving environment. It would be a lot easier if Noah and I were both ugly asexual human beings but unfortunately, that was not the case, and instead, the palpable sexual tension invaded every moment we were together.  
 
    When we were alone, we acted on it, and when Erin was around, it became difficult not to show our true feelings. But it didn’t mean that Noah changed. He still brought home his escorts and harassed them on that couch.  
 
    This one particular week flew by, and I hated that it was almost over. Yesterday, Erin and I had so much fun together; Fridays were half days as per the contract. After we finished her studies, Erin and I had our nails done and window-shopped. By the time she and I arrived home, Noah prepared our dinner. While he finished the preparations, we set the table.  
 
    The three of us ate dinner together and watched Frozen, again. When it was over, we both put Erin to bed and then went back downstairs to watch a more adult movie. I chose a movie where a man walked the "El Camino de Santiago" after his son died. Noah stretched out on the couch and made room for me to snuggle in next to him. I spooned my body against him as he draped his arm over my body. We stayed like that entire movie.  
 
    When the movie ended, I turned to look at Noah. He stayed on his side with his head propped on the pillow; he looked at me. “Good Choice.”  
 
    “It was sad but happy. It made me kind of melancholy.”  
 
    “I feel inspired.”  
 
    “Really? To do what?” I couldn’t wait to hear this. 
 
    “To kiss you.” He admitted. 
 
    I reached my hand up and wrapped it around his neck and drew him closer to me. Noah continued the path to my lips, and we kissed. He tried to undress me, but I stopped him. “Noah, just for tonight I want you and me to make out and nothing more.” 
 
    He drew back his head and looked down at my face. At first, he said nothing. It was as if he let the thought of just making out simmer in his mind. “Natalie, I never just made out with a girl, ever. I definitely want to just make out with you.”  
 
    I smiled at him, wrapped my arms around his neck, and brought his lips back to mine.  
 
    I don’t know how long it lasted, but it was perfect. Noah and I made out and nothing more. Well, he felt me up, and maybe we dry humped just a little, but mostly we just kissed. Just as we got a little too involved, I pulled away.  
 
    “Noah, maybe we should stop.” 
 
    Noah caught his breath and left one more soft kiss on my mouth right before he shifted and lifted himself off the couch. I stared up at him as he reached out his hand to help me up. “Come, let me get you to bed.” 
 
    Standing at my bedroom door, I wanted nothing more but to pull Noah into my bedroom and allow him to make love to me, but I knew I shouldn’t, so I didn’t. He kissed me goodnight, and I opened my bedroom leaving him in the hallway.  
 
    After my bedtime routine, I slipped in between the sheets and drifted off to sleep dreaming of Noah. I ached for him, so all my dreams comprised of Noah and sex. It was restless nights sleep, so when I woke at four in the morning, I took matters into my own hands and had myself. After I came, I drifted off into a peaceful sleep.  
 
      
 
    It was Saturday, and Noah took Erin out on an adventure. Noah invited me, but I felt they needed the time together, and I needed time alone before this evening. The three of us were going out to dinner and then a movie, and I needed a long run on the treadmill and a lazy day by the pool.  
 
    At around four o’clock, the back door slid open and out ran Erin. “We’re back! Did you miss us?” 
 
    I flipped over and sat up. “I did. Did you have fun?” Noah was coming out as I asked, so he answered. 
 
    “I’ll say we had fun. My little girl only knows how to have fun.” He dropped in the chair next to me. I felt very exposed in my little bikini.  
 
    “Erin, why don’t you and I go upstairs and put our swimsuits on?” 
 
    “Okay. Natalie I will wear my swimsuit that matches yours.”  
 
    “You better not have a swimsuit that matches Natalie’s. Natalie is a grown woman she can wear a bikini but little girls shouldn’t.” 
 
    “Daddyee, I mean the same color.” Erin swatted Noah’s arm, and he rubbed it as if she hurt him. 
 
    He swept her up and headed to the house. “We’ll be right down.” 
 
    We lounged by the pool for a couple of hours until it was time to shower for the evening. 
 
      
 
    The night was wonderful, too wonderful. When the three of us were together, we felt like a family. Noah treated me like his lover, his confidante, and his wife. He was affectionate and gentle.  
 
    While waiting in line for movie tickets Noah rested his hand on the small of my back when someone tried to move passed us he tucked me into his side, and at dinner, he rested his arm on my chair and stroked my back when he talked to me. He seemed unaware of his gestures, but they were all I focused on.  
 
    On the drive home from the movie, Erin sat in the back seat recapping, Finding Dory. I appreciated her enthusiasm for everything in life. It made me forget my past and appreciate my present. There was little opportunity for me to be around children before Erin, now spending this time with her brought so much happiness into my daily life; I’d forgotten how it felt.  
 
    It was bedtime for Erin, so I helped her wash her face and brush her hair, and she brushed her teeth. When she finished, she called out to Noah, “Daddyee, I’m readyee!” 
 
    Noah had changed into those panty dropping gray flannel pants and a navy t-shirt. I was a goner. 
 
    Noah tucked Erin into her bed. With the covers pulled up to her chin and tucked under her sides and feet, she looked like a bundle of laundry with her small face sticking out. Noah flipped on the nightlight and closed her bedroom door more than halfway.  
 
    Out in the hallway, Noah stood to face me. “I'm going to open a bottle of wine, would you like to join me?” 
 
    “I’m going to change then I'll be down.”  
 
    I dressed in my little blue tank top and my white loose pajama bottoms. I gave myself a quick once-over and took in a long breath. To deny my attraction for this man seemed impossible and I almost didn’t care how or under what terms but I needed to be with him.  
 
    I walked downstairs and found Noah sitting in the family room with a glass in hand. The bottle of wine was on the coffee table and next to it, was a glass for me. I sat in the chair across from him and took my first sip. 
 
    “Do you like it?” He asked. 
 
    “It’s delicious. You have nice taste in wine.” Every wine I’ve tried since living here has been exceptional. 
 
    “Have you wandered down to the wine cellar?”  
 
    “Not yet. I am not even sure where it is. I looked for it the first time I went down to the gym but never found it. Are there two separate entrances to the bottom floor?” 
 
    “Yes. I had the downstairs separated. One side goes to the gym, and the entrance to the wine cellar is down the hallway passed the dining room. Come with me; I’ll give you a tour.” Noah grabbed the bottle of wine, and I followed behind him.  
 
    Walking down the stairs was like walking into old world France. Stone covered the ceiling, walls, and the floor giving the feeling of being in a cave. In the center of the room was a long rustic wood table with high back fabric chairs. Over two-dozen people could fit at the table. There were glass doors along every wall displaying a massive collection of wine.  
 
    Noah placed the bottle of wine down on the table and reached for my hand. “Come.” 
 
    He opened one door, and we walked in. He explained the various bottles of wine and pointed out his favorites. Noah continued to tell me about his trips to France where he met with some of the greatest and oldest wine families.  
 
    “Is that why you want Erin to learn French?”  
 
    “Yes. I own property in France in a town near Beaune. My happiest memories are of my time spent there. My father took me on many trips, but France holds some of my happiest memories. We traveled together until the month before he died.” 
 
    “That’s a lovely place. I spent most of my time in the Burgundy region. I fell in love with the area. You must have wonderful memories of your time there with your father.” I studied abroad while in college. That was how I became fluent in French. 
 
    “My memories of my father remain fresh in my mind. He was a good man.” Noah stared at his glass of wine. 
 
    “That explains why you are such an incredible father.”  
 
    “I have to be because I married a woman just like my mother.”  
 
    I cringed. “Erin’s mother?” This being the first time Noah brought her up in conversation.  
 
    “Yes, Erin’s mother.” He let out an exhausted sigh. “Our marriage was not for love or convenience; it was a mistake on my part.” He took a sip of wine while I stood frozen in place. “She got pregnant on purpose. I barely knew her. She was an escort. I paid for her and some point during our night together she exchanged my condoms for condoms she brought. After, I learned that she tampered with the condoms. She got pregnant, we had a DNA test done, the child was mine, and the rest is history.” 
 
    “Why marry her?” 
 
    “I thought it was the right thing to do. Found out after we married that she was in love with a drug addict. Our marriage lasted only two months after Erin’s birth.” 
 
    “But you have split custody?” 
 
    “Court ordered. She fooled the judge. She acted like a doting mother in front of the court. Even with all my money, I couldn’t win the way I wanted to. However, I have a firm handle on Erin’s life when she is not with me. I control all the money, I own the house, I hire and pay for the help, and they are all very loyal to me.” 
 
    “And Erin’s mother?” 
 
    “She comes and goes as she pleases. I think she despises her daughter. It’s ironic, she got pregnant to trap me, and now she feels trapped. She leaves Erin with Pam, the nanny, most of the time.” 
 
    “Noah, I’m sorry.” I never imagined this was his life. 
 
    “You have nothing to be sorry for and as you can see I have everything under control and Erin is a very happy child.” Noah pushed open the glass door and held it for me. As I walked passed him, I felt the controlled temperature in the wine cellar change. The heat coming off our skin made it hard to breathe. 
 
    “Noah, you are incredibly good-looking, you’re smart and successful. Why do you pay for escorts?” There I asked it. I knew the women he brought home were all paid escorts, and I could not understand why he had to resort to paying for sex. 
 
    “I don’t want a complicated relationship. I can harass them then send them on their way.” Noah placed his glass down on the table and reached for mine. He refilled both our glasses.  
 
    “Is that what I am to you?” 
 
    He didn’t respond at first. I could tell he thought about my question. “I don’t know what you are to me.” 
 
    “Well, that hurts, but I didn’t expect a kind answer to come from you, I assume you view me the same way you do your escorts, and I don’t believe the reason you idiot escorts is that it’s uncomplicated.” 
 
    His head jerk around and his eyes receded deeper into his face. I thought he’d reprimand me but instead, his mouth covered mine. Our hands explored each other’s body as we thrust our tongues deep into the other’s mouth. He palmed my breast with one hand and grabbed my rear with the other. I pushed into his groin feeling his erection against my stomach. I needed this man. I needed to feel him inside of me, and just as fast as it started, it stopped.  
 
    He stopped and pushed me away. “Go to bed.” He demanded. 
 
    I took in a sharp inhale, touched my swollen lips and stared at him. Confused by his sudden shift, I opened my mouth to speak, but he cut me off. 
 
    “Go to bed, Natalie. Now.” 
 
    I left. I felt humiliated and angry, and I dreaded tomorrow. I feared what tomorrow would bring. Noah never responded in such a cruel way. Would Noah be open and affectionate or would he be cruel and kick me out of his house? I may have crossed a line and tomorrow I may pay the consequences. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t sleep at all, and it showed under my eyes. Noah would’ve known if he looked at me, but he avoided me giving nothing away to Erin. He protected her from any negativity no matter how large or small.  
 
    The three of us stayed home the entire day. Thankfully, Erin spent most of the day with her father. Sunday was his day, so I could break away and get things done like my laundry and some reading. Noah called me down when it was time for Erin to leave. We gave each other a big hug and a kiss. “I’ll see you in one week,” I said to her as I tapped her nose. “I’ll miss you.” I meant that in so many ways. Not only was I losing my sidekick, but also, we were losing our chaperone and the one person who softened Noah.  
 
    As soon as Erin’s driver pulled away, I tried to escape to my bedroom, but instead, he blocked my way. His impenetrable gaze left me frozen in place.  
 
    “Natalie, are you running away from me?” 
 
    “If you’d let me.” I felt tears well up in my eyes. 
 
    Noah opened his mouth as if he considered saying something as he moved his hands up to touch me but stopped himself. Instead, he stepped aside. I moved past him and sought comfort in my room.  
 
    I took a hot bath and went to bed early. For the first time in this house, I felt uneasy, and I hoped that Noah would not be around much this coming week. I had my fill of inconsiderate men; men that treated me with disrespect. I was not up for another. I stared up at the ceiling praying sleep would find me.  
 
      
 
    I gasped for air and opened my eyes. Was this part of my nightmare or was he here? Did he try suffocating me? I tried to push him away, but I could not move him. I screamed, "NO! Get off me!”  
 
    “Natalie, you’re having a nightmare. Wake up.”  
 
    I realized where I was. I stared at Noah, his face warping into another face I tried to forget. We were in my dark room, and he was on my bed holding my arms.  
 
    “Natalie, wake up, it’s a nightmare.” I heard his voice clearly now. It was a nightmare. It was not real. I stared at Noah’s face, again, and my fear subsided then I crashed into him. My grip relentless as I pulled him closer to me, I cried. 
 
    He rubbed the back of my head. “Natalie, it’s okay. You’re safe.” He pushed me back to get a better look at me. “You’re safe.” He repeated. “I was in Erin’s room and heard you yelling. It was a nightmare. You’re safe.” 
 
    I felt safe in his arms. My breath slowed down, and I curled deeper into Noah’s body. My head nestled under his chin as Noah held me and rocked me until my body stopped shaking. He kissed the top of my head while whispering reassuring words. 
 
    He reached for my chin tilting it up towards his face. Noah whispered my name then kissed me but this time it felt different.  
 
    It was gentle like two lovers would kiss. I lay back in my bed and brought Noah with me. He came willingly. I reached for the hem of his t-shirt and drew it over his head. He followed by doing the same to mine. He covered me with the warmth of his body and tenderly kissed my mouth. I reached down between our bodies and grabbed onto his waistband. He moved my hand away and stood back on his knees. Looking down at me, he slid his hands over my body caressing my warm skin. With his fingers wrapped under the waistband of my pajama bottoms, he dragged them over my hips down passed my ankles. Staring down at my naked body, he then removed his pants. His erection sprung out, and I felt a rush between my legs.  
 
    He hovered over me pushing his erection into my thigh. I arched back when he took my taut nipple into his mouth and sucked hard. His other hand caressed the side of my body grabbing at my skin, moving under me, kneading my rear. I grasped onto him pulling him closer as if it were possible to be any closer. I opened my legs, and he positioned his swollen head at my opening. I was wet for him and I felt my wetness dripping down and back between my thighs. He moaned and then entered with one firm, hard thrust. 
 
    He breathed in my ear, “Natalie, I love the way you feel.” He moaned again, “I will never get enough.” 
 
    My hips met his every thrust attempting to take him in deeper. This was everything I needed. Weeks of trying to suppress my need, only fueling it more, finally getting what I needed most and that was to be one with Noah. I felt the same way about him as he did about me. I could never get enough. The girth of his erection felt like a balm soothing every painful ache I felt deep inside. The heat of his skin and the friction of our bodies worked out every frustration I’d felt. I heard myself demand things from him. I wanted him to move harder, faster, deeper.  
 
    He moved forward and deeper than quickened the pounding. My orgasm crept up on me; the intensity had me seeing stars. I felt my eyes roll back in my head and I exhaled his name.  
 
    His voice replaced my voice, “Natalie, idiot, Natalie, I’m coming inside of you, so hard. Baby, you feel so good.”  
 
    I felt every pump of his come filling me. When I could feel no more, Noah dropped his body weight down on top of me. He embraced me, and I felt his warm breath on the side of my neck followed by a gentle kiss. He slipped out of me, positioned his body weight off to the side of me and we fell asleep.  
 
    The next morning when I woke, Noah left. I became aware of his presence and always knew when he was absent from the house. He had not only left my room; he left the house leaving me aching for him. 
 
    He didn’t come back that week. Not once. Not a phone call. Not a text. Nothing.  
 
    Nothing, until Friday night.  
 
    It was eleven o’clock Friday night and I was already in bed for an hour. I could not sleep, again, so I went downstairs and grabbed a glass of water and two Tylenol PM. He wasn’t home, so I didn’t bother putting on a robe.  
 
    I, also, didn’t bother putting on lights since the golden glow of the security lights illuminated the space just enough to make it through the house without incident.  
 
    Once in the kitchen, I poured myself a glass of spring water from the cooler and opened the cabinet where we kept the Tylenol. Glass in hand I swallowed back two pills and headed upstairs. Just as I got to the foyer, the front door opened and the sight of a drunk Noah with some whore hanging all over him stopped me in my tracks.  
 
    Seeing me stopped Noah. He looked surprised to see me. I don’t mean surprised to see me in the foyer but surprised to see me in his house, at all.  
 
    “Did you expect me to leave?” My anger came across loud and clear.  
 
    He looked at my body from head to toe and then our eyes met but he didn’t answer me.  
 
    “Idiot, is this your wife?” The whore asked. 
 
    I firmly answered. “No.” Then I sashayed up the stairs. I would not let Noah think he got to me. I refused to run from him. At the top of the stairs, he grabbed my arm. He startled me because I didn’t know he was behind me. “Noah, let go of me,” I demanded. 
 
    “Where are you going? Don’t you want to watch?” He sinister voice ripped through me. “Come watch me harass this whore then you can go have yourself. Or better yet, I’ll come to you when I finish with her.” 
 
    Something overtook me and I drew my hand back across my body then hit him with the back of my hand as hard as I could across his face. His upper body along with his head whipped to the side from the force of contact and he almost fell over. He looked stunned. He brought his hand up to his face where blood surfaced on the skin near his eye. Then without warning, he did the unexpected. He grabbed me, pulled me into him, and kissed my mouth. I fought back but his hands trapped me. He stuck his tongue deep in my throat while he groped my body.  
 
    I surrendered to him and the intensity of his kiss changed. It softened and when our eyes met, there was some strange understanding that passed between us. His hands explored my body tenderly and our violent exchange changed. It became kinder, gentler.  
 
    Hearing something from the foyer below reminded me we were not alone. I pushed Noah away. He looked at me and I still saw the shock in his eyes. He was a confused man. I felt sorry for him because I understood his pain but that didn’t mean I’d let him disrespect me. “Noah, go to your date. She’s waiting for you.”  
 
    He reached out for me but I pulled away and walked towards my bedroom. “Natalie.” I heard him say. 
 
    “Who is that?” The whore yelled from below the staircase.  
 
    “She’s nobody.” He answered as I reached my bedroom door. Pain ripped through my core. 
 
    I heard the whore complaining about something but her slurred speech made it impossible to understand her. From my bedroom, I could hear only her voice. Was he going to harass her? How could he be so cruel to me? Couldn’t he do it somewhere else? 
 
    Torturing myself, I listened with my ear against the door. I could hear her moan and beg him for more and my heart broke into pieces that fell deep into the pit of my stomach. How could he kiss me like that, and touch me like no other woman would do for him, then harass a stranger a minute later?  
 
    The intensity of my pain perversely strengthened my need for him. It was sick and I hated that I felt this way but as my need for him grew my resolve made itself known. 
 
    A few minutes later, I heard the door shut and I padded back to my bed. He finished with her just like all the others, but this time it was different. This time I wasn’t sure he wanted to complete the task. My gut told me he harassed her to hurt me. No pleasure existed for him.  I listened as his footsteps walked past my door and then his bedroom door shut and I hoped so would my heart. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Noah and I hadn't spoken since I slapped him across his face. We were never in the same room until Erin came on Sunday night. Erin pointed out the bruise on Noah's face. 
 
    “Daddy, what happened to you?” Erin asked her father as she touched his cheek.  
 
    “Your daddy is clumsy and ran into the edge of the door,” Noah explained to his nine-year-old daughter.  
 
    Erin looked up at me then back to her father. “Does it hurt?” 
 
    “No, it’s just a reminder to be careful from now on.” Noah stood up and lifted Erin in his arms.  
 
    I shocked myself at the strength I used when I backhanded him. A bluish purple mark the size of a small distorted orange appeared on his right cheekbone. Satisfied I left a mark like that on his face; I wouldn’t dare feel sorry for him or apologize to him. He deserved it.  
 
    Erin always ate dinner at her mother’s home before she arrived on Sunday evenings. Pam did all her cooking just as I did when she was with us. I got the impression the food Erin ate at her mother’s house was not as healthy as the food she ate with Noah and me. We always watched a movie on her first night with us, and I’d make snacks. It was the only night of the week besides the Friday and Saturday before she left that Noah allowed her to stay up late. 
 
    After the movie, Noah tucked Erin in for the night. I said goodnight and hugged her but stayed in the kitchen cleaning up the few dishes left from the popcorn and drinks we all ate while watching a movie. I finished filling the dishwasher and wiping down the counter when Noah walked into the kitchen.  
 
    “Do you need any help?” He asked. 
 
    “I’m almost finished but thank you for the offer.”  
 
    Noah leaned against the counter and watched me fold the dishtowel and hang it on the pullout drying rack under the sink. “Natalie, next week I’m having a guest stay over the house for one night. She’s a friend of one of my buddies. He asked me to do this favor for him. I know the woman. I met her many times, so it’s not like she’s a stranger, but I wanted to let you know.  
 
    “You act as if I'm not used to you bringing women, strangers, into your home.”  
 
    “They're not strangers.” He tried to defend himself. 
 
    “Do you know their names?” 
 
    “Yes.” He sounded defiant. 
 
    “Last names.” 
 
    He glanced sideways at me.  
 
    “I didn’t think so.” I leaned my hip on the edge of the counter. “Noah, they are strangers.” 
 
    “There is not much I need to know about them; I’m only them.” 
 
    “But you bring them into your home, your daughters home, and my home for at least another year and a half. You should know a little about them.” 
 
    “The agency takes care of all that information for me.”  
 
    “I can see this conversation is going nowhere.” I straightened and walked out of the kitchen when Noah yelled out.  
 
    “Natalie, I don’t owe you anything especially not an explanation.” 
 
    I whipped around. “You’re correct. You owe me nothing, and that’s exactly what I expect from you. Good night.” 
 
    Ever since that night when I hit him across his face, something changed between us. It wasn't the slap but what I said to him in the wine cellar that changed things. Noah would never tell me what angered him about what I said, so I existed as normal and waited on him to show me what direction we were going in from week to week.  
 
      
 
    I was in the kitchen making lunch when I heard voices at the front door. I stepped out into the hallway to see who was there.  
 
    A tall blond woman stood in the foyer. She wore a tight flowery shirt displaying her big belly, tight washed out jeans, and red heels. I could smell her cheap perfume wafting down the long hallway and could see the layers of makeup from where I stood. 
 
    “Noah, who’s that?” She pointed at me with a long red fingernail. 
 
    “That’s Erin’s nanny,” Noah answered.  
 
    I dropped the knife I was holding on the counter and walked towards the woman. “I’m Natalie, nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Hm, you don’t look like a nanny.”  
 
    “Well, this is my first attempt at being one,” I responded as Noah laughed at what I said.  
 
    “And you are?” 
 
    “Um, let’s just say I’m Noah’s friend.” 
 
    “Do you have a name? Or shall I call you Noah’s friend?” I said as Noah laughed again.  
 
    He found me amusing. I wasn’t trying to be funny. Irritated by his explanation of my existence in his house I tried to be as snarky as possible. Unfortunately, he seemed amused. 
 
    “I have a name, it’s Shelley.” Shelley walked around the house checking everything out. “Noah, honey, thanks for letting me stay here for the night. I’ll make it worth it. Your house is beautiful. It’s so big for one person.” 
 
    “It’s not just me, Shelley. There is my daughter, and there's Natalie.” Noah was looking at me when he corrected her. 
 
    Not what I expected him to say, yet, it still didn’t make me feel any better. I walked back into the kitchen and put the sandwich I prepared in the fridge since I lost my appetite. I exited the room and headed upstairs. I heard Shelley ask Noah if I would be around while she was here. He answered with a simple yes. 
 
    I stayed up in my room and read all afternoon. I hated Noah for the sick games he liked to play with me, and now he took it to a whole new level - his friend’s whore would stay at the house overnight and would pay him with sex for the favor. I felt sick as I thought about her sharing his bed.  
 
    I tried to avoid leaving my room, but at seven o’clock, my stomach reminded me of how hungry I felt. I opened my door and peeked out into the hallway. It was quiet, so I ran downstairs. I halted as I walked into the kitchen.  
 
    A dressed Noah was sitting on a chair with a naked Shelley straddling him with her tongue down his throat. I tried to back up before they noticed me, but it was too late.  
 
    Noah looked at me like I had no right being there. “What do you want?” He spat out. 
 
    Shelley had a wicked grin on her face as she eyed me up and down. 
 
    My heart sank to my stomach, and I felt the tears well up in my eyes, but I fought them back. “My sandwich.” I wish I hadn’t opened by mouth because when I spoke, I could hear my voice crack as my throat tightened. 
 
    “Get it and leave.” The hatred in his voice cut at my soul. 
 
    I ran to the fridge, grabbed my sandwich and ran back to my room. Locked in my bedroom, I dropped the plastic wrapped sandwich on the coffee table, and sunk to the floor and cried.  
 
    I wanted to pack my bags and drive away tonight but where would I go. I had nothing. I had no one. My only choice was to stay and endure this pain. I experienced pain in my past, but there was something different about this pain. I knew in my soul, Noah didn't want to hurt me.   
 
    He was kind and loving until he pushed me away and flaunted a whore in my face. I kept going back for more because my feelings for Noah overwhelmed me. The Noah I fell in love with sometimes made moments like tonight easier to take. I felt I understood him. This behavior was not how he wanted to act. It was all he knew. But it didn’t mean I had to accept it.  
 
    I wiped the tears from my cheeks and sat up a little straighter. I could do this. Noah owed me nothing, that was true, but I also owed him nothing.  
 
    The whore downstairs meant nothing to him. He wanted none of the whores he messed. Noah wanted me. I felt, saw, and knew the difference. They meant nothing to him. He didn’t even look at them when he harassed them, but when he and I were together, his thoughts went deeper than the mere action of for pleasure or even anger, as it seemed with his whores. He loathed them when he harassed them.  
 
    Sex with me, even being near me made him feel things he did not understand. Although I understood the power I had over him, he had issues, and he was working them out on me. I would see this through, but I would not let him win at his game. 
 
    All I had to do was take the emotional punches when they came and throw a few of my own. And I would start tonight. 
 
    I stood up and marched myself into the bathroom. I turned on the hot water in the shower and waited while the shower steamed up. It was a Friday night, and I was going out. I would not spend another minute in this house with him and Shelley.  
 
    I showered, blew out my hair, and put on the sexiest little dress I owned with my favorite pair of stilettos. I looked at myself in the full- length mirror. The dress was a simple body-hugging black dress with a scoop neck and long sleeves, but the length shocked me. I had worn nothing this small in almost a year. I turned around and bent over. It was smaller than I remembered and when I turned back around I tried pulling it down a little. It made no difference, so I left it and walked out of my bedroom. 
 
    I slammed my door hoping to make him aware of my presence. I walked down to the kitchen. When I got there, they were no longer there. I opened the fridge grabbed a bottle of spring water and left. I was almost near the front door when the back door in the kitchen opened.  
 
    I dare not look back.  
 
    “Where are you going?” He asked as he walked towards me. 
 
    “Out.” I turned to answer him. 
 
    “Like that?” He pointed to the hem of my skirt. 
 
    I looked down and saw only my legs. “Yep. Have a good night.” I turned back and darted out of the house.  
 
    Once in my car, I turned on the engine. Noah stood on the porch. He motioned for me to open the window.  
 
    He sauntered over. “Are you drinking tonight?” 
 
    “Most likely.”  
 
    “Tell me where you are going.” He attempted to soften his tone, but I could hear the tension in his voice. 
 
    “I told you. Out.” I rolled up my window and waved at him. 
 
    I drove down the driveway holding my breath as I approached the gate’s sensor. Noah could deactivate the sensor from inside the front door then I could not leave. Thankfully, the gate opened, and I pulled out of the long driveway, but just before I turned out onto the street, I looked in my rearview mirror. Noah stood where I left him. How does that feel, Mr. Noah Westlake? You can sure dish it but can you take it? Have fun with your whore tonight! 
 
    Once driving, I had no idea where I wanted to go. I drove around for a half hour before I treated myself to dinner at my favorite hotel restaurant. It was a trendy place where single men frequented. I gave the valet my keys and headed to the restaurant.  
 
    The hostess greeted me, “Good evening, are you dining alone or are you waiting for your party? 
 
    “Alone. I’ll just eat at the bar.” As I walked through the restaurant, my past before all the pain came back to me. I came here all the time before my ex-boyfriend robbed me of my money. It was dark and cozy. Pendant lights hung over the tables casting a warm glow throughout. It gave the restaurant a cozy feel. The rich cherry wood of the bar gleamed under the lights and the barstools upholstered in rich burgundy fabric created a sexy atmosphere. 
 
    I had my first drink in hand, a martini with olives. After many sips, I settled back in my chair. I had done nothing like this for myself since before I dated my ex. It felt nice to be out amongst strangers who knew nothing about me.  
 
    I ordered a second drink and my dinner. I chatted a little with the bartender and the man sitting to my right. He often traveled to California on business while his wife and three kids waited at home. At one point, he pulled out his wallet to show me pictures of his family, a nice looking family. He took great pride, and I enjoyed listening to him.  
 
    Half way through my meal and my third drink, two very handsome younger men sat down next to me. Right away, they offered to buy me a drink. I accepted, and we continued to talk. They were also visiting California on business. One had a girlfriend back home, but the other was single. The single guy took great interest in my legs, which prompted me to pull on my way too short hemline. He was cute, but I had no interest in him.  
 
    I finished my dinner as they continued to chat me up and buy me another drink. I was feeling a little drunk, so I declined. Not your messy slurring kind of drunk, more of the giggly emboldened kind of drunk, but I couldn’t drive home. Conveniently, I was at a hotel bar. Noah would lose it if I stayed out all night, but it was better than listening to him screw his whore all night. 
 
    The bartender cleared my dinner plate, and I turned towards the two men to continue our fascinating conversation about the word gumption. The things one finds entertaining when drunk. The three of us were acting ridiculous, but I was having fun. I ordered one last drink, mineral water with lime and asked the bartender to bring me my bill. He returned with the drink but no bill. “You forgot the check.”  
 
    “No, the check was paid.” I looked at the men next to me and thanked them, but they denied having anything to do with it. “Who paid for all of this?” I questioned the bartender. 
 
    The bartender pointed above my head. I turned and scanned the room then turned back. “Do you know how long he’s been sitting there?” I asked the bartender. 
 
    “He arrived about twenty minutes after you. He sat there the whole time sipping his scotch and watching you.” 
 
    “Tell me, is he making his way over here?” I asked knowing the answer already. 
 
    “Yep.” The bartender answered then walked away. 
 
    Everyone walked away. The two guys who kept me company all night moved about four seats down and acted like I was a stranger and the family man to my right, up and left. I stayed still and stared straight ahead when Noah approached me on my left. 
 
    “You’ve been enjoying yourself.” I felt his smoldering voice through my entire body. 
 
    “Yes, thank you.” I sounded curt. “I was enjoying myself.” 
 
    “Ah, past tense, and now you are not enjoying yourself because I’m here.” Noah controlled his tone. 
 
    “You said it not me.”  
 
    “Well, maybe I can help change that.” Noah pointed to the bartender, and he ran right over. “Another Scotch, please.” 
 
    “I doubt it.” I looked around the restaurant. “Where’s your little friend, Shelley?” 
 
    “She’s home.”  
 
    “Hm. I guess she already reimbursed you for the night’s stay.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Who is she, again?” I asked, irritated at myself for caring. 
 
    “She’s a friend of a friend.” 
 
    “You mean she’s your friend's mistress and not loyal to him.”  
 
    “Jealous, Natalie.” He outlined my face from my ear to my chin with his finger. 
 
    “Not at all, she’s a skank.” I felt emboldened. 
 
    “Harsh.”  
 
    I turned to look at him. “You would know all about that.”  
 
    “Now, Natalie, I drove all this way, paid for your dinner and drinks, and you are not very nice.” 
 
    Through my teeth, I cursed. “Idiot off.” I tried to stand, but he stayed me with one touch to my arm.  
 
    “Where are you going, Natalie?” 
 
    “Somewhere far from you.” 
 
    “No you're not. I got us a room. I’m taking you upstairs.” 
 
    “Oh, no, that’s not happening.” I huffed at how brazen he was. “You were just that skank, do you think I want that inside of me after her?” I pointed at his crotch. 
 
    He grabbed my neck and breathed his words into my ear. “Natalie. I didn’t harass her nor will I forget you. You are drunk. Now, come.” 
 
    “I’m just a little drunk.” I defended myself. 
 
    “That’s your perception. I lost count after five martinis. That’s a lot of alcohol for a girl your size and someone that gets a little tipsy after one glass of white wine.”  
 
    I knew I couldn’t drive and as sick as it was I wanted to be near him. I wanted him to mess me. Once in the room, I knew he could not control himself. I wanted to always be near Noah Westlake. He had a hold on me I couldn’t explain. I knew he felt something similar. He was here. He left the skank and came to me. 
 
    I stood, and Noah stepped aside for me to lead the way. I walked towards the hallway keeping a three-foot pace ahead of him. He did not bother to quicken his step to be by my side, and I realized he was most enjoying the view of my behind in this little black dress. I stood in front of the elevator doors but did not press the button. He came alongside me and reached in front of me to press the button. I stared straight ahead though I inhaled his scent as the breeze off his skin passed in front of me.  
 
    When the elevator doors opened, Noah gestured with his hand for me to enter. I stepped in and turned continuing to keep my stare straight ahead. Noah followed in after me, pressed the button for the top floor and stood to eye me up but said nothing. I broke eye contact and looked up over his head. I wanted to fidget, but I didn’t want him to know how uncomfortable I felt.  
 
    The elevator doors opened on the top floor, Noah turned and exited before me. Four doors were surrounding a glass table adorned with a large flower arrangement in the center of a large foyer. He pointed to the door to our right. The gold plate on the door read Suite 2. I waited as he keyed in a number on the soft padded lock. He stepped aside, and I walked past him.  
 
    Decorated with shades of green and white the suite looked serene. A living room with two couches and a coffee table were the first pieces of furniture I noticed upon entering. To the right, there was a dining room table with six chairs and an all-white flower arrangement of Cala Lilies, Roses, Freesia and Lilacs in the center. To the left, French double doors opened to a king size bed covered with white fluffy bedding and way too many fern colored pillows. At the foot of the bed, a white upholstered bench stood with a dark leather overnight bag on top. 
 
    I turned back to look at Noah.  
 
    “I packed your clothes to change into tomorrow.” Noah nodded towards the bag. “And some toiletries.” 
 
    “Any pajamas,” I asked. 
 
    “No.” His answer clipped. 
 
    Noah walked toward the bathroom while I opened the leather bag. The first thing I grabbed was a smaller leather bag. When I walked into the bathroom, Noah stood to face the toilet. I dropped the toiletry bag on the marble countertop. Noah looked over at me but said nothing. I searched through the bag. He packed all the necessities: A hair tie to hold my hair back while I washed my face, my face wash, my toothbrush and his, toothpaste, facial moisturizer, deodorant, shampoo and conditioner, and a comb and brush.  
 
    “Did I forget anything?” He asked as he shook off the few remaining drops of piss from the tip of his cock. 
 
    I nodded. “Thank you for this.” 
 
    Noah moved to the sink and flipped on the water. “It’s more for me than you.” He said as he worked the soap between his hands.  
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    He didn’t answer me, dried his hands and walked out of the bathroom. 
 
    I followed behind him. “Noah, what does that mean?” 
 
    He unbuttoned his shirt and shrugged out of it. He draped it over the chair in the corner of the room. He turned to face me. His broad chest was too much of a distraction. I wanted to run into his arms and feel his warm skin against mine. “Natalie, did you think I would sit at home once you left the house?” 
 
    “Noah, I’m allowed to go out, and you had naked Shelley to keep you busy.”  
 
    “I don’t want Shelley.” 
 
    “Do you flaunt your whores in my face to make me jealous?” The thought was like a punch to my stomach. 
 
    “You may not believe this, but those whores have nothing to do with you.” He slipped his trousers off. I kept my eyes focused on the upper portion of his body. “I owe you no explanation. You wanted me as much as I wanted you and that didn’t mean I would change anything about my life.” 
 
    “Maybe you are right you do not owe me an explanation. But kindness, maybe you owe me that.” 
 
    Now he looked like someone who got punched in the gut. There was silence and a long, painful stare until he spoke again. “Let’s get ready for bed.”  
 
    I let out a frustrated sigh, slipped off my stilettos and walked back into the bathroom. Just as I finished washing my face and brushing my teeth, Noah walked in wearing nothing but his gray boxer briefs, his bulge unavoidable. Using my face wash, he washed his face then brushed his teeth. I stood next to him working moisturizer into my skin. When he finished, he came behind me and released my hair from the hair tie. He grabbed my loose hair and placed it over my shoulder. I stared at him in the mirror while he leaned in and sucked on the exposed skin of my neck. Tilting to one side, I offered him more of my skin.  
 
    His hands moved over the material that still covered my body. When his fingers found the hem of my dress, he wrapped them under and pulled my little black dress over my head. The sound of the material moving over my skin and the brush of his knuckles all the way up sent chills throughout my body. I ached for him to bend me forward and fill me.  
 
    His warm breath still lingered on my skin, and his fingers trailed down my spine until they reached the clasp of my bra. With one quick movement, my bra was loose. I dropped my arms to my side, and the bra slipped onto the floor.  
 
    Noah and I were now on the same level playing field; He in his boxer briefs, I, in my black lace panties. He stopped and stared at me in the mirror. His hands rested on my hips, his eyes hanging heavy, the color made deeper from lust, my breasts full and heavy from that same lust.  
 
    “Bed,” was all he said right before he walked out of the bathroom.  
 
    I followed behind him. He walked to the far side of the bed and pulled back the comforter and the blankets. He climbed out of his underwear and slid into bed, covering himself with just the blankets. He then held up the covers on my side of the bed, and I joined him sans panties.  
 
    Noah leaned over, kissed my mouth, pulled me close to him and then… nothing.  
 
    He wasn’t kidding. He would not have sex with me because I had too much to drink.  
 
    But…  
 
    I needed him to mess me especially because I was drunk. I was horny. I snuggled in closer to him, my behind pushing into his hard as a rock erection but he stayed. His one arm wrapped around my stomach and his other tucked under my pillow, his chin rested on the top of my head. I pushed back into his rock hard erection a little more… 
 
    “Natalie, go to sleep.” He spoke sternly. 
 
    Dang, what freaking willpower!  
 
    The morning was a different story. I slept off my drunk and Noah messed me three times before we left the hotel room. The first time started when I felt his hands moving over my body. I was awake enough to take Noah. We hadn’t even changed position. We stayed spooning, and I separated my legs just enough for him to slip in from behind. His hand that rested on my belly moved a few inches down between my legs. He found me soaking wet and responded with a moan. It took all of a few minutes to send me over the edge.  
 
    When I finished, he moved his hand and grabbed my breast while pounding faster and deeper into me to find his release. Within minutes we both fell back to sleep, Noah’s cock remained soft inside of me.  
 
    The second time, we woke from our early morning nap, I turned to him, and he pinned me down and covered me. The next thing I felt was his cock inside of me. Then back to sleep. 
 
    The third time was in the shower. Noah pinned my back against the wall, and finger messed me then dropped to his knees adding in a little tongue-lashing until my knees trembled and I could no longer stand. He finished by whirling me around and me from behind.  
 
    Then he fed me breakfast.  
 
    A kind and benevolent man! 
 
    I dreaded going home. I had my car, so I called Noah who was following behind me.  
 
    “Noah, I have errands to run. I’ll be home later.” 
 
    There was a long pause.  
 
    “Noah, did you hear me?” I asked. 
 
    “She won’t be there.” 
 
    Another long pause, “On second thought I’ll do them later.” I was about to disconnect but stopped when Noah spoke. 
 
    “Natalie, I’m sorry.” 
 
    That was all he said. As a woman, I wanted to hear more. I wanted to know what specifically he was apologizing. He was changing, and I, determined to see this through because this man had my heart in a way no other human being ever had. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Natalie, can you come into my office? Noah came from upstairs and stood just outside the kitchen. 
 
    I leaned on the counter finishing my glass of water. I sized him up. “I can and I will.” 
 
    He eyed me suspiciously. “Good. Thank you.” 
 
    I wondered why he acted so serious. What was he up to? I placed the empty glass in the sink and walked out of the kitchen and into his office. 
 
    Mrs. Ross sat on the couch bent over, looking through papers scattered on the coffee table. She looked up at me when I entered the room. Noah sat behind his desk studying me as I walked towards him.  
 
    “Have a seat Natalie.” He gestured to the chair closest to where I stood. 
 
    I sat down, crossed my legs, and folded my hands on my knee.  
 
    He spoke. “Natalie, I’m hosting an important dinner party next week here at the house. It will be a catered event downstairs in the wine cellar. The guest of honor is Senator Garrity. There will be high profile people attending this party…” 
 
    “No problem, I’ll stay in my room.” I interrupted him. 
 
    “That's not where I'm going with this. I’d like it…” 
 
    “I can leave for the night, no problem.” I interrupted him again. 
 
    “Natalie, can you please let me finish?” Irritation laced his words.  
 
    Mrs. Ross cleared her throat as she sat on the couch behind us. Both Noah and I glanced over at her. She continued scrutinizing the pile of papers in front of her. 
 
    Noah continued. “Natalie, I’d like you to attend. I don’t want you hiding out in the house or forced to find something to do outside of the home.” 
 
    “Mr. Westlake I don’t think it’s a good idea. I’m more of an introvert…” 
 
    “You’ll attend, and it’s not up for discussion.” Noah paused. “And you’ll need a cocktail dress. I’ll pay for it. When you decide which dress have Mrs. Ross order it for you.” 
 
    I had nothing more to say and neither did Noah. I stood, walked out of the room and upstairs to my bedroom. I opened my laptop and searched for a dress. 
 
    A few minutes later, there was a soft knock on the door. “Natalie, Can I come in?” 
 
    Thank goodness it was Mrs. Ross. “Come in,” I called out from the couch.  
 
    She walked in and sat down beside me. She leaned over and looked at my computer screen. “Don’t worry Natalie; you’ll be fine. All we have to do is find you a stunning dress.”  
 
    “Why does he want me there?”  
 
    “He may enjoy torturing you. He knows you’ll be uncomfortable. Maybe, he wants to push you out of your comfort zone.” 
 
    “I think he relishes in torturing me.” I skimmed through the dresses on the screen in front of me.  
 
    “Natalie, did you not hear Noah? He’s paying for the dress.” Mrs. Ross took the computer away from me and browsed dresses on Saks Fifth Avenue site. She clicked on preferences, which included all dresses two thousand dollars, and above, and we began our search.  
 
    From the first page, I saw the dress I wanted to wear. “That one Mrs. Ross.”
Mrs. Ross regarded me with a smile. “You have excellent taste, Ms. Natalie Hill. Order it!” 
 
    I giggled. “But it’s a five thousand dollar cocktail dress.” 
 
    “It is, and it is perfection, and it will look stunning on you. Now order it! And don’t forget the shoes.” 
 
    I clicked on my size, added the shoes and filled out the information. Mrs. Ross typed in the billing information, clicked on express shipping, we reviewed the order and hit send.  
 
    “Will you be at the party, Mrs. Ross?” 
 
    “No, I no longer attend events since my husband can not escort me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry about your husband.” Mrs. Ross shared little personal information, but she made me aware of her husband’s heart condition weeks ago.  
 
    “Natalie, I’m just so thankful that he’s still with me.” She patted my knee. “Now, back to the dinner party. I think you should wear your hair straight and back in a tight ponytail off your face. The mock collar on that dress will set the look.”  
 
    “I agree. Mrs. Ross, I’m nervous.” 
 
    “Natalie, with your education you’ll be able to hold your own.” 
 
    “That’s not what worries me.” I looked down at my hands folded in my lap. 
 
    “Ah, I see, Noah, I mean Mr. Westlake worries you.” 
 
    “I never know what his mood will be.” 
 
    “He’ll be on his best behavior that night, and anyway, he’ll have his date to occupy his attention.” 
 
    My heart dropped to my stomach. I never considered that Noah was inviting a date to the party. After the night he promised he’d try to be better, I assumed that meant for me. “Do you know who his date is?” 
 
    “Some Russian model. I heard him talking to her this morning.” 
 
    “A model.” I wanted to vomit. 
 
    “Not a famous model but she models.” Mrs. Ross stood up from the couch. “I need to get back to work and don’t worry; you’ll be fine.”  
 
    As soon as Mrs. Ross exited my room, I panicked. Noah’s intention for wanting me to attend this party was so he could rub his Russian model in my face. That trash! 
 
    I will show him. I’ll make sure I look irresistible that night and flirt with every available man there. He’ll wish he never asked his Russian model to come as his date.  
 
    I picked up my cell and made all the appropriate appointments: Hair, skin, and nails. Then I must find some sexy lingerie because according to that picture my new silk dress is see-through.  
 
    The day of the party I worked out then read by the pool until four o’clock. The staff hired to cater the party was busy working most of the day. I passed Noah only a few times early in the day. By the third time, he stopped to talk with me. 
 
    “Natalie, do you think you should parade around in that postage stamp you call a bikini?” He asked. 
 
    “No one is paying attention.” I insisted. 
 
    “Yes, they are. You are distracting all the men setting up for my party with your sweet little donkey cheeks hanging out of that four by four piece of material.” Noah continue 
 
    “You imagine they are.” I knew they were but feigned innocence.
“No, I’m not and either way, I find it distracting.” He admitted. Something Noah Westlake, rarely, if ever, did.  
 
    “Don’t worry your girlfriend will be here to reel you in.”  
 
    “I see Mrs. Ross told you I have a date for this evening.” 
 
    “She did.” I kept things simple and friendly, but I knew he saw right through me. I wondered when his little Russian girlfriend would show up. Knowing Noah, he’d send his driver to get her in time for the party. No sooner, no later. 
 
    “Natalie, it would be inappropriate to have my daughter’s nanny as my date.” 
 
    “But not inappropriate to mess me.” 
 
    I watched his face recede at my blatant honesty. “Natalie.”  
 
    “No. Noah I don’t want to hear it anymore. You don’t owe me an explanation but what I don’t understand is why I need to be there?” 
 
    “Because I want you there.” He paused then changed the subject. “Did you get a dress?” 
 
    “Yes, thank you.”  
 
    “My pleasure.” He replied then walked away.  
 
    Once again, a cold, cruel man replaced the Noah I thought I knew. I recognized my time here was coming to an end. I could no longer ride this roller coaster with Noah Westlake. And seeing him here tonight with his date might be the end of whatever he and I have.  
 
    At five o’clock I showered. My primping crew would arrive at six, and I wanted to be ready for them. I bought a few bottles of champagne up to my room for myself and to share with the girls helping beautify me.  
 
    At six o’clock the caterer sent them up to my room. I heard a knock on the door and welcomed them in. I showed them my dress and left my look to the professionals. The stylist suggested the same look Mrs. Ross mentioned for my hair and the make-up artist decided on a smokey eye and kept everything else nude including the nail polish.  
 
    The party started at eight. I stared at myself in the mirror. I couldn’t believe the person looking back was me. I looked like someone else. Someone glamorous. My stylist spent most of the time flat ironing my hair to perfection leaving the last small detail of pulling it back to the end and my make-up added to the sleek, sexy look.  
 
    My dress was eloquent and simple: a black sleeveless silk dress with a mock ruffled collar with sequin details around the hem. Underneath I wore a La Perla one-piece body suit. The pleated details of the dress disguised my most private areas, but the black silk did little to hide my legs right up to the lines of my La Perla lingerie.  
 
    I glanced over at the clock on the desk. It was too early to go down. I’d wait, sip my champagne hoping to calm my nerves until eight fifteen then I’d join the other guests. 
 
    I heard the doorbell ring multiple times, and I wondered if Noah expected me to greet the other guests. I emptied the last bit of champagne in my glass and looked at myself one last time. I took in a deep breath and exited my room. 
 
    My insides quivered as I walked down the stairs. From the bottom step I stared at the backs of many of the guests, I scanned the room for Noah, and though I couldn’t see him, I could hear his voice. I circled the one column and stepped into the room.  
 
    The entire room fell silent as they watched me enter the party. I glimpsed at Noah. He stopped mid-conversation when he noticed me. He shifted his body to face me, and I watched his eyes move up then down over my body. His lips parted then he took in a deep breath. He brought the scotch glass he held up to his mouth and emptied it. Just then a waiter scurried over to him and held out an empty silver tray. Without taking his eyes off me, he placed the empty glass on the tray.  
 
    I didn’t know what he thought, but the hungry look in his eyes made my heart palpitate. I bit down on my bottom lip then looked around for someone or something to distract me from his firm stare. I approached and greeted the person closest to me. 
 
    “Good Evening, my name is Natalie Hill.” 
 
    “Hello Natalie, my name is Aaron Best, and this is my wife, Sharon.”  
 
    “Nice to meet both of you.” I could feel Noah coming towards me, but I continued in light conversation with Aaron and Sharon Best. 
 
    “Natalie.” Noah came up alongside me and wrapped his arm around my waist. “Aaron, you don’t mind if I steal Natalie away, do you?” 
 
    The Best’s smiled at Noah as he swept me away. He pulled me off to the side near the front door. He stared at me but said nothing. I looked at him with a closed lip smile waiting for him to speak.  
 
    Nothing. 
 
    So I spoke. “Noah, is everything okay?” 
 
    He took in a deep breath and fixated on my face.  
 
    “Noah?” 
 
    He broke his stare. “Natalie, you look beautiful.” He finally put a sentence together. He reached for my neck but stopped himself before he touched my skin. 
 
    I couldn’t stand it anymore. I leaned in, placed my hand on Noah's cheek while I kissed his other cheek. “Thank you, Noah, so do you.” When I stepped back, he attempted to reach out then stopped himself, again. 
 
    I looked around the room seeking his Russian beauty. She stood with a puss on her face. “I think your date is looking for you. Introduce me.” 
 
    I walked back into the center of the party straight towards his Russian date. She was attractive but didn’t look like a supermodel. She was also young; too young for Noah. I wondered if she came out of one of those Russian mail order bride catalogs. 
 
    I walked up to her, extended my hand and spoke to her in what little Russian I knew. She shook my hand and seemed to appreciate my attempt to communicate with her in Russian. I introduced myself and I watched as the Russian model’s face softened.  
 
    Noah stood behind me. “I didn’t know Russian was in your repertoire. It wasn’t on your resume.” He said under his breath for only me to hear. 
 
    “I didn’t put it on my resume because I’m not fluent,” I whispered back. 
 
    “Noah, you never told me you had a sister.” Noah’s Russian model slapped him on his arm. 
 
    “A sister?” Noah questioned confused.  
 
    “Noah loves to act like I don’t exist.” I joked and slapped him on the arm where his date just hit him. 
 
    “Excuse us.” Noah grabbed me by my arm and dragged me away, again. 
 
    “You told her I was your brother?” 
 
    “No. I told her I was your sister.” I tapped him on the nose and walked away. I looked back at him and said one more thing. “Have fun tonight.” 
 
    After I had mingled a little, I searched out another cocktail, preferably the champagne variety I drank earlier in the evening. I found a waiter with a tray and followed him until I caught up with him. I lifted a glass from his tray and thanked him. He tried to make polite conversation until he became downright rude and asked me what I was doing after the party. I was in no mood, so I walked away. 
 
    I stood on the outskirts of the room watching the guests talk and schmooze with each other. At first, I tried not to notice him but then as I scanned the room our eyes met. I gave him a wink and raised my glass to him. He nodded his head and went back to the conversation he was having with one of his guests. His Russian girlfriend hung on his arm looking out into space not even attempting to be interested in the conversation.  
 
    I walked the perimeter of the room alone. The guests seemed to enjoy themselves, and many of them interacted with each other like they've known each other for years. 
 
    My mind drifted as I considered why Noah wanted me here. He paid no attention to me and wouldn't look at me. The only two possible reasons: he wanted to make me jealous, or he wanted to make me feel like the outcast. The one thing that continued replaying in my mind was Noah saying, “it would be inappropriate to have my daughter’s nanny as my date.”  
 
    Lost in thought, I hadn’t realized a man came up beside me. “Hello there.” 
 
    I jumped. “I’m sorry I didn’t see you there.” 
 
    “You seemed distracted. My name is Douglas Maas.” 
 
    “Hi, I’m Natalie Hill.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Natalie Hill.” He extended his hand for me to shake. The oily tone of his voice sent up warning signals to my feminine brain. 
 
    He wasn’t an attractive man. His hair looked disheveled and in need of a wash unless he layered it with too many styling products, but either way, chunks of dandruff littered his hair. His smile revealed crooked teeth in need of a good floss. He had a lecherous expression on his face, and he made my skin crawl, but I felt I needed to be polite since he was a guest in Noah’s home. I felt disappointed that he singled me out. Out of all the people at this party and this man approached me to talk. 
 
    “Nice to meet you.” I lied and stared straight ahead hoping to create some distance. I didn’t want to do anything that would lead him on. 
 
    “You’re the most beautiful woman in this room. Did you come with a date?” He asked as I swore I felt some of his spit hit my cheek. Inconspicuously, I wiped my cheek.  
 
    Did he think he had a chance with me? “Thank you and no.” 
 
    “And how do you know Noah?”  
 
    I glanced over at Noah. He stared back at me then he looked at Douglas. Noah adjusted his tie at the knot then pulled at his collar. His eyes tightened as he glared at us.  
 
    He couldn’t possibly be jealous of the man standing next to me. Douglas made me feel like I needed a shower while he needed a toothbrush, floss, and a bottle of Head and Shoulders.  
 
    “I take care of Noah’s daughter.” 
 
    “Ah, the nanny. The thought of you as a nanny is very intriguing.”  
 
    “Excuse me.” Forget politeness; this man deserved no such treatment. He was a pig. “I will walk away now.” 
 
    Douglas grabbed my arm. “Not yet, nanny, I want to talk to you. I have questions about your studies.” 
 
    On the defensive because of his audacious and lewd behavior, I only noticed Noah walking towards us like the stealth of a man on a covert mission when he was a few steps from us.  
 
    “Douglas, how are you doing tonight?” Noah asked as he put his body between Douglas and me.  
 
    “Fine, I was just trying to get Natalie to tell me about her work as a nanny.” He stepped around Noah to address me. “Do you wear a special outfit?” 
 
    Noah’s body seemed to grow bigger as he towered over Douglas and closed the space between them. Between his teeth, Noah spoke. “Doug, go get yourself another drink and leave this young woman alone. Do you understand?” 
 
    Douglas stepped back away from Noah. “I hear you loud and clear.” Then he walked away. 
 
    Noah fixated on me. I sensed regret, but it was too little too late. He reached for my arm just as one waiter called everyone to dinner. I pulled away just as his date approached. She linked her arm in his dragging him down the stairs. I followed behind the other guests as we made our way down to the wine cellar.  
 
    The table looked magnificent. Each place setting had a card engraved with a guest's name. I looked for mine, found it and sat down. Noah placed me at the opposite end of where he and his date sat. I was the last seat at my end of the table, and the seat across from me and the seat at the head of my end of the table were both empty, which left no reason for anyone to look in my direction.  
 
    Noah was at the head of the table at his end, and his Russian date sat to his left. I watched as she leaned in to whisper in his ear. She’d tap him on his shoulder to get his attention, and I saw his jaw tick every time she interrupted his conversation with Senator Garrity. A few times, he even dismissed her with a wave of his hand.  
 
    I made it through dinner with polite conversation. Every person there knew each other, so the conversations centered on mutual topics. I was the outsider.  
 
    Douglas sat near the center of the table on the opposite side of me, so he had a clear view of where I sat. I could feel him looking at me multiple times during the night yet I made sure never to be looking in his direction when he did. I noticed Noah eyeing him suspiciously when he caught Douglas staring at me. If I read the situation correctly, Noah didn’t trust this guy, at least not around me.  
 
    I felt a little like an outcast during the entire meal, but I put on a pleasant smile and listen politely to the surrounding conversations. Not one person tried to engage with me but I understood since I was Noah’s guest and even he did not try to include me. He was the only person I knew there, and I couldn’t imagine he’d treat any of his other guests the way he treated me. 
 
    Every so often, Noah spoke to everyone at the table while his date sat closer to him rubbing his arm and when I couldn’t see her hand I assumed she was rubbing something else.  
 
    Most of the time he engaged with the Senator who sat to his right or the people in proximity to him. Never once did he engage with me. He wouldn’t even look at me. I focused on my food and the wine waiting for the night to end.  
 
    After dinner and dessert, the guests mingled around the wine cellar. Noah opened a few of his more rare selections to share. Everyone seemed to enjoy their night while they sipped their expensive wines and port and conversed about politics. Noah’s date hung on his arm ignoring everyone around her. All she seemed to want to do was pet the host.  
 
    I decided it was time to excuse myself from the festivities. I said a group goodnight, then in front of everyone thanked the host for his kind hospitality and made my way upstairs. When I reached the upstairs hallway, I ran back down to the kitchen for a bottle of spring water.  
 
    As I pivoted, Douglas Maas stood at the top of the stairs. I jumped back not expecting anyone to be there especially not him. Though there was a house full of people, I felt unsafe. Everyone mingled on the lower level. They wouldn’t hear me if I yelled.  
 
    “Are you lost?” I asked him. 
 
    “Nope, I found what I’m looking for.” Douglas stalked towards me.  
 
    I walked backward away from him. “And what is that?” 
 
    “You.” He continued closing in on me.  
 
    The only place I could escape to was a bedroom, but the last thing I wanted to do was get trapped behind a closed door with this scumbag. “Douglas, you should go back downstairs and join your friends.” 
 
    “No, not when a beautiful woman is in need of a man to show her a good time.” 
 
    “Douglas, you are mistaken, and you should go.” I walked until my back hit the wall. Douglas took full advantage of my unfortunate situation and jumped me using his body weight to pin me against the wall. He pulled at my face trying to cover my mouth with his, but I squirmed enough to keep him from succeeding. I tried to yell, but he covered my mouth. He dragged me to the door nearest to us. I pulled away and heard my dress tear. He gripped my arm again and pushed me into the bedroom. I screamed, but his hand covered my mouth.  
 
    "Jerk, don't you know this is part of your job as the hired help." His hot breath covered my ear as I felt his erection push into my stomach. I tried to break free, but he pinned me up against the wall. 
 
     Then, I no longer felt the weight of his body on top of me.  
 
    Noah pulled him off and grabbed him by the shirt dragging him down the stairs. I couldn’t see what happened next, but I heard Noah tell Douglas to get the heck out of his home and something about consequences when you mess with the wrong person.  
 
    I ran into my room, walked into the closet and stared at myself in the full-length mirror. Tears ran down my face leaving black streaks around my eyes. I unzipped my ripped dress, let it fall in a pool around my feet and stood in front of the mirror wearing only my La Perla lingerie and my heels. Just as I walked out of my closet, there was a knock on my door. 
 
    He stuck his head in before I could answer. “Natalie.” He called out. 
 
    Noah caught me standing there in nothing more than my black embroidered La Perla lingerie and heels, tears running down my face.  
 
    “May I come in?”  
 
    “Yes.” I sniffled and wiped at my tears. 
 
    Noah scanned my face and body then proceeded towards me with his arms extended reaching for me. 
 
    “Noah, what can I do for you?” I cried and recoiled from him before he could close in on me.  
 
    My body language halted him, and he dropped his arms to the side. “Natalie, I’m sorry. Are you okay? When I realized that mongrel disappeared, I feared the worse. I thought I was too late.” 
 
    “He’s a disgusting predator. How could you be friends with him?” I retreated into myself by wrapping my arms around my waist feeling the need to protect myself from everyone. 
 
    “I’m not, I only know of him through Senator Garrity and in a couple of hours someone will make sure he never tries anything like that again.” Noah ignored my attempts to keep him away, wrapped his arms around me and brought me to my bed. Curled up in his arms a torrent of emotions washed over me and I cried.  
 
    I purged myself of every pent up emotion I’d felt over the past few months while Noah rocked me in his arms. When I was through, exhaustion settled into my bones, and all I wanted was to be alone. I extracted myself from his embrace and stood up from the bed.  
 
    I wiped my tears, cleared my throat, and calmly spoke. “Noah, if your intention for tonight was to make me feel worse about being alone in this world with no one to lean on, you succeeded. I feel that way every day but tonight brought it home. I never felt more alone than I did after spending an evening as your guest at this dinner party with your so-called friends and even you, who I thought would be kind and attempt to make me feel like you wanted me there but instead, you snubbed me. So guess what Noah, I declare you the winner. You won tonight. You succeeded at your attempt to humiliate me and make me feel like an outcast.” I walked into my bathroom. “So now go back to your date.”  
 
    “Natalie…” He looked like I rammed a steel rod into his stomach.  
 
    “No! I can’t do this anymore.” 
 
    Noah’s blood left his face. He stood still not knowing how to react. 
 
    Standing on the threshold of the bathroom door, I continued to speak to him with a calm and steady voice. “Noah, leave. And as you finish out your date and harass the trash out of her ask yourself one question why does Natalie deserve less than her? What did I do to you?  Why do you treat me like this? And why do you consistently need to hurt me?” I felt relief as I unleashed this on him. “And do me a favor just for tonight. Harass her in your bedroom. I’m not in the mood to hear her moaning your name from the downstairs couch!”  
 
    Just before I slammed the bathroom door in his face, I demanded one last request. “Lock my bedroom door when you leave. I don't want another man coming in here thinking he can have his way with me.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    I hadn’t left my room since Friday night. Saturday I stayed in bed all day, except when I snuck downstairs to get a few bottles of water. Thankfully, I didn’t run into Noah. The pain of Friday night still lingered, and I had no desire rehashing things with him. I suspected Noah entertained his Russian girlfriend outside the home since I heard nothing from either of them after he showed up to my room Friday night. At least he demonstrated a modicum of respect for my request by not her on the couch. 
 
    Late afternoon, I heard footsteps outside my bedroom door, but they retreated within seconds. I felt Noah listened outside my door making sure I was still alive.  
 
    At around nine Saturday night, he knocked on my door.  
 
    “Yes,” I yelled from my bed. 
 
    “Natalie, are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “I cooked dinner. I thought you’d be hungry.” 
 
    “I’m not. I’m going to bed.”  
 
    “Can we talk? I’d like to apologize to you.” 
 
    “Apology accepted Noah. Have a good night.” 
 
    He tapped on the door, again, and spoke. His voice sounded like he was talking into the crack between the door and the wall. “Natalie, honey, I’m sorry I hurt you. I feel sick about the way I treated you.”  
 
    I rolled into fetal position as I absorbed what he said, but I didn’t respond. 
 
    “I care about you.” He whispered into the closed door. 
 
    Five minutes later, I heard him walk away. 
 
    By Sunday, I was starving, and I had to go downstairs to eat. I wanted to avoid Noah, but I knew that would be impossible because tonight Erin was coming home.  
 
    I showered and slipped downstairs. Thankfully, Noah was nowhere in sight. 
 
    I opened the fridge and pulled out a Tupperware container filled with food. I assumed it was the dinner Noah made the night before. I removed the cover, and instantly the delicious smell of food hit my nose. He made chicken with mushrooms, mashed potatoes, and string beans. I plated my dinner and heated it in the microwave. When the microwave stopped, I retrieved my meal then sat at the table alone.  
 
    Famished after not eating since Friday night, the first few bites couldn’t hit my stomach fast enough. Just as I forked a bite into my mouth, the front door opened. I looked down at the expansive space leading to the front door to see Noah standing there. He crept towards the kitchen not taking his eyes off of me. I looked away as I shoveled another bite into my mouth. 
 
    “How is it?” He asked.  
 
    “Delicious. You made this?” 
 
    “I did.” He pulled out the chair next to me. “Natalie, I’m so sorry for everything.” 
 
    “It’s okay; I’m over it.” I waved him off and continued devouring my food. 
 
    “I’m not, and I don’t believe you are.” 
 
    “Noah, please drop it. The experience was humiliating and painful enough I’d rather not rehash it.” 
 
    “Natalie, I want to make it up to you.” 
 
    “How?” I asked as I took another bite of chicken refusing to look at him. 
 
    “This Friday night I’d like to take you out to dinner, and I want you to wear that dress again.” 
 
    “The dress is ruined. He ripped it.” 
 
    Noah cringed as I spoke.  
 
    “That dress would only remind me of that night and him and besides we have Erin Friday night.” I reminded him. 
 
    “Pam will babysit for us.” 
 
    “How is taking me out to dinner making it up to me?” My anger still simmered and could be heard in my voice. 
 
    “It can’t, but I want to take you somewhere special to me, and I wanted you to wear that dress because I know how happy you were, you looked beautiful, and I ruined it for you.” 
 
    I scooped up some mashed potatoes, but before I ate them, I answered him. “Okay, I’ll let you take me out to dinner.”  
 
    “Good. We’ll leave here at five.”  
 
    “So early? Where’s this restaurant?” 
 
    “Colorado.” 
 
    “Colorado? Are we staying over?” 
 
    “Yes, you’ll need a change of clothes.” 
 
    “What about Erin?” 
 
    “She’ll be fine. We’ll take her out Saturday night when we come home.” He walked away then stopped. “Natalie, I just want you to know I sent my date home right after the party.” 
 
    “That’s none of my business.” I couldn’t look at him, so I stared at the string bean hanging off my fork. 
 
    “Well, I think at this point in our relationship it is your business, and I needed to tell you.” He moved then stopped again. “And Natalie, I also want you to know that you’re not alone in this world, not anymore.” 
 
    I placed my fork in my mouth, bit down on the string bean and began to chew. Though I wanted to break out in tears, I simply shook my head. 
 
      
 
    The week went by fast, and I hated to admit it but I looked forward to my date with Noah. I assumed Noah thought I was considering leaving him since I told him I couldn’t do this anymore. I decided not to say anything to him because I wanted him to think it was a definite possibility.  
 
    “Where is daddy taking you?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, exactly. He said Colorado but where in Colorado I don’t have a clue.” 
 
    Erin jumped up and down on the bed clapping her hands. “He’s taking you to the house.” 
 
    “What house?”  
 
    “Our house! You will love it there. I love it there, and Daddy does too.”  
 
    Noah owns a home in Colorado. I don’t recall him ever mentioning property there or even talking about Colorado before last Sunday. “Does he go there a lot?” 
 
    “All the time.” Erin jumped up one last time than landed on her butt with her legs swinging off the side of the bed. 
 
    “Erin, what do you mean all the time?” I found if fascinating how Noah confided in his daughter. She knew everything about his life, well most everything and I only found out bits and pieces when he shared them with me.  
 
    “When he’s not here, he’s there.” 
 
    This was such a curious bit of information. I always assumed that when Noah left the house, he was whoring around somewhere. But he was in Colorado. Doing what I wondered? Maybe, he brings women there, maybe, his Russian girlfriend. I decided to extract a little more information from my nine-year-old informant. “Erin, does Daddy tell you what he does when he’s in Colorado.” 
 
    “Sure, he works and relaxes. He hikes, skies, and he rides his bike. Daddy loves Colorado. He says it’s his private space that he only shares with me.” She jumped off my bed and wrapped her arms around my hips. “And now you.” 
 
    I finished getting ready and packed a small bag. As hurt as I felt a week ago, today, I had to admit I was excited to be spending a night somewhere other than this house with Noah.  
 
    Once outside my bedroom, Erin ran ahead of me calling for her father. Noah stood at the bottom of the stairs. The expression on his face said everything. It was as if he was seeing me for the first time. Noah had his personal shopper send a stunning red dress to me this morning. I liked the dress even better than the dress I wore for his dinner party. I felt beautiful, and happy that something seemed to shift inside him. Time would reveal what it was, but something definitely shifted. 
 
    Erin jumped into his arms, and he lifted her then brought her back down to the floor where he knelt down and spoke with her. “Erin, honey, I’m taking Natalie to Colorado, but we’ll be back early tomorrow night, and then the three of us will go out.”  
 
    “I know, Natalie told me. When you get back if you are too tired we can stay in and watch Frozen.” Erin suggested. 
 
    “Honey, whatever you want to do,” Noah said as he kissed his daughter. 
 
    Noah rested his hand on my lower back as he escorted me out of the house to the limo where he stepped aside for me to enter.  
 
    Once inside the limo, I remained quiet. I had so many questions to ask, but I’d let Noah show me what he wanted me to see with no preliminary discussion.  
 
      
 
    Once at the airport, we walked out onto the tarmac, and a man dressed in a uniform shirt with epaulets on the shoulders greeted us. There were three more men dressed in similar garb that moved around the plane. Noah settled me into my seat then stepped away as he oversaw the flight preliminaries.  
 
    When we were ready to take off Noah strapped me in then took the seat next to me and did the same. He rested his hand on my thigh as the plane lifted into the air. I leaned my head back and closed my eyes.  
 
    “Baby, we’re here.” He whispered near my ear. 
 
    I opened my eyes. “I fell asleep.” 
 
    “You did.” He caressed my cheek with his hand. “Are you ready?” 
 
    I shook my head and sat up straighter in my seat. Noah unclipped my seatbelt, and I sat forward on the seat and stretched before I stood. Noah stood next to me waiting for me with his hand stretched out. I slid my hand in his and stood.  
 
    I stepped forward thinking Noah would move with me, but instead, he shifted closer to me and kissed my mouth then moved his head away from me and pinned me with his stare.  
 
    “Natalie, you are beautiful.”  
 
    I flushed and grinned. “Thank you, Noah.”  
 
    “Thank you for agreeing to come here with me.” 
 
    Before I could respond, one of the crewmembers interrupted. “Sir, everything is all set.” 
 
    “Thank you, Stephen.” Noah took my hand in his and escorted me off his plane. 
 
      
 
    We rode through the streets of Boulder, Colorado in silence in the back of the limo. Noah and I held hands as they rested in the narrow space between our bodies. Warm lights lit up the quaint homes we passed. Charming arts and craft houses lined the streets with lush green lawns and vibrant blooms. Mature trees of all varieties towered over the streets nestling the homes together.  
 
    I smiled at Noah. I felt a change, and though I had that constant fear that this Noah might be gone tomorrow, tonight I would enjoy every second of it. He invited me into his sanctuary, and I relished the compliment.  
 
    The houses became more spaced apart and the view of the mountains more visible as we seemed to leave the more heavily populated part of Boulder behind us. We traveled up and curved around bends as I stared out the window. The rich colors of the setting sun consumed the skyline with shades of blue, purple, orange, pink, and red. The view overwhelmed me, and I suddenly needed to cry. A tear dropped from the corner of my eye, and I quickly wiped it away.  
 
    Noah must have noticed because he squeezed my hand but said nothing. One word from him and a downpour of tears would have overtaken me.  
 
    The limo pulled into a long drive that ended with a magnificent red cedar log and stone home. Redwood and stone columns adorned the front exterior of the home and an abundance of windows throughout similar to Noah’s other home.  
 
    I looked at him. “This is your home?” 
 
    He shook his head. I took another look out the window then whirled around. “Noah, it’s magnificent.” 
 
    A perfectly situated home nestled in the hills of Colorado with a panorama view of the mountains and the valleys. I imagined Noah escaping to this home for peace and solitude. To get away from his demons and sometimes though I hated to admit it I knew he used it to get away from me. 
 
    “I come here to think, to clear my head.” He offered as if he read my mind. “My life feels chaotic, somewhat disappointing but when I’m here, I regain some semblance of normalcy.” 
 
    I wanted to tell him that his life didn’t have ever to feel that way if he’d only stop his strange extracurricular activities but I decided it was a conversation for another time. Instead, I leaned in and placed a soft kiss on his cheek and thanked him. He reciprocated by placing his mouth over mine kissing me. 
 
    The limo parked in front of the entrance to the home. Next to the front door stood a large pile of firewood. A small chipmunk ran out then back into the safety of the woodpile. The driver stepped out, walked around to the back, and removed my bag from the trunk and placed it near the double glass front doors. He returned to the car and opened my door. I stepped out and looked around as Noah came up beside me.  
 
    Noah gave me a quick lesson in the trees that surrounded his property. The majority of trees were Blue Spruce and Quaking Aspen and beyond his property were a wide variety of indigenous trees of Colorado. His favorite were the Quaking Aspen, he had more planted on his property upon the completion of the house. Everything else was a gift of nature that remained untouched through the construction. 
 
    I followed him in and stood in the foyer. My eyes didn’t know where to look first. The vaulted ceilings and the open floor plan with floor to ceiling windows immediately drew my attention to the back of the house where I stared at the entire view of the mountains. “Noah, I don’t know where to begin. It’s breathtaking.” 
 
    I pried my eyes away from the spectacular view and took in the surrounding space. The first thing I noticed, which made my heart melt, were the numerous pictures of Noah and Erin. Everywhere I looked I saw framed pictures of them together smiling, laughing, hugging each other. This home was his real home. I could feel him here. I could feel his heart here.  
 
    Then I asked the first thing that came to my mind. “Why don’t you live here year round?” 
 
    “I want to, but that’s the one thing I can’t buy. I tried to bribe Erin’s mother to move to this area, but she won’t leave her drug addict boyfriend.” 
 
    “You stay in California for Erin?” 
 
    Noah shook his head, took my hand and walked me around the house. As I looked around, I realized this was where he wanted to be and needed to be. I felt an overwhelming need to hug him. I wrapped my arms around Noah, and I realized he and I never hugged. We’ve been intimate, we touched and kissed but we never simply hugged. It felt loving, and I didn’t want to let go and I suspected Noah felt the same.  
 
    We stayed like that until there was a knock on the door. “Are you expecting company?” 
 
    “Yes, the chef.” 
 
    “We’re having dinner here?” 
 
    “Is that okay?” 
 
    “Yes, I want to stay here. I don’t want ever to leave.” 
 
    Noah touched my cheek then went to answer the door. A sweet portly man stood on the threshold looking at me. “Andrew, this is Natalie.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you. I’ve seen you on television. You’re famous!” I went to shake his hand. He blushed then greeted me back. Andrew was a high profile chef, so I was surprised when I made him blush. 
 
    While Andrew set up and cooked, Noah took me to his bedroom. “I’d like you to sleep in here with me tonight but if you don’t feel comfortable, there are other bedrooms.” 
 
    I looked around the room. I could tell Noah must have just been here. The room smelled like him. I breathed in the subtle smells of leather, bergamot, and spice. I thought back to the last time he left the house for a day or two and imagined him coming here while I stayed at home missing him. “This is where you come to get away from the house, from your life, from me.”  
 
    “I told you this place gives me a sense of normalcy. Please don’t take it personally.” 
 
    “It’s too late for that. I don’t know what you’ve done to me but when you leave, I miss you something fierce. It feels like you rip something from me when you leave.” 
 
    Noah picked up my bag and exited through his bedroom door.  
 
    “Where are you taking that?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ll set you up in your bedroom.” He responded.  
 
    “Leave it,” I demanded. “I just told you how much I miss you when you leave. Do you think I want to sleep apart from you?” 
 
    He walked back into his room and placed my bag on the bench at the end of his bed. “Natalie, I don’t mean to hurt you. I know sometimes it feels like I do it intentionally but you are important to me. I’m not a good man but I would do anything for you and I’d never let anyone hurt you.” 
 
    “Except you. You let you hurt me.” I tried not to sound cruel but the statement alone was cruel but needed to be said. “Because I care so much about you the moments when you do hurt me feel that much worse.” 
 
    “Natalie, I’m a man of very few words. The things I do are bad. Sometimes I mess up but I want to be better.”  
 
    “I think you are already.” Listening to Noah express how he wants to be better was better than him promising to be better. I knew that him wanting it would be a stronger catalyst to bring about change.  
 
    “Thank you, my love. And I’m happy you came with me tonight. I’ve wanted to share this place with you since our first week together.” Noah took my hand and guided me into the adjacent room. 
 
    After the tour of his bedroom and bathroom, he guided me through the rest of the house. It felt like a ski chalet where every room had a balcony looking out over the vistas, the Boulder Flatirons, and Mount Evans.  
 
    As beautiful as the house was it made me sad because I could feel how at home Noah felt here but once again he couldn’t have what he wanted. Though he was powerful and a billionaire there was so much out of his control though he tried to convince himself otherwise. He could only control so much but the one thing he wasn’t doing was living his life the way he wanted to. I hoped for him, for Erin, and for myself that one day he’d be able to.  
 
    Dinner was delicious, a simple meal using fresh ingredients done to perfection. In started with a fresh salad perfectly dressed followed by the main meal. The cut of meat went down like butter, along with the herb roasted potatoes, and the tender asparagus and for dessert, a whipped custard covered with fresh berries.  
 
    During the dinner, we talked about the home and how excited he was during the construction. He’d bring Erin to the site when he had her for the week and they’d camp out on the site. He’d build a campfire and roast marshmallows. Erin loved it. Pam told Noah that when Erin got back, it was all she’d talked about.  
 
    I finished my last bite of dessert and sat back in my seat. I circled my belly with my hand. “That was delicious. Thank you for all of this.” 
 
    “It’s a small attempt to make up for my abhorrent behavior towards you.” 
 
    “The meal?”  
 
    “No. Bringing you here.” He paused. “Letting you into this part of my life.” He leaned closer to me. “Natalie, why have you stayed?” 
 
    “Because I’m in love with you.” I watched Noah’s eye twitch as I expressed my deepest feelings. I never expected Noah to reciprocate the feeling, but I had to be honest with myself and with him. 
 
    We said nothing to each other after my last statement but stared into each other’s eyes. Then I whispered, “Noah, I need you.”  
 
    Noah leered at me. His jaw ticked as he slowly pushed his plate away from him. With his gaze fixed on me, he spoke to the caterer. “Andrew, can you leave us please?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” It took less than a minute, and Andrew left the house.  
 
    Noah stood and pushed my plate away. He scooped me up, and lifted my behind onto the table. I rested my palms on the table bracing myself for his invasion. He brought his strong hands to either side of my neck, moved his hand behind my head, ran his fingers through my hair then pulled on it hitching my face up, so my lips became available to him. With his thumb, he stroked across my bottom lip dragging it slightly open while his eyes hungrily fixated on them then covered my lips with his. I reached around and raked my fingers through his hair, pulling him closer, fixating my mouth firmly to his as our tongues swirled around touching and filling each other’s mouth.  
 
    My intense need for this man hurt every part of me. He moved his hand between my legs. The heat between my thighs burned for him. My greedy little pussy pulsated waiting for Noah to fill me. His hand moved up my back then back down dragging the zipper with it. He moved his other hand searching my dress for the hem. When he found it, he dragged it up and off my body and tossed it on the deck. He found the snaps between my legs that enclosed my bodysuit and ripped them apart. He plunged his fingers inside of me. Wet and throbbing for more I begged him. “Noah, please.” I whimpered as I ripped at the button on his pants.  
 
    He slipped his fingers out of me and tore his pants off without unzipping them. He reached inside his boxer briefs, grabbed his cock and pulled it out. With his thighs, he pushed my legs further apart, brought his hands under me cradling my rear bringing my pussy closer to him then he thrust his rock hard erection inside of me.  
 
    He moaned a carnal roar as he entered me. He shoved his cock deeper and pushed without moving. He stayed, wickedly enjoying the depth of his cock while the pillowy warmth of my insides surrounded it.  
 
    Then the assault began. He pushed deeper and harder and faster. He and I involuntarily spoke licentious words to each other: idiot me harder, deeper, slap me, and grab me. 
 
     I needed every opening filled with him. I wanted his tongue all over my body and to bite me when he finished. I wanted to feel pain and pleasure. I wanted him to leave his mark on me forever. 
 
    “Noah, I’m yours, any way you need me, I’m yours.” I breathed out.  
 
    “All mine, no one else can have you. Mine.” He ground out. “Your pussy is mine, and your belly are mine and your lips. Your body is all mine. You're all mine.” He plowed deeper into me as I came around him. I lost all control. Convulsing while grabbing for him, holding on to him as my body betrayed me. My body took over and dictated its release.  
 
    With one last deep beautifully painful thrust Noah yelled out my name, it echoed into the mountains as he pumped his warm seed inside of me.  
 
    He dropped his head into the crook of my neck and sucked the perspiration that pooled on my skin. He then nuzzled into my ear. “Natalie.” He breathed in and sucked on my earlobe. “Natalie.” He said my name again. “Thank you.” 
 
    We woke early the next morning when the sun came up over the mountains. The view from his room was spectacular and waking up in his arms felt very different this time.  
 
    I didn’t lull myself into believing that Noah had changed forever but he demonstrated a greater need for me and a better understanding of the pain he caused me in the past but I didn’t believe he’d never cause me pain again. Something still lingered in this man’s soul and until he confronted it, our relationship’s foundation was built on sand. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    “Hello,” I answered the phone groggy from sleep. 
 
    “Natalie, I need you to pick me up.” 
 
    I vaulted out of bed and checked the time on my iPad. “Noah, are you okay? It’s three in the morning.” 
 
    “Natalie, don’t worry. After we hang up, I’m going to text you the address where I am. I want you to pull up in the back. I’ll be waiting there.” 
 
    “Noah, just tell me you’re not in any danger.” 
 
    “Natalie, I’m not in any danger, but I need you to pick me up. When you get here, don’t come inside. Drive up to the back of the place. Leave now and don't come inside.” 
 
    As soon as we disconnected, an alert came through my phone. I tapped on the message. I recognized the address of a gentleman’s club in the area. I rushed through my room grabbing everything I needed. I pulled on a light sweater over my pajamas, slipped my feet into a pair of Converse, and grabbed my car keys and my wallet.  
 
    I hurried down the stairs, set the alarm and locked the front door. I felt frightened. I thought about all the trouble Noah could get into at a place like that. Everyone knew about Diamond and Lace. It was a high-end strip bar, and the rumors were that mafia owned it. 
 
    Could Noah be in trouble with the mafia? That possibility seemed more reasonable than any other. It was not likely that Noah would have gotten into trouble with a stripper. Harass her, yes, and not give a hoot about her, but fight with her? I doubted it.  
 
    I raced through the empty streets following the voice of my GPS. I was two minutes away, and my adrenaline rocketed. Nervous to see Noah, afraid of what kind of condition he was in, my palms grew sweaty around the steering wheel.  
 
    I startled when my phone rang. “Noah.” 
 
    “Are you nearby?” He asked. 
 
    “I’m pulling in now.” 
 
    “Drive to the left side of the building and go all the way down.” 
 
    I did as he said. As I approached the back of the building, I saw two dumpsters and next to them a black Mercedes. As I veered right, I saw the glow of Noah’s phone.  
 
    “I see you. Turn off your headlights, honey, and pull up.” He disconnected. 
 
    I did as he instructed. A large man stood next to him. I wondered if he was the bouncer that escorted Noah out of the building. As I got closer, I watched Noah shake his hand and pat him on the shoulder.  
 
    I pulled up right alongside them. Noah opened the door and slid into the front seat. The large man disappeared into the building.  
 
    As Noah shut the car door, I asked him what happened. Instead of answering me, he leaned over and kissed my mouth.  
 
    “Noah, please tell me what’s going on.” I examined his face. It looked perfect as always. Then my eyes moved down to examine the rest of his body. The car was too dark to see anything until I looked at his hands.  
 
    His knuckles swelled on both hands and blood seeped from a few of them. “You got into a fight?” 
 
    He kissed me again. “Natalie, drive off. Now.”  
 
    I glowered at him but did as he said because his expression told me this was not the time to ask questions. “Can I turn on my headlights?” 
 
    “Not until we’re in the front of the building.” 
 
    We drove home in silence. Noah rested his head back on the seat and closed his eyes. I surveyed him every few minutes, but he never moved from that position. His hands looked sore, and I could only imagine what the person on the receiving end of those knuckles looked like.  
 
    I pulled up in front of the house and turned off the ignition. Noah sat up when we first arrived at the gate but remained silent. He regarded me as he opened the car door yet he refused to engage me in conversation.  
 
    Frustrated, I opened my door and stormed ahead of him. Once inside the house, I continued showing my disapproval by going straight up to my room and slamming the door. 
 
    I heel-toed my sneakers off and threw my keys and wallet on the couch. I walked through my bedroom tossing my sweater on my bed. I padded into my bathroom and stared at myself in the mirror.  
 
    My face flushed red with anger. Noah Westlake was infuriating. He expected everyone to just fall in line to his needs and wants. I let out a loud frustrated gruff, just as Noah sauntered into by bathroom.  
 
    “Natalie, are you angry with me?” He asked already knowing I was angry with him. He walked closer to where I stood at the sink and placed a plastic zippered bag that he held in his hand onto the counter. 
 
    “You know I am.” I stared at his reflection in the mirror.  
 
    “Natalie, don’t be. I need your help, my love.” 
 
    “Ha! I’m not your love.” I blurted out. 
 
    “Natalie, you are and will you help me?” He remained calm and held his hands out to me. 
 
    My breathing hitched as he expressed a small nugget of his feelings for me. Somehow he always had a way to abate my anger towards him. I turned taking his hands in mine. I twisted the faucet letting the water trickle out. I brought his hands under the gentle flow of water and washed his abrasions.  
 
    He stared at me as I moved through each step. I used a little soap to clean his hands first then I instructed him to leave his hands under the running water while I opened the first aid bag. I took out a small bottle of peroxide and uncapped it. I shut off the faucet and patted his hands dry with a soft cotton square. Staring down at his bruised abraded knuckles, I reached for the peroxide and warned him that it might sting. As I poured the liquid over the open wounds, small white bubbles appeared on each knuckle. I winced as I continued to clean the open wounds, but Noah did not. I finished by spreading ointment over the wounds then wrapped the cotton gauze around his hands and secured it with first aid tape.  
 
    When I finished, Noah faced me. He seemed to contemplate what he wanted to do to me. The silence between aroused me and my breathing grew more rapid. Noah moved closer to me and brought his bandaged hands up around either side of my neck.  
 
    I waited hoping he’d kiss me. Instead, he spun me so that my behind rested on the edge of the marble countertop. I leaned back on my hands as he continued examining my face then moved his stare over my body, his hands trailing his eyes. His slow, aching touch made me breathless and unable to speak. 
 
    His hands rested on my hips while his breath continued the seduction. He started at my ear. His breath swirled over my skin sending chills down my spine. His lips hovered over mine leaving only his warm, sweet breathe as he moved down my neck following the line of my throat. I swallowed, and his breath followed the same path. He then moved his mouth, skimming my skin with his lips, along my clavicle to my shoulder. I tilted back my head and enjoyed the caress of his warm breath of life as it swept across my soul.  
 
    I glided my hands up to his head and combed my fingers through his hair. I curled into him as he slipped the thin strap of my camisole off my shoulder then moved the soft cotton material down under my breast. He palmed my breast up as he brought his lips over its peak. He sucked and nibbled at my taut nipple as I quivered from pleasure.  
 
    Noah traced the line back to my lips and covered them with his. I slid my hands out of his hair and down over each button of his shirt freeing them as I moved. Unbuttoned, he removed his shirt and undid his pants. I wrapped my fingers around the waistband of his pants and briefs assisting them in their descent to the floor. Noah did the same to mine. 
 
    Our breathing grew heavier and more rapid. I opened my legs further for him, and Noah positioned his cock at my wet opening. He plunged inside of me and sent electric shocks through my body. My rear moved on the cold marble as he pounded into me. I gripped the countertop behind me steadying myself for each thrust. Noah’s fingers dug into the skin of my back as the gauze protecting his wounds created friction on my skin.  
 
    My body convulsed as I milked his cock. I threw my head back and cried out his name. He quickened the pace repeating my name as he gripped onto me. With one last hard thrust he impaled me, threw his head back and in a tormented growl he said the words I longed to hear. “Goodness, Natalie, I love you so much.”  
 
    When we both came back to this world, he picked me up in his arms and brought me to my bed where we both fell asleep until the next morning. 
 
    I opened my eyes to find Noah propped up on his elbow staring at me. “Good morning. How long have you been watching me sleep?”  
 
    “Only a few minutes. You were smiling, did you have a dream?” 
 
    I thought for a second. “I don’t remember, but maybe I was smiling because I knew you were still in my bed.” 
 
    “That’s sweet.” Noah relaxed into the bed and wrapped his arms around me. “Natalie, are you attached to that old car of yours?” 
 
    “No, but it’s a good car, I mean the thing was built like a tank.” 
 
    “It’s a Volvo, of course, it is.”  
 
    “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Because I want to get rid of it and get you a new one.”  
 
    “I’d rather not. I need to save money, so I don’t want to take on a car payment right now.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t be. I’d buy the car for you, but it would be in your name. And if you leave me, I mean this job, you take it with you.” 
 
    “Why would you do that?” 
 
    “Because last night was the first night I ever sat in your car and the thing is an antique.” 
 
    “But it still runs, and it’s given me few headaches.” 
 
    “Let me buy you a new one. If you don't accept my gift to you, think of Erin. I'd hate it you got stranded somewhere because the car gave out on you."  
 
    “Can I choose which one?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, but let me suggest one?”  
 
    “You’re buying, so that gives you the right to make all the suggestions you’d like.”  
 
    Noah leaned across me and grabbed my iPad off the nightstand. He asked me to punch in my code, and he began the search. “Do you want another Volvo?” 
 
    “I think so. It’s a good car.” 
 
    He typed in Volvo XC90 Excellence. “I think you should get this one.”  
 
    I looked at the screen. “I never heard of it. It’s nice.” 
 
    “Good, I will order it for you. What color?” 
 
    “Any shade of gray or silver.” 
 
    Noah stood up, walked into the hallway and came back a few minutes later with his cell. He snuggled back under the covers and dialed a number. I searched through the pictures of the new car he wanted me to have. It was sexy. A Volvo SUV in gray metallic. I continued to scroll through each picture until I got to the end. My mouth dropped open as I stared at the screen. I looked at Noah as he talked on the phone. I shook my head and gestured to him by slicing my neck with my hand. Noah confused glanced over at what I pointed to on the screen. He then took my iPad, pressed the button, so the screen went black. 
 
    He finished up his call and disconnected. “It’s ordered. When it arrives, the dealership will deliver it here.” 
 
    “Noah, are you crazy? You didn’t tell me the car you wanted to buy me cost over a hundred thousand dollars.” I jumped out of bed.  
 
    “Sure I did.”  
 
    “No, you did not.” I fisted my hands down at the sides of my body. “Noah, you are frustrating.” 
 
    “Natalie, my love, calm down and come here.”  
 
    “No.” I pouted. 
 
    “Natalie, come here.” Noah talked to me like I was a little girl. 
 
    “No.” My voice remained strong. 
 
    “Natalie. Please come here.” His tone was patronizing. 
 
    “No.” My voice weakened. 
 
    Noah lifted the covers inviting me to join him. I looked at his naked body and gave in. “That’s a good girl. Now, don’t you worry about the cost of the car. I enjoy spoiling you so let me.” 
 
    Noah covered my mouth so I couldn’t speak. Then he covered other areas on my body; so all thoughts of why I was angry with him disappeared.  
 
    The Friday after I picked Noah up in the middle of the night, Mrs. Ross called me into his home office. She stood behind his desk with a plain white envelope in her hand. “Natalie, Noah wants you to have this.”  
 
    She ripped open the envelope and took from it a platinum American Express card. She picked up the phone, punched in a few numbers, and then handed the card over to me. I stared at the raised letters that spelled my name across the bottom of the card.  
 
    “He wants you to use it for all your expenses.” Mrs. Ross explained. 
 
    “You mean Erin’s expenses,” I questioned. 
 
    “I thought that at first but then he clarified what he meant. He meant all your expenses.” Mrs. Ross with her glasses perched low on her nose regarded the paper in front of her as she spoke to me. 
 
    “Did he give any examples? I'm a little confused."  
 
    “I was too, but he clarified by saying all expenses such as when you get your nails done, or if you need a haircut, or a blowout, waxing, or any clothes you may need.” 
 
    “Did he mention those things?” I inquired.  
 
    “He did.”  
 
    “But only if I’m with Erin, right?” 
 
    “I clarified that too, and he said it didn’t matter and he further explained that he didn’t care how often you used the card if you needed any of those services then you should use his credit card.” 
 
    I looked at Mrs. Ross her face gave nothing away. I knew she thought this was odd, but she would not question the situation any further because that would mean she was questioning her employer and you do not question a man like Noah Westlake.  
 
    “Also, Wednesday the 18th, Mr. Westlake is hosting a fundraiser here at the house. He is insisting you attend.” 
 
    “Me, why? Erin won’t be here.” I was sure that was a non-Erin week, and though our relationship changed, I didn’t trust Noah, and I couldn’t bear a repeat of the last party I attended.  
 
    “I don’t question why I just do as I’m told. Do you have something against attending lavish parties with rich people?” 
 
    “No, but my presence was not needed at his last party so I can’t imagine why I need to attend this one.” 
 
    “Natalie, if you have a problem with attending the party I suggest you bring that up with Mr. Westlake.”  
 
    “What should I wear to this one?” I asked knowing I wouldn’t question him. 
 
    “He said you should use the Amex and buy yourself a cocktail dress in white or black. Those are the only two colors allowed.” She said. “Mr. Westlake mentioned you have a nail appointment this afternoon so use the card and let me know if you have a problem. I’ll be gone before you get back so let me know with a text.”  
 
    “Thank you Mrs. Ross.” Mrs. Ross was a woman of few words, so it surprised me when she spoke as I walked out of the office. 
 
    “Natalie, He’s changed since you’ve been here. Small changes but he has changed. Thank you.” 
 
    I didn’t know how to take her observation, so I just smiled and nodded. I knew Noah was changing even if the changes were slow and subtle. He treated our relationship more intimately and not just when we made love. 
 
    I never broached the subject with him, but he said he loved me the night I picked him up from the gentleman’s club. I believed it as a half-truth because the words came out during passionate lovemaking. I would believe it to be true if he said it under a different circumstance but at this point hearing him say it under any circumstance was a small step in a better direction. 
 
    There were other changes. Noah initiated better communication with me. He’d call or text me if he’d be home, sometimes letting me know when he’d be home. There was no more of the Noah that came and went as he pleased and that change came from him. I never asked, but he offered more information about his whereabouts.  
 
    Also, Noah hadn’t brought a whore to the house since Shelley. I never thought I’d be putting something so disgusting in a plus column when analyzing my relationship with a man but Noah was no ordinary man, and our relationship was no ordinary relationship.  
 
    And that was one thing, he and I could not deny, we had a semblance of a relationship. Not a healthy one at this point but it had its finer moments. In the beginning, Noah confided in me about work, now, Noah opened up about more personal things from his past and how he felt about things in his life. He still held his secret about his mother close to his vest.  
 
    I needed to be patient with Noah, but he tested my patience consistently.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    All day people were in and out of the house to set up for the party. There were the caterers, the servers, the florists, a half-dozen bartenders setting up bars at different locations throughout the house, and a party planner and his team that oversaw everything. The backyard looked even more beautiful than before but now it seemed magical. Pink, purple and white lights lit up the entire back yard. It looked so romantic it made me wish I were a real guest with a real date.  
 
    Noah had a team of people to come in and do my hair and makeup. So at six o’clock, Mrs. Ross called up from the foyer. “Natalie, these people are here to help you get ready.”  
 
    I had not seen Noah all day. I inquired about him to Mrs. Ross. “He’ll be here in time for the party.” She said. I hated that she never told me if she knew where he was or not.  
 
    What did that mean? Did he walk in when all the guests were arriving or a few minutes before so he could greet his guests?  
 
    I felt excited and nervous all at once. I’ve never attended such a lavish party, and I never had a team of people helping me get ready. I couldn’t wait to wear the long white dress I bought. It hugged every curve of my body with a scoop neckline and spaghetti straps.  
 
    It was eight o’clock and I could hear the people arriving. The invitation said for seven thirty but no one ever wants to be the first guest. My stomach churned at the thought of entering this new world alone. I stayed in my room waiting for my nerves to subside. That never happened, so at half past eight I made my way downstairs.  
 
    I knew no one at the party, not personally, but many of the faces looked familiar from magazine covers and just from being famous. I recognized no one from the last party I attended and I knew Mr. Maas was never welcomed back.  
 
    As I walked through the crowds of people gathered in some small, some larger groups, I felt their eyes critiquing me. I walked over to the first bar I saw and asked for champagne. The bartender was young and good looking and he liked what he saw. He flirted with me which I welcomed since I was desperate to have someone to talk to.  
 
    I stepped away and continued to move through all the people gathered. I wished I would find Noah or at least he would find me. Then a thought occurred what if he had a date, again. If he invited a date, our relationship had progressed less than I thought.  
 
    There were many handsome faces eyeing me up and down so if Noah had a date I’m sure someone would latch on. Maybe this would be an opportunity to meet a nice single guy.  
 
    Just as I had that thought, a crowd of people cleared and there he stood, Noah Westlake looked sexy in a black cashmere v-neck and black wool pants. 
 
    He noticed me right away, and I watched as his eyes scanned by body up and down. Someone had his ear, but he left them mid-conversation and headed towards me. I couldn’t move. His hungry stare made by body turn to jelly. If I took a step, I’d fall.  
 
    People stopped conversing as they watched Noah stalk towards me. I realized before this moment no one knew who I was but now they were putting the pieces together. The way he looked at me told everyone, I was his.  
 
    He took in a deep breath as he stood only a few inches from me. “Natalie, you are stunning.” He leaned in and whispered in my ear. 
 
    I felt a rush of heat move over my skin. “Thank you. I was nervous, I wasn’t sure if my dress was appropriate for this party.” I said. 
 
    “That dress or should I say you in that dress is appropriate for any occasion.” 
 
    Oh, how I loved charming Noah Westlake. And, oh, how familiar I became with his mood swings.  
 
    “Let me introduce you to some people.” 
 
    “Noah, you don’t have to if you feel it will embarrass you. No one needs to know Erin’s nanny.” 
 
    “I think at this point I realize you’re more than that.” He placed his hand on the small of my back and stood close as we walked through the crowds of guests.  
 
    Along the way, he would stop and make quick introductions. I was Natalie, there was no other explanation given, and no one asked.  
 
    I became the center of his attention. He talked to me like his date rather than his employee. He whispered in my ear small details about some of the guests, pointed out the couples, those who hated each other, and the richest people in the room.  
 
    When alone, Noah treated me like his partner in life, confiding in me like I was his wife. But in the company of other’s he’d yet show this side of our relationship. Even Mrs. Ross was unaware of our intimacy. 
 
    I took his temperature. “Who are the eligible bachelors in the room?” 
 
    “There are many but only one for you.” His eyes deepened in color.  
 
    “Who is he?” I expected his answer before he said it but with Noah, I never knew for sure. 
 
    “Me.”  
 
    “What if one of them attempts to lure me in?” I asked. 
 
    “They won’t.” He said. 
 
    “How can you be sure?” I asked. 
 
    “Because I already pissed on all the trees.”  
 
    “You marked your territory.” I looked at him in disbelief. 
 
    He took a sip of his scotch and I inhaled, his heady scent made me ravenous. “Trust me, Natalie, every man and woman in this room knows who you're with tonight.” He placed his hand on my waist and pulled me into him. He then did the unexpected and kissed me in front of everyone. When he finished, he looked at me, “I think everyone knew you were my date tonight except you.”  
 
    “You might be correct,” I said. "I assumed your Russian girlfriend would be back or any of the many women you could have.” 
 
    “And why would I choose another…” He took another sip of scotch and gave me a devious smile, “when I only want you.” 
 
    I swallowed a sip of champagne like it was a golf ball.  
 
    “Do I make you nervous, Natalie.” 
 
    “No, oddly never, you are just unexpected.” 
 
    He looked at me with an understanding in his eyes. He knew what I meant and how his moods shifted. I accepted and enjoyed the good moods when they came and learned to ignore the cold, distant moods.  
 
    Later that night when all the guests and cleaning crew left his house, he and I sat together in the backyard. There were white leather couches brought in for the party so Noah and I snuggled together on one couch.  
 
    It was a mild evening, and the night felt peaceful.  
 
    We were both plied with alcohol so the expected happened… we were kissing. It started innocently with some small kisses and caresses but shifted to need, lust and want. I lifted Noah’s black cashmere sweater above his head and explored his chest with my mouth. Noah had other plans in mind. He took me by my ankles and pulled me down to the edge of the chaise part of the couch. He bent my knees and spread my legs. He rolled my dress up over my head and placed it under my head like a pillow. He slid off my panties, rolled them in a ball and brought them to his nose. He took a long inhale breathing in my scent then he placed them in his pants pocket. I felt so vulnerable as he stared at my wet folds. With no warning, he stuck his thumb inside of me while palming my clit. “Idiot my finger, Natalie.” He demanded. 
 
    I moved down on his hand. With his other hand, he palmed my breast and played with and pinched my nipple. He then pressed down on my stomach and the movement sent me over the edge. I moaned his name while milking his thumb.  
 
    Noah pushed down on his erection as if to control it. He unzipped his pants and stood over me. With one strong thrust, he entered me. He grabbed the back of the couch for leverage and pounded into me. My belly moved up and down with every thrust. I could feel his balls smacking my rear. “Natalie, look at me.”  
 
    I peered up at him. His eyes penetrated mine and never faltered not even as he came inside of me.  
 
    We stayed together on the couch holding each other into the early morning hours talking. He asked me a lot of questions about my family and boyfriends and why I never married. I confessed to him that a con artist fooled me; a con artist that took my money and left with a pile of debt.  
 
    Noah confessed he knew everything about my past before he hired me and he knew I wasn’t telling him the whole story. “Natalie, when you have the money I have you can find out anything. I know that jerk tried to kill you.” 
 
    My breath shuttered. “Why did you hire me? A con artist lured me into a relationship. I fell for it.” It was a humiliating time in my life and the reason I lost my job. My ex harassed me at work every day. The university felt I was a huge liability, and they feared I was a risk to the faculty and student’s safety. My friends all abandoned me and I couldn’t blame them. He was unhinged, capable of doing sick, horrific things. 
 
    “Not Stupid, trusting, and you know why I hired you.” Noah moved the hair resting on my cheek and tucked it behind my ear. “You trusted a man who took all your money and tried to kill you because you loved him.” Noah sat up. “You see Natalie, no one has ever loved me like that and the women in my past did not differ from your ex. They took from me, maybe not in such a criminal way as Sean…” 
 
    I cut Noah off mid-sentence. “You know his name?” I asked. It shocked me to hear Sean’s name uttered from Noah’s lips.  
 
    “Yes and I know that he is dead.”  
 
    Dead? “How do you know?” What was Noah saying? 
 
    “Like I said, Natalie, when you have the money I have you can find out anything.” 
 
    “So, you know how he died.” This moment felt surreal. I felt relieved and scared. 
 
    “He had a fatal accident. You shouldn’t concern yourself with the details, just know that scumbag will never bother you again.” 
 
    “Noah, did you have something to do with it?” I asked. 
 
    “Natalie, I never get my hands dirty, now, let’s go to sleep.” He stood and extended his hand to help me up.  
 
    My brain tried to process everything he said. Did Noah have something to do with this fatal accident? I felt vulnerable. This man knew so much about me but there was so much about him I didn’t know. Was he capable of harming someone? Was he a predator? Was he my predator? Was I repeating my past with Noah?  
 
    Then I thought back to that night when he called me to pick him up at the gentleman’s club. His hands bruised and bloody from a fight. Did he fight with Sean? How would he get to him or how did he lure him there? Did he kill him? 
 
    I peered up at Noah. “Noah, please tell me you didn’t kill Sean.” 
 
    “Do you wish he was still alive?” Noah’s jaw ticked. 
 
    “No. I’m relieved he’s dead. I just don’t want to think of you as a killer.” I stood up from the couch.  
 
    “Natalie, I did not kill Sean.” Noah wrapped his arms around me. “But he was a bad man, and it’s better that he no longer walks this earth. You were not the only girl he harmed.” 
 
    I reached for my throat as I thought back to that night when Sean tried to kill me. I needed to escape. I needed to breathe.  
 
    I pushed Noah away from me so I could catch my breath. I paced around taking in air attempting to take deeper breaths but my lungs wouldn’t allow it. Noah watched but said nothing. He waited for me to calm down then he took my hand.  
 
    “Natalie, please talk to me.” 
 
    “Noah, I’m so confused. You have me so confused.” My tears fell. “I understand none of this. Sometimes you are so caring and loving than other times you are cruel and hurtful, yet when another man hurts me, you…” I covered my mouth not wanting to say what I thought. 
 
    Noah stared at me but said nothing. I waited for an explanation but instead; he left me there and walked into the house.  I stared at the back of the house and only moved when I saw his bedroom light go on. I tiptoed upstairs and went into my bedroom, locked the door then locked the door inside my room that led to Erin’s room. I slipped out of my dress and crawled into bed. 
 
    Noah left the next day saying nothing to me. I heard the front door close and he just never returned home. I pictured him running off to his Colorado home to think. I despised the way he dealt with his feelings but I couldn’t change him. I had to wait for him to come around and he did after days away.  
 
    By the second day of not hearing from him, I felt intense exhaustion and my body felt achy. Erin would be here in two days so I went to bed during the middle of the day hoping the rest would help.  
 
    “Natalie.” Her voice sounded far off. “Natalie, are you up here?”  
 
    I spoke, but I knew she couldn’t hear me. Maybe, she’d just go away. I wanted to be alone, please leave me alone. My bedroom door opened, and I cowered under the comforter.  
 
    “Natalie, you are here.” She came closer. “Is everything okay? Why are you still in bed?” 
 
    I stuck my head out from under the cover. “Hi, Mrs. Ross. I have a little cold. I’m just resting.” 
 
    Mrs. Ross stepped closer and reached her small bony hand out. The coldness of her skin against my forehead brought me some relief. “You’re burning up.”  
 
    She tucked my comforter in around me. “Natalie, I will call Noah. He needs to come home.” 
 
    “No, please don’t.” The last thing I wanted was Noah feeling obliged to come home because I had a little cold. 
 
    “Natalie, you’re burning up, you shouldn’t be alone and I can’t stay with you because I have to get home to my husband.”  
 
    Mrs. Ross’s husband had a heart attack a year ago that damaged eighty percent of his heart so she became his caretaker. “Mrs. Ross, I promise I’ll be okay. Please don’t call Noah.”  
 
    “Natalie, he’ll want to be here.” 
 
    “No, he won’t. Please! Just bring me some bottles of water before you go, please.” I begged her. 
 
    Mrs. Ross huffed as she left my room. A few minutes later, she came back with four large bottles of water and placed them on my nightstand.  
 
    “Natalie, I’m leaving but please call me if you need anything.” She looked around the room. She walked to the other side of my bed and grabbed my phone. “I put your phone next to the water. Please, don’t be stubborn, call me if you need anything.”  
 
    “I’ll be okay. I don’t feel that terrible.” 
 
    “Natalie, you’re an awful liar.” She rubbed my forehead and brushed strands of my hair off my face then left.  
 
    I covered myself from head to toe and drifted off to sleep.  
 
    I woke up, my sheets soaking wet, and I shivered. I stripped myself of my wet clothes and walked into the bathroom. I sat in the empty tub waiting for the hot water to cover me. My body shook until the hot water covered me up to my neck warming me from the outside in. Steam floated off the surface of the hot water as I sat back and closed my eyes and fell asleep.  
 
    “Natalie.” 
 
    I opened my eyes.  
 
    Noah knelt at the side of the tub, his fingers trailed through the water while his other hand rubbed my cheek. “Natalie. I need to get you out of the tub. The water is cooling.” 
 
    “You’re here. I told her…” 
 
    “Yes, I’m here and did you think Elaine would listen to you.” 
 
    I sat up and reached out my arms. Noah helped me stand then wrapped a towel around me and lifted me out of the tub like a rag doll.  
 
    “Noah, I need to change my sheets.” 
 
    “I’ll do that. I will put you in my bed.” 
 
    Carrying me, he walked out of the bathroom into my bedroom, out into the hallway and into his bedroom. He pulled back the covers, and he sat me on the side of his bed. He walked over to his armoire and pulled out sweatpants and a long sleeve t-shirt.  
 
    He dropped his clothes next to me and toweled me off. “Lift your arms.” 
 
    I did as he instructed and he put his shirt on me. Then he instructed me to stand. I stabilized myself by resting my hands on his shoulders while he bent in front of me directing my feet into the pant’s legs then pulled the sweats up to my waist.  
 
    I sat back down and he took the towel and dried the edges of my hairline. “Do you want to keep your hair tied up or let it down?”  
 
    “Down.”  
 
    Noah removed the hair tie from the bun on top of my head and my hair cascaded down over my shoulders. He looked at me then kissed my forehead. “You still have a fever. Get under the covers. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    I drifted off to sleep but awoke when I felt the bed sink and his arms were around me as he pulled me into his body. The warmth of his body lulled me into a deeper sleep.  
 
    I pried my eyes open as I heard his voice saying my name. He sat on the side of the bed wearing soft flannel pajama bottoms and a white t-shirt. Even in my sick state, he still made my mouth water. “Natalie, you need to eat and drink something. I brought you chicken soup.” 
 
    He propped pillows behind me and helped me sit up. A steaming bowl of chicken soup and a mug placed on a tray waited for me on the nightstand. “Where did you get the soup?” 
 
    “I made it.”  
 
    “No, you didn’t.” I didn’t believe him even though I knew Noah was a good cook. 
 
    “Natalie, it’s easy to make chicken soup.” 
 
    “You made this?” He placed the tray on my lap and the delicious smells seduced my taste buds. He handed me the soupspoon, and I scooped up the soup. I blew on the hot soup and brought it to my mouth. The hotness of the soup scratched at my chest from the inside.  
 
    “Good?” Noah watched me swallow my first spoonful. 
 
    “It’s delicious.” I took another spoonful but stopped midway. “Thank you, Noah. I’m sorry Mrs. Ross bothered you but I’m glad you’re here.” 
 
    “Natalie, I would do anything for you. Never think you’re a bother.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “No, stop, I would do anything for you. That’s all you need to know. Now, eat your soup, I’ll be right back.”  
 
    “Stay for a minute. I need to tell you something.” 
 
    Noah stayed and listened as I began my apology. “Noah, I’m sorry I pushed you away the night of the Fundraiser. Your life scares me sometimes, you scare me sometimes.” 
 
    Noah sat on the edge of the bed. “Natalie…” 
 
    “Let me finish.” I placed by hand in the air to still him. “Noah, even though, you keep so much from me, I know your life has not been easy, but neither was mine. Not only has my adult life been difficult but my childhood was just as trying. I don’t want to know what you did but I need you to know how thankful I am to you for caring for me the way you have.” 
 
    Noah pondered what I said before he responded. “Natalie, I wish I could be better for you and I’m trying but I’m glad you know that I care for you. I care for you more than myself.” He got to his feet seeming unsteady with what he revealed to me. “I need to put your bedding in the dryer. I’ll be right back. Eat.”  
 
    As soon as Noah left, I put down the spoon and cried. Why couldn’t he be like this all the time? After I let out a good cry, I ate my soup and sipped on my tea still pondering how wonderful it felt when Noah opened his heart to me.  
 
    Noah came back about twenty minutes later. “Open your mouth.” Noah stuck a thermometer under my tongue. It beeped, and he took it from my mouth. “102. I will get you some aspirin.” He went into his bathroom and came out with a bottle. I opened my hand, and he shook two aspirins into my palm. He handed me my tea, and I popped the aspirins in my mouth and swallowed them. “Now, lay back. Try to sleep.” 
 
    “What about you?” 
 
    “I will take the dishes down and clean up the kitchen then I’ll join you.” 
 
    “You don’t have to if you have other things to do.” 
 
    He kissed my forehead and tucked me in like I’ve seen him do to Erin dozens of times. 
 
    I woke again but this time Noah sat up in bed reading but now he was naked. At least he had no shirt on. I lifted the comforter. He had no pants on either but he wore boxer briefs. He looked over at me with a devilish grin. “What?” he asked. 
 
    “What happened to your clothes? Not that I mind that you’re laying naked next to me.” 
 
    “Your little feverish body was like a furnace while you slept. I was hot.”  
 
    “Sorry about that.”  
 
    “Don’t be. How are you feeling?” 
 
    “I feel a chill. I think I need another bath.” 
 
    “I’ll run it for you.” Noah placed his book on the table next to his bed, stood up and walked into his bathroom.  
 
    I listened as the water gushed out hitting the tub. I expected none of this. I knew he was a loving father, and he cared for me monetarily but this shocked me. I felt sad as I thought about how disappointed he must have been when he married a woman like Erin’s mother. Noah was caring, and protective of his daughter and then I realized he was protective of me. He wasn’t a predator. He wanted to make sure Sean could never hurt me again. I understood a little more about this man but we still had a long way to go. It would take time to move past the hurt he’d caused me with his whores and the walls he put up but I could be more empathetic towards him.  
 
    Noah came back out and helped me out of bed. I walked in his bathroom and my mouth dropped open. “This is the first time I’m seeing your bathroom. It’s huge.” Marble covered every surface, the shower at a quick glance had a dozen showerheads, and the tub looked more like a tiny pool. There was a little sitting area in front of a row of windows. The same windows where Noah stood staring down at me the first day we met.  
 
    Noah stripped me of my clothes. Then he took off his underwear, stepped in and held his hand out for me to join him.  
 
    “This a nice surprise.” I expressed. 
 
    “You didn’t think I’d let this opportunity pass me by. Sick or not, I welcome every moment I can be naked with you.”  
 
    Noah sat down in the hot water and I followed him. He positioned himself against the wall of the tub, reached out, grabbed me by my waist and pulled me into his lap. He separated his legs, and I sunk in between them, and I rested my back on his chest. He brought his knees up and I wrapped my arms around the outside of his thighs. I wanted to stay like this forever.  
 
    He roamed his hands over my skin as I sunk deeper into his body. I could feel his erection growing up against my lower back. Even in my sick state, I wanted him and he wanted me. There was silence except for the trickling of water as Noah drifted his hands through the water stroking my body. My body relaxed and sleep took over.  
 
    Barely awake, Noah lifted me from the tub, wrapped a towel around me and placed me on the couch in his bathroom. He stepped out and returned with fresh clothes for me to wear. He dressed me then carried me back to his bed. 
 
    That night and the night following, I slept with Noah in his bed. Sunday night when Erin arrived, Noah greeted her while I slept. He came back to bed around eleven and I asked him if I should return to my room since Erin was here. He answered with a simple no then wrapped his arms around me and fell asleep. His steady warm breath swirled around my ear and I savored the closeness.  
 
    I woke first but instead of getting out of bed, I nested deeper under the covers. Seconds later, Noah followed. He rubbed his morning erection on the side of my thigh. I coiled into him and buried my head into his neck trailing light kisses on his skin. Noah reached his arms around me and kneaded my behind. He moved his hand off my behind and slipped his fingers between my legs. He placed two fingers inside of me and moved them in and out. “You’re so wet for me.” 
 
    I eased onto my back and let him cover me with his body. I lifted my hands over my head and he intertwined his fingers in mine. My legs opened for him and my hips invited him to enter, he pushed his erection inside of me. Our hands locked together above our heads while the weight of his body controlled the situation. Every thrust had our bodies moving like an ocean’s wave, Noah pushed my body into the bed and my body followed his current. We flowed in time with each other until the wave crashed and pure pleasure rolled over us.  
 
    We lay there quiet in each other’s arms until Noah spoke. “I wish it could always be like this.” 
 
    “It can be.” I knew somewhere in his soul, he felt it couldn’t. 
 
    “It can’t. There is a monster in me and I don’t know how to bury it.” 
 
    “Maybe we can't bury it but we can silence it. Noah, I need you. I’m in love with you.” 
 
    I thought he’d remain silent as he had in the past when I revealed such an intimate thought to him but instead he spoke. “You need to stop saying that. You should have known better than to fall in love with me. I thought you were smarter than that.” 
 
    “But sometimes you are so kind.” Pain touched all my nerve endings. 
 
    “Kindness is not love. I can care about you and your welfare but get love out of your head. I don’t believe in love.”  
 
    Noah ended the conversation by leaving me in bed. “I’ll take care of Erin this morning. Shower and come down when you feel up to it.”  
 
    Then he left.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    “Natalie, I’m glad you’re here. I need to talk to you about next Friday night.” Mrs. Ross walked in the kitchen with her cell phone in hand. “Did you see the dresses hanging in your closet when you first arrived?” 
 
    “I did. They are still there.” I tried them on but I wouldn’t tell her that. 
 
    “Did you like any of them?” Mrs. Ross placed her cell phone on the counter and walked over to the sink. 
 
    “They are all beautiful. Why?” I watched as Mrs. Ross ran her glasses under the running water then wiped them with the paper towel. She brought them up to her eyes and checked if they were clean then mumbled to herself, “much better”. 
 
    “Follow me into the office.” She grabbed her cell and continued out of the kitchen with me trailing behind her.  
 
    Hanging on the window’s wood molding in the office was a long garment bag with a shoebox on the floor beneath it.  
 
    “Open that Natalie.” Mrs. Ross pointed to the bag as she sorted through papers on the desk. 
 
    I unzipped the bag. Inside was the most beautiful Carolina Herrera gown. It was a strapless silk faille gown in the softest shade of blush with a bow detail on one hip. It was perfection.  
 
    “Do you like that gown?” 
 
    “Yes, very much so.” How could I not? It was my taste to a tee. 
 
    “Mr. Westlake thought you would. It’s what you’ll wear next Friday to the Gala.”  
 
    “Gala? Mr. Westlake bought this for me. This designer, this dress, must have cost thousands.” I reminded myself to use Noah’s full name around Mrs. Ross.  
 
    “Yes he bought it for you and five thousand six hundred and forty-nine dollars to be exact and add another thousand for the shoes. He bought you the others as well, but now, knowing you better, he feels like this is more suitable for you.” 
 
    “Mrs. Ross, this and the other dress he purchased for me cost over ten thousand dollars, it’s way too much. Oh my goodness, and the car. The car, it’s all too much.” 
 
    “Well you can be the one to tell him.” I knew Mrs. Ross wanted no part of that conversation. 
 
    I shrugged knowing Noah would have no patience for a conversation about money or the cost of things. “What Gala?” I changed the subject. 
 
    “Mr. Westlake donates a lot of money for research in children’s cancer but it’s all done in Erin’s name and next Friday the three of you are attending a Gala for this charity.” 
 
    “I know he’s told me about the charity but he never mentioned a Gala.” I said. 
 
    “Yes, well, there’s a Gala and the three of you are going. Now, you can go, I have a lot of work to get done. Take the dress and the shoes with you.”  
 
    Mrs. Ross had many of the same tendencies as Noah. Abruptness was one of them. I draped the dress over my arm and picked up the box that read Valentino. As I plodded away, Mrs. Ross called out to me.  
 
    “Natalie, are you sleeping with him?” 
 
    Oh my goodness! She didn’t just ask me that. 
 
    “You are.” She knew.  
 
    My entire body dropped in place though I was still standing. 
 
    “Come sit down my dear.” She gestured for me to come closer. 
 
    I sat in the chair in front of the desk. She came around, took the box and the garment bag from my hands, and placed it on the couch. She leaned back on the edge of the desk and took my hands in hers. “My dear, the day I met you I knew this would happen.” 
 
    “But how?” Maybe that is why she kept rubbing the skin under her ear. It was like an intuitive tick.  
 
    “Besides the obvious reasons you are beautiful, smart, you also have a trusting nature and innocence about you. You give your love easily. I knew he would find you irresistible and fall in love with you.” She paused. “And not to mention that he had dozens of applicants but only interviewed you. At one point, I thought he fell in love with you before he even met you.”  
 
    That nugget of information was curious. “But he doesn’t love me, he made that clear to me.” I wouldn’t dare mention that he spoke those words once during our lovemaking but made sure I knew that he could never love me.  
 
    “My dear, you keep telling yourself that,” She paused, “Mr. Westlake doesn’t hate you, he fears you because he’s in love with you. The most important woman in his life abandoned him so he punishes women because of her.” 
 
    “He’s gotten better but there are still so many times he inflicts pain and in the past it was so bad I thought I wouldn’t be able to bare his cruelty,” I explained. 
 
    “He can be cruel, but be patient with him. He is a good man, but he has many issues that he needs to make right.”  
 
    “He idiots escorts!” I could not keep it in any longer. It disgusted me. It was foul, abusive on too many levels. Though he hadn’t brought one home in weeks, the fact that it was a consistent part of his life for so long repulsed me.  
 
    “I know. I pay the bills though it’s been awhile since I received a bill. That’s when I assumed that not only did he love you but he also considered you on a much deeper level.” She was so matter of fact that it eased my pain. “Sleeping with those women is his way of feeling like he’s getting revenge. They mean nothing to him. He doesn’t even know their names.”  
 
    I agreed with everything she said about the escorts. It was my feeling all along. But I could not believe what I was hearing regarding his feelings for me. “But that doesn’t explain why he is so cruel to me.” 
 
    “He is making sure he hurts you before you can hurt him.” She looked me straight in the eye. “Natalie, I have known this man for his whole life. I was his father’s assistant and I am telling you, he is in love with you.”  
 
    “I’ve been patient with him, Mrs. Ross but sometimes the pain is unbearable and even his kindness feels abusive because I know his cruelty is just around the corner.” 
 
    “I know he’s been horrendous to you, yet, you are still here. One day he’ll be able to speak those words to you but for now he’ll care for you with his wallet, hence the Amex, the dresses, and the new car.” She pondered for a moment. “Every time he leaves, I suspect he thinks you will not be here when he returns.”  
 
    Oh incredible! It all made sense. He expecting me to up and leave him. Yet, I haven’t. I’m still here no matter how he’s treated me. Unconditional Love. “I’m terrified he’ll push me to where one day his cruelty will be too much and I will leave. I considered it once, but then he surprised with a trip to Colorado. And he’s been so much better since but he still has his moments. And the thought of leaving him terrifies me. The pain I will feel if I leave will be unbearable.” 
 
    “That’s a possibility and I hope it never comes to that but for now you are here.” She paused as she looked at the bag containing my dress. “Bring the dress upstairs and try it on, make sure everything is okay, because next Friday night you, Erin, and Mr. Westlake have a Gala to attend.”  
 
      
 
    The night of the Gala was here and I showered and stood wrapped in my robe staring at my gown when I heard Erin yell from downstairs. 
 
    “Nataleeee.” Erin screamed for me at the bottom of the steps. 
 
    “What? Are you okay?” I ran from my bedroom to the top of the stairs. 
 
    “Yes. Why?” She questioned my reaction. 
 
    “You seemed panicked.” I explained. 
 
    “No. I want you to come downstairs. Daddy sent over women to fix us up for tonight.” 
 
    “Oh. I’ll be right down.” 
 
    “Okay, we’re in the guest suite at the back of the house.” She ran from my sight. 
 
    Two hours later we were primped, prodded, and poked and ready to go to the Gala. All I needed was my gown. I wore a robe so I could slip into my gown when the team of women finished my hair, nails, and makeup. 
 
    I walked upstairs hoping to avoid running into Noah. I didn’t know if he was home getting ready for tonight because I avoided him as much as possible since the morning he told me he didn’t believe in love.  
 
    But I felt beautiful and I would have fun with Erin no matter what her father’s mood was this evening. That it was an Erin night meant his mood should be good. 
 
    Erin was running through the house in her princess dress when I came downstairs in my gown. I walked into the kitchen expecting to wait for Noah but he was already there looking mouthwatering in his tuxedo. 
 
    “WOW!” Erin yelled from the hallway adjacent the kitchen. “You look like a princess.” She ran towards her father. “Daddy isn’t Natalie beautiful.” 
 
    “She’s exquisite.” He looked down at his daughter than up at me. “You are beautiful, Natalie.” 
 
    “Thank you, you look very handsome and Erin, you look like Elsa from Frozen.” I wanted to take the attention off Noah and me. I had a weakness and its name was Noah. I focused on Erin, and her dress was the perfect shade of ice blue.  
 
    Erin ran around the house singing, “Let it go, let it go…it’s time to see what I can do…. I’m never going back, the past is in the past…the cold never bothered me, anyway.” 
 
    “Okay Elsa, the limo awaits.” Noah grabbed Erin the next time she flew past him and lifted her in his arms.  
 
    I followed behind them until we were outside. Noah waited off to the side while Erin and I stepped into the backseat of the limo then he followed in behind us.  
 
    “Daddy, sit here next to Natalie.” Erin tapped the seat next to me. “This way you are in the middle, Daddy.”  
 
    The limo ride over to the hotel was seen through the eyes of a nine–year-old girl. Noah and I barely said two words because Erin filled the small space with her excitement, her joy, and her childlike love for everything! 
 
    As we walked through the doors of the massive space, camera flashes and reporters bombarded us. Noah wrapped his arm around my waist while Erin positioned herself in front of us. People were shouting from different directions and our heads followed their voices. We smiled and posed for the cameras like the happy little family we were…for tonight. The paparazzi yelled out Noah’s name. “Noah your wife is beautiful what’s her name.” 
 
    “Natalie.” He didn’t correct the man behind the camera. Why would he want people to think I was his wife? 
 
    “Natalie Westlake what designer are you wearing?” The same man behind the camera asked. I looked at Noah confused by this charade so he jumped in. 
 
    “Natalie is wearing a Carolina Herrera gown.” He touched my cheek with the back of his fingers. 
 
    “Natalie you’re stunning could we get a picture of you alone.” The man behind the camera yelled back. 
 
    Noah and Erin took one step back and the camera flashes broke out in frenzy. I didn’t know where to look so I scanned over the crowd of faceless men and women behind there flashing cameras. 
 
    Once inside it was like being in the company of the president. All eyes were on Noah. People greeted him from every direction; having Noah acknowledge them was the thrill of their night. They all new Erin from past events and I recognized many of them from the fundraiser.  
 
    Noah introduced me to everyone I had yet to meet. Every introduction went the same way. With his arm around my waist he would say, “This is Natalie, Natalie I’d like you to meet (insert countless names here)” He made no explanation of how I figured into this scenario, I was Natalie. 
 
    Erin and I held hands as Noah escorted us to our table. Though his fans pulled Noah in many directions, he tried to stay as close to Erin and I as possible always only a few steps behind us.  
 
    Everyone gave Noah space and we could melt into our roles for the evening. Erin was very comfortable in these situations. This was not her first Gala, and this was Noah’s life but for me, I was not aware of his magnitude and how far reaching it was. He intimidated me at home and now more so seeing him in this environment.  
 
    At home, it was just the three of us, sometimes Mrs. Ross and with your occasional whore thrown in, but here I observed how the public viewed him. They worshipped him. He was a giving, benevolent man and tonight I felt like the woman who misunderstood him. He owed me nothing but gave me so much. He welcomed me into his home and into his life and his daughter’s life. I spent so much time being the victim of his cruelty and not enough time trying to understand him. But he also didn’t let me in. Not until he could talk to me about his mother would we be able to heal. 
 
    As they reached for him, grabbed him, bided for his attention, I judged him. It felt like my fault; I didn’t read between some imaginary lines. I should be more patient.  
 
    Tonight I would give to him as they gave to him. Erase all memories, all hurts and just love this man for exactly who he was, and I would accept the penalty. The penalty being the man I would know tomorrow and all his changing moods. The man who didn’t believe in love. 
 
    Tonight I would enjoy the closeness; the moments that everyone wanted to catch on film. When he rested his hand on my lower back directing me to our table, or when he wrapped his arm around my waist posing for a picture, and when we exchanged glances during a moment of understanding that no one else in the room could interpret.  
 
    I would display those moments for the world but just for tonight because my soul knew what would happen tomorrow. He would revert to the cold distant man that I lived for. I would give him time. I would wait and be open to him when he was ready to come around. And he was coming around but too slowly. I needed more from him. I wanted more from him because I loved him and wanted to give more to him. 
 
    We sat at the table with Erin between us. She chatted away about everything in her child’s mind turning towards me than back to Noah. She barely took a breath between sentences. Her excitement was palpable. Noah and I smiled at each other as Erin rattled on and on. 
 
    Erin stopped her chatter when a tall handsome man approached our table. Noah stood to shake his hand and introduced Erin and myself. “Ladies this is Gregory Reed. This my daughter, Erin, and this is Natalie.” 
 
    I was curious to see how Noah would label me but he chose not to. Again, I was Natalie, just Natalie. 
 
    Gregory took Erin’s small hand in his and said something charming about her dress then he directed his attention towards me. 
 
    “Hello, Natalie, It’s a pleasure to meet you.” My hand felt small in his. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Gregory.” He was a handsome man, but nothing compared to Noah, and he also had a familiar feel to me. He seemed charming, somewhat too charming.  
 
    “If Noah can spare you later, I would love to steal a dance.” 
 
    I glanced at Noah. His face went rigid. His lips tightened. I shifted to face Gregory. I placed my hand on Noah’s back in a gesture to calm him. 
 
    “Gregory, Natalie is with me.”  
 
    “It’s just a dance.” Gregory answered. 
 
    I watched Noah’s jaw tick in response and I intervened. "Thank you, I’m flattered, Gregory.” I smiled, nodded, and sat back in my seat.  
 
    “Noah, do you have a second?” Gregory asked Noah. 
 
    Noah nodded and stepped away with Gregory. I watched as the two men walked away. They spoke and Noah returned to the table. 
 
    “Daddy what did that man want?” 
 
    “Something he can’t have.” Noah’s clipped response sent chills up my spine. 
 
    “Are you angry daddy?” Erin placed her hand on Noah’s cheek.  
 
    “Not at all, sweet pea.” Noah looked past me to Gregory’s table. I could see the tension settle in his jaw and I knew he was lying. I had a feeling I knew why. 
 
    Later in the evening, I was walking back from the ladies room when Gregory approached me. “Can I have the next dance?” 
 
    I looked over to our table hoping Noah was not witnessing this exchange. Thankfully, he was not there. “Let me check on Erin and I’ll be back.” 
 
    I scanned the room and my eyes were drawn to his stare. He was across the room standing with two other men. They were deep in conversation but Noah was somewhere else. His face strained and his eyes narrowed as he glared at me. 
 
    I stood in place staring back at him. I tried to remain emotionless, but he was making it difficult. He stalked towards me, his determined walk told me to stay where I was.  
 
    He left little space between us then placed his hand in my hair at the back of my head. Firmly he drew my face closer to him and nuzzled his mouth near my ear. “I don’t want you talking to him.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “It bothers me.” His said in a stern tone. His warm breath tickled my ear. 
 
    “It shouldn’t and anyway, he seems like a nice guy. It’s just a dance.”  
 
    He opened his mouth as if he was about to say no and shut it. He sucked in his breath while his body stiffened. “Did he ask you out? I told him…” He stopped mid sentence. 
 
    “You told him what?” I was furious. I loved this man, but I had to draw the line somewhere. “Noah you can’t have things both ways. I tell you I love you and you tell me I’m a fool.” Though I would be patient with Noah, I won't lock myself in his home waiting for him. “Noah, you’ve said it many times that you can’t give me more. I need more and since you aren’t offering, I have no choice but to look elsewhere. But Noah, this doesn’t mean I love you any less.” 
 
    “Did he ask you out?” His voice grew louder which made a few people look over at us. He grabbed my hand brought me to a more private corner of the room. “Please, Natalie, I asking you not to go out with him.” 
 
    His expression changed, and I felt sadness for him. He was a desperate man who wanted to love but was so afraid to let go, so instead, he tried to control things, and he was trying to control me. “Noah, he didn’t ask me out, he asked me to dance.” Noah tried to interrupt me. “Noah, stop. It’s just a dance.”  
 
    I left him there when I noticed Gregory searching the room for me. The music started and couples flowed onto the dance floor. Gregory’s face lit up when he noticed me walking towards him. I slid my hand into his and he moved me around the dance floor. He was a beautiful dancer, and it felt like my feet barely touched the floor.  
 
    As Gregory spun me around, I noticed Noah moving closer to the edge of the dance floor. His hands were in his pockets as he stared the two of us down. Gregory seemed oblivious to Noah’s presence, or maybe, it was pure cockiness but I was all too aware of it.  
 
    Aware of his presence, aware of his moods and I hoped the song wouldn’t end, so I didn’t have to return to my seat and absorb Noah’s displeasure.  
 
    But the song ended, and another one began, and Noah cut in. “Natalie, may I have this dance.” 
 
    I looked to Gregory who had already put space between us. “Yes, Noah.” 
 
    My stomach fluttered as Noah drew me towards him. Something stirred in me whenever I was around him that I never experienced with any other man. Being in Noah’s arms differed from being with anyone else. By body pulsed when we touched. Though he could be so cold, when I was near him even at the worst moments, I felt warm and safe.  
 
    There was no space between my body and his. He rested his mouth near my ear. The warmth of his breathing traveled down my skin and I shivered.  
 
    “Natalie.” I felt him harden against my hip. 
 
    “Yes Noah.” 
 
    “I can’t see another man touching you.” There was a tinge of anxiety in his voice though he tried to control it as always. 
 
    “Noah, it was just a dance.” He pressed his palm firmly into my back as he spun me around. 
 
    “I can’t see it. Just don’t do it in front of me.” 
 
    “Do what Noah?” What did this man want from me? He does not want me but no one else can have me. 
 
    He stopped dancing. “Flirt, touch, any of it. I can’t watch it.” He took me by the hand and led me off the dance floor.  
 
    We returned to the table where Erin sat with some of the other children that attended the Gala. “Why did you stop dancing, Daddy? You looked so nice dancing.” 
 
    Noah had no suitable excuse prepared for his daughter so I answered for him. “My foot was hurting a little. He stopped for me.” 
 
    Satisfied with my answer, Erin went back to talking with her friends.  
 
    Noah leaned into my ear, “I’m sorry, I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I know I can’t tell you what to do but I can’t control myself when it comes to you.” 
 
    He wasn’t kidding. The man had serious impulse problems when dealing with me. He controlled so much in his life and his daughter’s life but something about me, short- circuited his control.  
 
    “Noah, I understand. It makes me physically sick to think about you those whores you bring home.” I whispered back into his ear. 
 
    He whipped his head around to face me. Shock written all over his face then an expression of sorrow replaced the shock. At first, he responded by squeezing my hand in his and didn’t let go. “It’s been a while, Natalie.” 
 
    “I’ve noticed and I appreciate it.”  
 
    Erin glanced over at the two of us. “Daddy, you're holding Natalie’s hand.” 
 
    Noah didn’t budge. “Yes I am.” 
 
    “Boys hold girl’s hands that they have a crush on. Do you have a crush, Daddy?” 
 
    “I hold your hand.” Noah countered. 
 
    “Yes, but you’re my daddy.” 
 
    “And Natalie is part of our family so I can hold her hand, right?” 
 
    Erin shook her head. Somehow, that was enough for her nine-year-old mind.  
 
    “Natalie, I’m trying.” 
 
    “I know you are and so am I.” 
 
    “What do you need to try?” 
 
    “To be patient.” 
 
    We rode home in the limo in silence. Erin fell asleep across her father’s lap and I stared out the window seeing nothing because I was lost in my thoughts.  
 
    When we arrived home, Noah carried a sleeping Erin up to her bedroom. Then shut her door.  
 
    We stood together in the hallway not ready to leave each other for the night. After tonight, I was ready to put aside Noah’s transgressions. I could lose nothing else and gain so much if I could be patient with him. I needed him. I saw the ache in his eyes that told me he needed the same. I didn’t care about the niceties or the cruelties that came with tomorrow. I only wanted tonight. Tomorrow would come no matter what. 
 
    He reached for my hand and guided me into his bedroom. At the foot of the bed, he stood behind me and caressed my shoulders with his lips. He reached for my zipper and dragged it down my back. With my back exposed he moved his large hands inside my dress and allowed them to caress my warm skin.  
 
    Every part of me wanted this man. He knew how to manipulate my body to take and give more than I could imagine. His hand trailed down the front of me and cupped the sensitive spot between my legs. I dropped my head back on his shoulder, pressed back into him and pushed my behind into his long, hard erection.  
 
    He slipped my dress off my body and dropped it on the floor. It pooled at my feet and I stepped out of it. Noah pulled back the comforter and guided me onto his bed. He kissed my skin as his hands glided over my body making me quiver from his touch. I reciprocated every touch exploring his body as if it was mine to own. I breathed in his scent as I kissed his warm skin. It was a heady mixture of leather, musk, and Noah. We whispered things to each other, words of lovers, sentiments of needing and wanting.  
 
    I needed him deep inside. The pressure, the pulsating became too painful to bear. Noah moved his engorged head between my wet lips and pushed deep inside of me. Every sensitive part of me felt him. He filled me. At the perfect pace, he moved in and out of me bringing me to the most intense orgasm then his followed mine while my name fell from his lips. 
 
    We woke the next morning in the exact position we fell asleep in. Noah’s body tucked in to the side of me and his arm and leg draped across my body.  
 
    “Good Morning, Natalie.” 
 
    “Good Morning, Noah.”  
 
    He kissed my mouth then flipped over on his back reaching for his watch on the nightstand. “It’s late, do you think Erin is awake?” 
 
    “Considering how late we got in I doubt it but I should sneak back to my room before she does.” I stretched my hands above my head.  
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    Noah twisted back to face me. He brushed the strands of hair that settled across my face then stroked my cheek. “You are so beautiful.”  
 
    I tilted my head down feeling exposed by his kindness. 
 
    “Look at me, Natalie.” He tilted my chin up to face him. “Thank you for being patient with me. Don’t run into another mans arms.”  
 
    Patient. For how long? 
 
    Right before I could respond there was a small knock on Noah’s bedroom door. I sat up in bed covering my naked body. Noah remained calm. “Don’t worry. You stay here and I’ll bring Erin downstairs while you sneak back to your room.” 
 
    I listened as Erin’s chatty voice faded down the stairs then I snuck back into my room. I could not believe what just happened. I should have felt happy, but this man has yet to prove to me that he can be different. I was glad Erin interrupted us because I was not prepared to respond to him. He played my emotions like a Ping-Pong machine. I didn’t know how I felt hour to hour. 
 
    I dressed and went downstairs. Erin and Noah were eating a bowl of cereal at the kitchen table. There was a bowl waiting for me filled with Cheerios with a banana sliced up on top and the carton of milk next to it.  
 
    As soon as Erin saw me, she squealed. “Wasn’t last night magical!” 
 
    Noah looked at me as I answered. “It was magical.” I wanted to bottle Erin’s innocence. I came behind her wrapping my arms around her little body and gave her the biggest squeeze.  
 
    Just then, Noah’s phone rang. He stepped away from the table to answer it. When he came back in the kitchen, he was angry about the phone call. His moods permeated the surrounding air so thickly they altered everyone in proximity to him. Light and airy became dark and heavy.  
 
    “Daddy, what happened?”  
 
    “Nothing sweet pea. Finish your breakfast and I have a surprise for you.” Even Noah knew not to let his moods infiltrate light and airy Erin.  
 
    “Can Natalie be in on the surprise?” Erin jumped up and down in her seat. 
 
    “Not today.” Noah left the room without looking at me. I didn’t need to know whom he talked to or what it was about to know that he already abandoned his promise to be a better man.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Noah and Erin stayed out most of the day and into the evening. When they arrived home, I stayed in my room. I heard Erin ask Noah if she could knock on my bedroom door and Noah saying “no, leave her be”.  
 
    I soaked in the bath until my skin pruned and then sat on the couch in my sitting area reading a book. Around nine fifteen my cell phone rang. I didn’t recognize the number but answered it. 
 
    “Hello.” 
 
    “Hi, may I speak to Natalie?” 
 
    “Speaking,” I responded. 
 
    “Natalie, it’s Gregory.” 
 
    “Oh, hi, how are you?” How did he get my number? 
 
    “I hope you don’t mind I called Noah this morning and asked him if it was okay to call you.” 
 
    That explained Noah’s sudden change in moods. 
 
    Gregory continued. “I wanted to make sure that there was nothing between you two before I asked you out.” 
 
    “And Noah’s response?” I had to hear this. 
 
    “He said there was nothing between the two of you. I wasn’t sure because seeing you together last night told a different story.” He cleared his throat. “Is there something between you?” 
 
    “No. There is nothing.” I lied out of anger. “Noah gave you my number?” 
 
    “He did. I hope you don’t mind me calling.” 
 
    “No, not at all.” What I minded was how Noah dismissed me. He gave Gregory an open invitation to date me moments after we woke up in each other’s arms and after he pleaded for me to stay away from Gregory. This man was infuriating! 
 
    Gregory and I continued talking and right as the conversation came to a lull he asked me out on a date. I agreed to go out with him since I felt I couldn’t wait for Noah. What if Noah never changed, and I waited for him only to be disappointed and feel hurt? I decided I could date as long as I led no one on.  
 
    “Gregory, I don’t want to mislead you. I would be nice to go out, but I’m not looking for a relationship right now.” 
 
    “I understand, but we can still have fun and share a meal.”  
 
    “Definitely.” It felt good to be upfront and honest with Gregory. 
 
    We decided on Wednesday night. This coming Wednesday Erin would still be with us because her mother was going on vacation, so we had her for two weeks in a row. I told Gregory that he could pick me up at nine, which was right after Erin went to bed.  
 
    Wednesday night came fast, and I was not excited about my date.  
 
    Gregory was a good -looking man, and he seemed sweet, but there was no spark when I was with him. When he swirled me around the dance floor, I searched for that feeling but didn’t find it until Noah wrapped me in his arms.  
 
    Though I had felt nothing with Gregory, I was determined to give him a chance. I needed to live a normal life of a thirty-two-year-old woman. 
 
    I told Erin and Noah that I was going out with a friend- Erin was excited, Noah not so much. However, I needed to make sure he would be home for Erin, so I had to tell him.  
 
    I showered while Erin waited on my bed. She insisted on helping me pick out an outfit. The first outfit I showed her was the winner. It was that easy. I dressed in the closet then came out to model for her.  
 
    She jumped up and down on my bed. “You look beautiful. He will say so.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Your date.” Erin plopped down on her bottom. 
 
    “Who told you I have a date?” I knew I never used those words to describe tonight. 
 
    “Daddy told me. I think he’s mad.” 
 
    “Why do you think that?” How could a nine-year-old be so perceptive? 
 
    “Because I can see it on his face. I think he loves you.” She flopped back on my pillows. “Do you love my daddy? My friends at the Gala thought you and daddy were married. I would like that. Could you and daddy marry?” 
 
    I sat down next to her. “Erin, can I tell you a secret. But you have to promise not to tell Daddy.” 
 
    “I promise.” She crossed her heart and pinky swore. 
 
    “Erin, I love your daddy very much, but he’s not ready to accept that. So we’ll just have to wait until he is.” 
 
    “Why not? Doesn’t everyone want to be loved?” 
 
    “I think so. I’ll tell you what, when he decides the time is right you’ll be the first person I tell.”  
 
    “And while you are waiting, you are going out with a boy?”  
 
    “Yes, just as a friend,” I assured her. 
 
    “But what if you like him more than Daddy? Daddy will be sad, and you might leave us.”  
 
    “I’m not going anywhere. That’s something you don’t have to worry about.”  
 
    Erin jumped up onto her knees and gave me the biggest hug.  
 
    The doorbell rang, and Erin jumped off my bed and ran downstairs. I followed behind her at a much slower pace. At the bottom of the stairs Noah, Erin, and Gregory were standing together in the living room. I thought for sure Noah would avoid seeing me leave on my date but Erin kept him on his best behavior.  
 
    Gregory’s back was to me when I walked in the room, but Noah had a perfect view. I wore tight-fitted black satin pants, a somewhat sheer white blouse, and black stilettos. I left my long hair down but curled it. I knew I looked good but seeing Noah’s face solidified the fact.  
 
    Gregory turned around and dropped his jaw towards his chest. “Natalie, you look stunning.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I avoided eye contact with Noah. “Shall we go?” 
 
    As Gregory looked over his shoulder to reverse out of the driveway, I stared at Noah watching us from the front window. My heart sank. I wished it were Noah taking me out on a date tonight.  
 
    I arrived home around one thirty. Gregory wanted to walk me to the door, but I felt more comfortable saying goodnight in his car. It was a nice date. He was interesting, but there was no spark for me. I unlocked the door, twisted the doorknob and quietly pushed open the door so not to wake Erin or Noah. When I entered the house, I jumped when I saw Noah sitting in a chair in the dark.  
 
    “What are you doing up?” I whispered. 
 
    “Waiting for you?” His voice was louder than a whisper. “Did you have a good time?” 
 
    “It was nice. He’s very nice.” 
 
    “Will you go out again?” His voice got louder.  
 
    “I don’t know. I don’t want to discuss this right now.” I still whispered. 
 
    “Don’t see him again.” His voice grew louder as he spoke. 
 
    “Noah, lower your voice, Erin is asleep.” 
 
    He stood up. “Follow me downstairs.”  
 
    I did as he said even though all I wanted to do was sleep. Down in the wine cellar, Noah paced the floor agitated. He raked his hands through his hair. I stood still watching him until I could not take it anymore.  
 
    “Noah, What is wrong with you?” The intensity of my voice shocked me. “You gave Gregory my number. Why would you do that? You asked me not to run into another man’s arms, and then you give him my phone number.”  
 
    “He told me he asked you out the night of the Gala and you said yes. So I gave him your number as a test.” 
 
    His words jolted me. He was testing me. Gregory never asked me out at the Gala. I no longer knew what the truth was. But I knew that Noah was expecting me to hurt him and he was always helping the cause. He pushes to see how much I can take. Waiting for me to leave him so he can say another woman messed him over. 
 
    “Why are you still here?” His voice bellowed throughout the wine cellar. 
 
    “I don’t know anymore.” I remained calm. “I think that its time for me to leave here, to leave you.” 
 
    Noah looked at me like that was the last thing he expected to hear. “Leave?”  
 
    “Yes, Noah, I can’t do this anymore. It’s time for me to leave. I should have left a long time ago.” 
 
    “You’d leave me? You’d leave Erin?” 
 
    “Trust me, it would be painful, but I can’t do this anymore with you.” I motioned to space between him and me.  
 
    Noah looked panicked, but when he didn’t respond, I moved past him to go to my room. Before I made it to the first step, Noah grabbed my arm. “Why did you stay?” His voice was eerily calm. “I expected you to leave after the first weekend. Why did you stay and take all my abuse for all these months?” 
 
    I was tired of his anger, tired of his cruelty. I screamed. “What is wrong with you? How could you be so stupid? It’s YOU!” I lowered my voice. “I stayed because I am in love with you and I love your daughter. I’ve told you over and over I’m in love with you. Why can’t you say it back? Why can’t you allow yourself to feel love, to be loved?” 
 
    He dropped his chin to his chest. “I don’t know. I’m messed up, and I harassed us up.” 
 
    “Yeah, you did, but I’m still here! I can’t do this anymore with you. I no longer feel the difference between your kindness and your cruelty because one always follows the other. Why do you want to hurt me? You need to stop. You need to let me be.” Without waiting for a response, I walked away.  
 
    When I got to the top of the stairs, Noah called up to me. “Natalie, wait! Please don’t leave me.”  
 
    I swung around. He was at the bottom of the stairs looking up at me. He looked desperate. “That’s what you don’t get, Noah. I don’t leave you. Every other week when Erin is not here, you leave me! You take all the joy I experience throughout the week with you and Erin, and you trash on it come Sunday night when she leaves.”  
 
    “Natalie, marry me.” His hands scrubbed his face muffling his words. 
 
    “What did you just say?” I heard the exhaustion and disgust in my voice. 
 
    He dropped his hands to his side and looked up at me. “Marry me.” 
 
    I wanted to say yes, but I knew better. “No, Noah. I will not marry you. I will stay here and take care of Erin because I love her like she is my own but I won’t marry you. And I will look for my own place, so on the weeks Erin is not with us, I’ll stay there.” 
 
    “But you said you love me.” 
 
    “I do. And that’s why I won’t marry you and why I need to get a place of my own.” I walked away and left him standing there at the bottom of the stairs.  
 
    I made it up to the top of the second-floor staircase when Noah came up abruptly behind me. Now whispering he begged me to come into his room to talk. I begged him to let me be, but instead, he grabbed my arm and dragged me into his room.  
 
    The room remained dark except for the moonlight casting a soft bluish light throughout the large space. He asked me to sit on his bed while he stood in front of me. “Please, Natalie look at me.” He took both my hands in his and with his head slumped over staring down he spoke.  
 
    “Natalie, my mother was an alcoholic. She spent every waking hour sitting in a chair in front of the television with a vodka bottle and a carton of cigarettes next to her. She never interacted with me unless I was making too much noise. The slightest noise from me set her off. Daily, she pounded the trash out of me to shut me up. She was my mother, and I loved her, so I never told my father.”  
 
    Noah sucked in a deep breath. His jaw twitched, and he gripped my hands tighter still not making eye contact with me. Pulling on his hands, I guided him down to sit next to me on the bed.  
 
    “One afternoon while she was watching one of her daytime television shows, I ran through the house wearing my cape and brandishing my sword while yelling out. She stood up, and the evilness in her eyes froze over me. She grabbed my plastic sword and whipped me with it. The contact of the hard plastic on my skin felt like fire. I always tried to run from her, or crawl up in a fetal position to protect myself, but she always seemed to trap me into a corner and unload her fury on me. That particular beating ended with a few kicks to my ribs and one last hard crack across my face. She dropped the hard plastic sword and walked out of the room. I stayed in the corner until my father came home. He was shocked to find me beaten. Bruises and welts covered me, and she broke ribs. He begged me to tell him everything. My mother disappeared that afternoon and never came back. Two years later we got word that she died from an aneurysm in her stomach. The report stated that she bled out all over.” 
 
    “Noah, I’m so sorry.” I pulled my hands from his grip and wrapped my arms around him. His body fell heavy into mine, and he sobbed. Through his sobs, he continued talking. 
 
    “Natalie, even after everything that woman did to me I still loved her. I wanted to be near her. I wanted her to come home. She beat the living trash out of me on a daily basis and I still wanted her. Every day after school I stared out the window hoping and waiting for her to come home.” 
 
    I cried for Noah, not only for the Noah before me now, but also, the small boy that loved his mother even when she unloaded unspeakable cruelty on him.  
 
    We spoke of nothing more. We laid back and fell asleep in each other’s arms until sunlight woke us the next morning. I opened my eyes and watched Noah. His eyes remained closed, and his breathing was steady, but he was awake.  
 
    “Natalie?” 
 
    “Yes, Noah.” 
 
    “I do love you. I always have, and I’m sorry I lied and told you I didn’t. I knew how much I hurt you when I spoke those words.”  
 
    “Noah, I know you love me, even when you said otherwise, I knew it. I need you to trust me. I need you to allow yourself to let me love you. I’m not going anywhere. I need you not to go anywhere, anymore. I mean physically and emotionally I need you to stay and work this out with me.” 
 
    The bedroom door flung open, and Erin stood in the threshold. Noah and I wore our clothes from the night before. I was more uncomfortable than Noah or Erin. Erin jumped on the bed and squirmed her way between Noah and me. Then she looked at Noah than to me and asked, “Did you tell her.” 
 
    I looked at Noah, and he looked at me. “You told your daughter that you loved me before you told me?” 
 
    “As soon as I figured it out, I had to tell someone.” He admitted. 
 
    “Does this mean you’re getting married?” Erin asked. 
 
    Noah and I looked at each other. For me, every fight was a breakthrough, but I knew better. "Erin, honey, your daddy and I love each other, but we need to take things slow.”  
 
    Erin directed her question at her father. “Daddy, you do want to marry Natalie, right?” 
 
    “Yes, honey I do, but first I have a lot of work to do.” He wrapped his arm across Erin and rested his hand on my stomach. 
 
    “Okay, but you’ll tell me when it’s time. Right?” 
 
    Noah and I answered in unison. “Yes.” 
 
    The following weeks Noah made significant changes. During the day, he worked but texted me throughout his day. At night we’d have dinner together where we talked about so many things. He even planned date nights for us when we didn’t have Erin. I learned so much more about him, and I realized that Noah yearned for a normal married life with children, but his relationship with his abusive mother as a young boy warped his thinking.  
 
    Noah didn’t believe it was possible for him to be loved and his decision to mess escorts rather than pursuing a healthy relationship was all about redemption and retribution. Redemption because somewhere in his childhood he learned to believe that he deserved no better, so he paid for sex. Showing them no respect was his retribution for the pain his mother inflicted on him.  
 
    His biggest hurdle would be trusting in me. I never gave him a reason not to, but Noah’s insecurities lived deep in his soul. My responsibility in our relationship was to show him love. Love was what I offered, and all I had to give. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    It was a non-Erin week and Noah had business in Washington State. He left five days ago but today he was coming home. I missed him even though he called me multiple times a day. I grew very attached to him so when he was not around I felt it keenly. This was the longest he left me since we worked on our relationship. 
 
    It was Friday afternoon, and I expected Noah around four. He called me earlier in the day to ask me to cancel the reservations we had at our favorite restaurant. Before he left, we made those plans, but since being apart for five days, he felt like staying in where we could be alone together.  
 
    My cell phone rang. Noah’s name appeared on the screen.  
 
    “You landed,” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, baby, I’ll be home in about an hour.” He took in a sharp inhale. “I missed you. I can’t wait to see you.” 
 
    “Me too. Is there anything you want me to do before you get here?” I asked. 
 
    “Natalie, I need to talk to you. Go down to the wine cellar, pick out one of our favorites, open it, and let it breathe.” I thought for sure he would tell me to go up to his room, lay naked on his bed and wait for him.  
 
    “Okay. Is it anything serious?” 
 
    “We’ll talk when I get home.” He paused then added, “Natalie, I missed you and I love you.”  
 
    The next hour passed slowly. I was eager to see him because not only did I spend five days without him, but also now, he wanted to talk about something. I paced the entire house waiting for him and ended upstairs in the hallway when the front door swung open. I ran to the top of the stairs just as Noah was yelling out for me. He looked up, dropped his bags to the floor, and we met in the middle of the staircase: hugging, kissing and just staring at each other.  
 
    “Natalie, I’m so glad to be home with you.”  
 
    “Being away from you this week was difficult. I don’t know what to do with you first.” I wanted to look at him, touch him, and kiss every part of him.  
 
    “Let me change and then I need to talk to you. It’s important and it can’t wait.” 
 
    “You’re making me nervous.” 
 
    “Baby, don’t be. Go downstairs relax and I’ll be right down.” He kissed my lips firmly then patted my butt. “Go. I’ll be right there.” 
 
    I could not relax. What was so urgent? I sat in the family room tapping my foot on the floor. I poured us some wine and waited for Noah to come down. I heard him coming down the stairs. “I’m in the family room,” I yelled out to him.  
 
    He walked in wearing pajama bottoms and a tee shirt. The man was mouth watering.  
 
    He picked up a glass of wine and handed it to me then took the other glass for himself. “Cheers, my love.” We clinked glasses and took our first sip. 
 
    “Noah you have me very nervous. What kind of talk do we need to have?” 
 
    “Natalie, being away from you was difficult. Since you came into my life it hasn’t been easy being apart from you.” 
 
    “In the beginning you sure made it look easy.” I reminded him. 
 
    “In the beginning, it was my punishment. It was torture. At least this time I could talk to you while I was gone.” Noah called me throughout the day and then at night, we talked until one of us fell asleep. “Natalie, I need to take the next step with you. You know how much I love my daughter.” He moved closer to the edge of the couch and placed his glass down on the coffee table. He took my glass from out of my hand and placed it next to his then he held both my hands.  
 
    “Yes. And though she’s not my biological daughter, I love her like she is my own.” 
 
    “I know you do and I’m happy it worked out that way but I want more.” He brought my palms together and rubbed the tops of both my hands.  
 
    “More out of life, more from me?” I was not sure where he was going with this. 
 
    “More children with you. The one thing I do not have is a child with a woman I love. I need that.”  
 
    My only response was to shake my head because I was at a loss for words.  
 
    “My ex and I divorced right after Erin was born. I want to experience having a child with the woman I love by my side. I want to be together when our child cries in the middle of the night. I want to be together when she or he spits out their first vegetables. With Erin’s first steps I had no one to call, no one to be excited with. It was lonely. You, Natalie, are giving me a second chance.” 
 
    I cried the first sentence in. “So we will try to get pregnant.” 
 
    “Yes, is that something you want?” He had yet to release my hands. 
 
    “Yes, I would love to have a child with you, Noah.” He wrapped his arms around me, cradling me while kissing the top of my head.  
 
    Before sitting back, he handed my glass back to me and we clinked glasses. “When can you go off the pill?” 
 
    “This will be my last pack.” I took a sip of wine then placed the glass back on the table.  
 
    “Good the sooner we start the better.” He rose from the couch. “I’ll be right back. I’ll get us some snacks. Oh and I almost forgot. You’ll need this.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a red box with a gold clasp.  
 
    “Noah!” Tears fell from my eyes. He got down on one knee next to my chair. He opened the box. Inside was a stunning brilliant cut diamond set in platinum. My mouth dropped open. I never held such a large diamond, and I never thought I'd own one. Noah took the ring from the box and reached for my hand.  
 
    “Natalie Hill, now will you marry?”  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Distracted by Noah’s hands roaming my body, it took three tries to slide the key in the door. “Noah, I’m trying to focus.” 
 
    “I am too.” He breathed into my neck then followed it with a bite.  
 
    Finally, I got the door open, and we both stumbled in. He stood behind me and leaned into my ear. “Upstairs,” Noah ordered me. His voice was rough from need, “my bedroom tonight.” 
 
    I kept my things in my room but slept in Noah’s room most nights unless Noah returned home late from work. Those nights I stayed in my room and he’d come to me.  
 
    Since the engagement, Noah and I discussed moving. I wanted a clean slate because that one room was a constant reminder of the paid escorts he brought home. We talked about hiring a decorator to change the entire room. Switching out the furniture might help but we still contemplated moving.  
 
    “Yes, sir.” I pushed back into him and rubbed on his erection bulging from his pants. 
 
    Noah followed me up the stairs, his hands never leaving my backside. “Baby, have I told you today how much I love your rear.”  
 
    “Today and every day.” Noah loved having me from behind and I loved being on top so we made sufficient compromises by alternating throughout the night. I knew it was more of my compromise than his since he secretly liked both ways and so did I but I had no view when he did me from behind. He said he would reposition the mirror in his room to afford me a view but he had yet to move it. 
 
    Once in his bedroom, he stripped me of my dress and I stripped him of his suit. He wrapped his arm around me and lifted me further onto his bed. Straddling me, he kissed me from my head down to my belly. As he moved, further down to my sweet spot between my legs he asked me, “Did you stop taking your pill like we discussed.” 
 
    “I did.”  
 
    Noah inhaled the skin right up above my clit and then released a pleasurable moan. “When baby?” 
 
    “My last pill was the day before my period.” 
 
    “And when was that?” He sucked on my clit and I bucked my hips up to meet him. 
 
    “About two and a half weeks ago. Remember those three days of nothing but fellatio.” My legs quivered as his tongue invaded my slick plump folds. 
 
    He stopped and looked up at me. “So you may be ovulating.” 
 
    “Possibly.” I took my hand and pushed his head back down between my legs. “Don’t get distracted, my love.” 
 
    I could feel a smile spread across Noah’s face. He slid his hands under my rear, lifted my hips to his face, and feasted. I never experienced such pleasure. Noah kissed my silky folds: sucking, nibbling, tongue thrashing. He was so thorough he left me incoherent when he finished. Next, he flipped me over and pounded into me until he fell on my back praising my existence.  
 
    I asked him once about the sex he had with the escorts. It seemed so cold and distant. His disdain for them fueled his anger, and he felt the need to punish them for other’s sins. He would not even look at them; he treated the women as if they were disposable until that one night when he peered into the mirror and saw me watching him. He said that moment changed everything. From that moment on, he thought about me whether he was jerking off or using an escort to get off, he was only thinking about me. I became the thought that fueled his passion and extinguished his anger.  
 
    He reminded me of my first night in the house when I caught him masturbating. He admitted that he wanted me to walk over to him and cover his erection with my mouth. He also said he masturbated, again, twenty minutes later to that exact image, and he confessed to jerking off while I ran on the treadmill. He described it as his favorite hand idiot to date. The view of my rear while I ran topped his favorite ejaculating moments.  
 
    I felt so honored.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    “You don’t still talk to him, do you?” Noah walked into the backyard with my cell phone in his hand. 
 
    “Whom are we talking about? I asked already knowing the answer. 
 
    “Gregory.” Noah’s irritation was evident. “He texted you.” 
 
    “We don’t talk regularly but we keep in touch.” Did I need to be explaining this to him? “Am I not allowed to have friends?”  
 
    “Not friends who want to forget you.” Noah turned an innocent acquaintance into some dirty affair.  
 
    “Noah, that’s not fair. He’s given me no reason not to trust him.” 
 
    “He’s a player, and he knows exactly what he’s doing. He acts innocent and charming and then he pounces.” Noah tossed me my cell. “Cut it off now.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Text him. Tell him you are busy making wedding plans.”  
 
    “Noah, he’s just a friend.” 
 
    “Text him.” He demanded as he stomped back into the house. 
 
    A few minutes later, I roamed around the house searching for Noah. He stood in the front room staring out the front window. Without turning to face me he asked, “Did you do it?” 
 
    I walked up behind him, wrapped my arms around him and rested my head on his back. “Yes, I did.”  
 
    He still seethed with anger but I knew it would pass. I became an expert when it came to Noah and his changing moods. Whenever in the midst of one, I reminded myself of that little boy beaten down by the mother he loved. When he pushed me away, I came back stronger offering more love.  
 
    “Noah, you never have to worry about me. I love only you. That will not change.”  
 
    I felt his body relax but he still would not turn to face me. I walked around his body to face him. I took his arms, wrapped them around my waist, and nuzzled my mouth into his neck. I breathed in his scent and kissed his skin. I felt him get hard against my stomach and his hands gripped tighter on my hips. I kissed his mouth even though he wouldn't reciprocate.  
 
    This was Noah processing his pain but I wouldn’t let it deter me. I needed this man even though he was broken, and I didn’t expect to fix him. I undid his belt and unbuttoned and unzipped his pants. I kissed down his neck and the small area of exposed skin on his chest while I pulled his underwear and pants down his hips.  
 
    His erection sprang out, and I wrapped my hand around the shaft. I craved him, the salty taste of his come, the silky skin covering the hard muscle, and the smell of soap mixed with leather. Though it was mine to have whenever I wanted, I ached for it constantly. I bent at the knees hovering over my heels in a deep squatted position. At first, I licked the drop of come from his tip. It was like crack to me. Next, I took his engorged head and sucked on it. The way it filled my mouth made me hungry for more. The soft smell of his skin, mixed with the clean soap smell in the curls around the base of his cock stirred a need in me, a need to devour him, suck him, fist him then take his come from him.  
 
    I took him fully into my mouth sucking everything from him. He fisted his hands in my hair and pushed his hips firmly into my face bringing his erection deeper into my throat. With my hand and my mouth, I moved on his shaft sucking him hard and licking around the rim. I felt every bulging vein, I tasted his saltiness, and I derived pleasure from his words.  
 
    He worshiped me with his words. He knew the intense pleasure I received when I’d suck him off and it made his climax more intense. His legs shook and his grip on my head became firmer. He pressed his hips more forward. I was almost swallowing his head. His balls tightened and his entire body braced for the explosion. He let out a deep, painful moan, and I felt warm thick come pumping down my throat. I took every drop from him.  
 
    He stood still for a moment still gripping my head. I took my mouth off him and he dropped to his knees and took me in his arms. We said nothing to each other, he held onto me as if I was holding him together, keeping him whole.  
 
    I knew what fueled Noah, and I knew how to handle him. We may always live with his insecurities but I knew how to silence them one moment at a time. I knew love, need, and want was all I needed to give. We could survive his insecurities. I could handle his jealous tendencies as long as he didn’t run from me. The pleasure of one moment with him followed by the pain of him leaving was not something I could endure ever again.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    It was a non-Erin week, and I had to run errands in town. Noah asked me to stop by his tailor and pick up three of his suits. I needed to get waxed, and I ordered a few outfits for Erin that I needed to pick up.  
 
    Noah had business in Houston but was coming home this evening. Tomorrow we planned to take a four-day trip together to Colorado. We wanted to check out wedding venues in Colorado then we’d be back by Sunday for Erin’s arrival.  
 
    I finished everything, and I stopped to get a late lunch. I was starving, and I thought I might pass out. I stopped at the first restaurant I saw and viewed the menu posted outside. Standing there, I thought I heard someone yell out my name. I looked around and there was Gregory.  
 
    He walked towards me and I smiled and waved. As he came upon me, he swept me up in his arms for a big hug. “Natalie, it’s so good to see you.” 
 
    “Same here. How have you been?” I felt a little awkward thinking back to my discussion with Noah. 
 
    “Good. Hey, are you eating here?” He asked. 
 
    “I think I must, I’m starving and I may not make a few more steps.”  
 
    “This place is good. I’ll join you.” Gregory did not understand what kind of man I was engaged to.  
 
    Sheepishly, I agreed to have lunch with Gregory. Noah was in Colorado so he would never find out.  
 
    “It’s a beautiful day let’s sit outside.” A table right behind us was free so  
 
    Gregory gestured to the hostess, and she sent out a server.  
 
    I wasted no time ordering. I had never felt so hungry. Gregory saw the look on my face and asked Millie our server to hurry things along.  
 
    Thankfully, ten minutes later our waitress brought the food to the table. I inhaled the first five or six bites and then I settled in savoring my food once my body registered that I fed it.  
 
    Gregory and I enjoyed a lovely lunch together. He is a nice man and I find him interesting but I felt nothing for him. There was never an attraction for him but I felt he could be a nice friend. 
 
    Unfortunately, Noah would never allow that to happen, at least not now. In the future when Noah and I built more trust maybe than he’d let me have male friends but not now.  
 
    Gregory walked me to my car, and we parted ways with a simple, “see you around.” I would not mislead him by letting him think this could be a normal occurrence. As I drove home, my cell phone rang. I looked at the screen and hit my car’s Blue-tooth.  
 
    “Hi, Mrs. Ross, is everything okay?” Mrs. Ross never called me, so I feared the worse. 
 
    “Natalie, where’s Noah? He’s not picking up his phone.” Her voice sounded frantic. 
 
    “Mrs. Ross what’s wrong? What happened?”  
 
    “Oh Natalie, Erin was in a car accident. She’s in the hospital.” She was crying.  
 
    “What hospital? Is it serious?”  
 
    “UCLA. I’m not sure yet.” She sobbed into the phone. 
 
    “Are you there?” I swerved over to the right and almost hit a parked car. 
 
    “Not yet, I’m headed there now. I got the call and I can’t get in touch with Noah. I didn’t want to leave him a message so I’ll just keep trying.” 
 
    “Yes, don’t leave a message. I don’t want him panicking. I’m coming right now. I’ll try calling him.”  
 
    “Natalie, the mother’s dead.” 
 
    Erin’s mother died. “Oh goodness! What did they say about Erin’s condition?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet but she’s alive.” She barely could speak through her tears.  
 
    “Okay, I’m only fifteen minutes away.”  
 
    “Tell them you’re his wife when you get here or they won’t let you in to see her." 
 
    “Okay, okay. I’ll be there soon.” I clicked off from the call and tried to call Noah.  
 
    The call went right to voicemail. Where was he? It never went right to voicemail. Did he shut his phone off? 
 
    I pulled into the hospital and ran towards the emergency room. I told the girl behind the desk that I was Mrs. Westlake. She brought me into a private waiting area off to the side and said she would send the doctor in as soon as possible. I entered the room, Mrs. Ross waited there.  
 
    “Oh Natalie, thank goodness you’re here. Did you get in touch with Noah?” 
 
    “No, it went right to voicemail. What have they told you so far?” 
 
    “They are doing a CT Scan and she has a broken femur and arm.”  
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “I don’t have all the details but Erin’s mother swerved into oncoming traffic and hit a truck head on.”  
 
    “She’s dead?” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. 
 
    “She went through the windshield.” Mrs. Ross body shook.  
 
    “And Erin?”  
 
    “She was in the back seat but she didn’t have a seatbelt on.”  
 
    I broke down sobbing as I pictured Erin’s little body being thrown around the backseat of a car. Mrs. Ross tried to hug me but I didn’t want anyone touching me. I needed to pace. I needed to absorb what was happening, and I needed Noah. 
 
    Where was he!  
 
    My hands shook as I tried to call him again. Same outcome, it went right to his voicemail but this time I left him a message to call me ASAP.  
 
    Mrs. Ross and I paced the waiting room waiting for more news from the doctor. He saw us once to update us on Erin’s condition. She had been in and out of conscious at the scene of the accident but they’re monitoring her. Erin’s spleen ruptured in the accident and her stomach filled with blood. They were taking her in to do surgery hoping to repair the tears and save the spleen. 
 
    Mrs. Ross looked to me. “Natalie, she’s alive, we need to be thankful for that.” 
 
    “I am, I wish I could get in touch with Noah.” It frustrated me that he wasn’t picking up his phone. 
 
    “We will, but don’t worry, I’m not leaving you here alone.” Mrs. Ross reassured me. 
 
    It was eight o’clock at night and there was still no word from Noah. The doctor came out to see us around six. The surgery went well, and she was just coming out of recovery. Erin’s situation was improving, but they were moving her to Pediatric ICU. We followed them as they transferred her up to the ICU. She looked so small lying on the gurney. She was conscious but could not recall what happened and they expected she could not for sometime.  
 
    Mrs. Ross and I sat around her bed just staring at Erin as she drifted in and out of sleep. All I wanted was to hear her incessant chatter but hours passed and nothing changed. I became restless and felt sick. “Mrs. Ross would you mind going to the house and leaving a note for Noah. Maybe, he lost his phone, and that’s why we haven’t heard from him.” 
 
    “Will you be okay?” She asked as she stood up and stretched. 
 
    “I’ll feel better if you check on the house. Maybe, he’s home wondering where I am.” 
 
    Mrs. Ross gathered her pocket and keys and started towards the door. “Mrs. Ross, when you right the note just tell him something happened and to call one of us. Then go home and sleep. Come back in the morning.” 
 
    She shook her head as if speaking took too much energy. We were both exhausted, but she was older and needed to sleep.  
 
    I sat up in the chair all night watching Erin. At one point, exhaustion took over, and I fell asleep. When I woke, the next shift of nurses came in to take over for the day. A sweet young girl greeted me. “Hi, I’m Joanie, I’m Erin’s nurse for the day.” As she went through Erin’s chart and took her vitals, she kept glancing back at me. 
 
    “Excuse me, but you don’t look well.” As the words left her lips, I saw black then light then black, again. She was talking but her voice faded in and out. Then there was only black. 
 
    I opened my eyes to green fluorescent lights above me. I looked around at my surroundings. I was in a hospital room in a hospital bed. I called out but my voice sounded weak. I turned to my right then to my left. There was a red call button on the side of my bed; I pushed it. A minute later, a nurse walked in.  
 
    “Ah, you're finally awake. How ya feeling?” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Honey, you passed out. Thank goodness, you did it in a hospital. I always say if ya gunna pass out do it in a hospital.” She had the sweetest southern accent.  
 
    “Where’s Erin? Is she alive?” 
 
    “Your daughter is doin fine. She’s gunna be okay and so’s your baby.” 
 
    “Oh thank goodness!” I was so relieved. “Wait, what did you say…my baby?” 
 
    “Why yes child, your baby?” She pointed to my stomach. 
 
    I placed my hand over my stomach. “I’m pregnant.” 
 
    “Ya didn’t know!” She clapped her hands together. “Well isn’t this a blessed day! Your daughter is in the clear and ya found out yer pregnant.” 
 
    “Where’s Noah?”  
 
    “Noah? I don’t know but we can find out for ya.” 
 
    She walked out to call up to ICU to see if Noah was there with Erin.  
 
    A few minutes later Mrs. Ross came into my room.  
 
    “Have you heard from him?”  
 
    “Nothing. He hasn’t been home and his phone goes right to voicemail.” 
 
    “Mrs. Ross you look exhausted. Erin and I are in good hands if you want to go home.” I assured her.  
 
    “Okay. I’ll come back later after I get sleep.” 
 
    Mrs. Ross left, and I looked around the room for my phone. I opened the drawer to the side table and found my clutch. My phone was there. I scanned through my missed calls then my messages. There were no voicemails, but I had three text messages. 
 
    The first text read: I saw you today with Gregory.  
 
    The second text read: You lied to me. 
 
    The third text read: And that’s why I turn to my whores. 
 
    I gasped as I read the last message and then a violent fury took over my body and I felt my blood boiling behind my eyes.  
 
    I texted back: Your daughter and ex were in a car accident, Erin’s mother is dead and Erin is in ICU. Come see her at UCLA medical BUT DO NOT LOOK FOR ME AND TELL YOUR WHORE TO WAIT AT HOME FOR YOU BECAUSE YOU’LL NEED A NEW PUNCHING BAG WHEN THIS IS ALL OVER! 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 16 
 
    Noah Westlake  
 
    I sat up and peered around the room. What a mess. I looked at the girl passed out next to me. I can't remember a thing from the night before. I barely remember anything past the moment I saw Natalie having lunch with Gregory. How fortuitous a detour forced my driver to go around that block at the same time Natalie had lunch with Gregory.  
 
    After that, all I remember was stopping at a hotel bar to get drunk and the next thing I know I’m in a room some nameless chick.  
 
    I needed to check my messages. I remember texting Natalie in the middle of the night during my drunken anger, but then I shut down my phone. I stood up, and the girl next to me shifted her position. 
 
    I grabbed my suit jacket from off the floor and locked myself in the bathroom. I fished for my phone in the inside breast pocket of my suit jacket. I pressed the button and waited for it to activate. It beeped and binging repeatedly.  
 
    I tapped on the screen, read her message, and read it again. I frantically grabbed my clothes and got dressed while the stranger remained sleeping. I ran down to the lobby and yelled to the doorman to get my car. “Please hurry my daughter was in an accident.”  
 
    “Sir, you didn’t have a car. Your driver dropped you off.” 
 
    “Idiot, can you call me a taxi or a car service, whatever’s faster.” 
 
    I dialed Natalie’s cell, but it went straight to voicemail. I then tried Mrs. Ross’s cell. Her husband picked up the phone. “Bob, it’s Noah, what happened.” 
 
    “Noah, where have you been? Elaine has been looking for you?” 
 
    “I know, I know, what happened. Is she there?” 
 
    “She’s showering. She came home to take a little nap, but she’s going back.” 
 
    “Where’s my daughter?” 
 
    “She’s in the hospital. Go to UCLA; she’s there. Natalie and Elaine stayed there all night but then, um, let Natalie tell you what happened. I think it’s best.” 
 
    “Do you know if Erin is okay?” 
 
    “Elaine said she was improving. They did surgery on her. She’s in Pediatric ICU; she’s in good hands.” 
 
    “I have to go!” I hung up and waited for a car service. I paced in front of the hotel calling Natalie. It went straight to her voicemail. 
 
    Finally, a taxi pulled up. “UCLA Medical Center and the faster you get me there, the bigger tip I’ll give you.”  
 
    I felt a small sense of relief when I saw the hospital ahead. “Pull right up to the entrance.” I handed the guy a hundred dollar bill and jumped out. Once inside I pushed my way up to the desk. “Please, my daughter was in an accident yesterday. Can you tell me where she is?” 
 
    “Your name, sir?” 
 
    “Noah Westlake, my daughter is Erin and my wife is Natalie.” 
 
    The girl behind the desk punched at the keys on her computer. “Erin Westlake is in PICU, and Natalie Westlake is on the eighth floor.” 
 
    “Wait, Natalie is a patient. Erin was with my ex-wife, not Natalie. Why is Natalie a patient?” I processed that information out loud. 
 
    “Sir, I can only tell you what I see on the screen.” 
 
    “How do I get to PICU?”  
 
    “The elevator to the left and it’s the fifth floor.”  
 
    I walked up to the nurse’s station though I already spotted Erin through the glass walls. “I’m her father.” I pointed in Erin’s direction. 
 
    “Mr. Westlake, your wife has been trying to reach you all night.” 
 
    I felt like the biggest mess up. I got drunk and harass a stranger I picked up at a bar while my daughter and the woman I love needed me. A sick feeling washed over me. I looked around and ran for the nearest garbage can, which was behind the nurse’s station. I puked out my insides. 
 
    “Sir, are you okay?” One nurse asked while another ran towards me with a box of tissues.  
 
    “I’m fine… just my nerves. Can I go in? Is she okay?”  
 
    “Yes, go in, and I will page the doctor.”  
 
    “Thank you. Where is my wife?” 
 
    “They admitted her early this morning. All her levels dropped because she hadn’t eaten and the stress didn’t help, but I called up an hour ago, and she was fine, and the baby is fine, as well.” 
 
    “Baby?”  
 
    “Oh no, don’t tell me you didn’t know. I’m sorry.” 
 
    I walked away in a daze. I failed them all. My daughter almost died, my fiancé handled it alone because I didn’t know how to handle my jealousy and I tainted a beautiful moment in ours with my meaningless idiot.  
 
    I stood over my daughter’s hospital bed wanting to break something. I wanted someone to beat the trash out of me and leave me to die in a pool of my blood. I hated myself, and I couldn’t ever imagine feeling differently. I feared going upstairs to face Natalie, but I had to, and I deserved whatever the outcome would be. 
 
    Mrs. Ross came back to the hospital to sit with Erin. She looked at me with such pity when she walked into the hospital room. Mrs. Ross was the only woman who knew me most of my life and watched me mess up, repeatedly, but never judged me. At least not out loud, but I’m sure she had definite opinions of me. This was the first time she looked at me with pity and disappointment in her expression. 
 
    “Go see Natalie.” There was a total absence of emotion in her voice. 
 
    When I arrived at the ninth floor, I asked the nurse at the desk which room was Natalie Westlake’s. She pointed to the corner. Walking over I braced myself for her rejection of me. I walked in to find Natalie sleeping. She looked beautiful. Her cheeks flushed, and her lips were cherry red. She looked so healthy even though she’d just been through a nightmare. I pulled a chair next to her bed and sat down. I stroked her hand while she slept. A few minutes later, her eyes opened. She looked at me and smiled then I watched as the past twenty-fours flashed before her eyes.  
 
    Her smile was gone. “Get Out.” 
 
    “No, Natalie, No,” I begged her. 
 
    “Get Out!”  
 
    “Natalie, I’m sorry. Please, I’m so sorry.” I dropped my head into her hand, but she pulled away from me. 
 
    “Noah, get out! Just get out! Leave me alone.” She sobbed into her hands. 
 
    I tried to touch her, but she smacked my hand away. “Leave, Noah.”  
 
    “Natalie I can’t. I messed up. But I love you, and I’ll do anything to make it up to you.” 
 
    “Noah, you didn’t mess up, you are messed up! There is a big difference. To mess up is to make a mistake. To be messed up is to hurt someone you love in the cruelest, most deliberate way. And that’s what you do over and over again.” 
 
    “Please let me make it up to you. Give me another chance. We’re having a baby.” 
 
    “Right now I hate that I’m pregnant with your child.” 
 
    “You don’t mean that.” Her words cut through me.  
 
    “Noah, don’t you see I can’t be with you. And now walking away will be so much harder because I have a part of you growing inside of me.”  
 
    I grabbed onto her, wrapped my arms around, and broke down. “Natalie, please don’t walk away. I will do whatever it takes to make this right.” 
 
    “I don’t think you can and I can’t trust you not to hurt me. It’s the most painful experience when you leave me, and I don’t mean on a trip, I mean when you leave the sanctity of our love and go with one of your escorts. I’d prefer you’d hit me. The pain of being struck would be more bearable than the pain of your infidelity.”  
 
    I decided right then and there I would do whatever I had to keep her with me. “I won’t ever do that to you again.” 
 
    “How can I believe you?”  
 
    “I don’t know how to convince you but I beg you to give me a chance.” 
 
    “I need time away from you to think, and maybe, the time away from me will help you realize what you need.” 
 
    “But you're pregnant with my child, and I want to be a part of that. Erin will live with me full-time now, and she’ll want to be a part of that.” I realized how my life just changed. I finally have my daughter with me. “Please let me take care of you.”  
 
    “Yes, your life will change drastically.” 
 
    “And you won’t be Erin’s nanny anymore; you’ll be her stepmother. Pam will continue with her lessons.” 
 
    “Don’t jump ahead Noah. Before yesterday all that was true but today I don’t know if I can marry you.” 
 
    “Natalie, Please hear me out. I will do everything possible to make up for every moment I hurt you. I will try every day going forward to make you feel safe with me. All my life I felt nothing when I harassed a woman. I barely noticed the women I messed, I can’t even point them out in a crowd of three people, I didn’t even know their names, and then you came along and changed that for me. I love you Natalie and I want only you. I reverted to my old behaviors of needing to make someone else hurt because I was hurting. I saw you with Gregory, and it made me sick. I won’t do that to you ever again.” 
 
    “Noah, I need to get away from you. I need to get a place of my own, and I need to be away from you.” 
 
    “No, I’ll give you space but not time away. I need to have you near me; I need you in my life.” 
 
    “Noah...” 
 
    “No! Natalie, I won’t let you.” 
 
    “Have you lost your mind? You can’t control this.” She pushed at my body and failed to budge me. 
 
    “Natalie, I’ll give you space but stay with us, please, if not for me for Erin. She lost her mother; I don’t want her to lose anyone else that she loves. They said they were releasing you this afternoon. Please let me take you home to our home.” 
 
    Before Natalie could answer, a heavy-set woman entered the room. She looked over at us and introduced herself as Sandra the day shift nurse. “Well, don’t you two look all snug in a bug in a rug?” She walked closer and extended her hand. “You must be Noah.” 
 
    “Yes, how do you know my name?” 
 
    “Because the evening nurse told me that Miss Natalie here was calling out your name all night in her sleep.”  
 
    The serrated knife I stuck in my heart twisted deeper by this revelation. I hurt the woman I love. She was crying for me in her sleep, and I was drunk in a hotel room unbelievable stranger. I whispered in her ear. “I’m sorry Natalie.” 
 
    “Oh, what did he do?” Sandra looked at Natalie as she placed a blood pressure cuff on her arm. 
 
    “Sandra, I’m a jerk,” I admitted.  
 
    “Well, child get in line, all men are jerks.” Sandra proclaimed, and Natalie smiled at Sandra’s clear observation. “All that matters is what size of a jerk are you? Natalie, is he is a little jerk meaning he’s good most of the time, but sometimes he royally messes up or is he a big jerk which means he gets it wrong all the time?” She got in Natalie’s face. “Which one is he?” 
 
    Natalie didn’t answer right away, she was thinking about it then she answered. “When Noah messes up it’s hurtful, painful for the one on the receiving end which always is me but his core isn’t to be deliberately cruel, it’s almost impulsive.” 
 
    “Well, child sounds like you understand and love him even though he hurts you,” Sandra said to Natalie and then turned and slapped me on the back. “Child you need to pray on it. You don’t want to hurt the woman you love.” Sandra got right up in my face. “Do you love her?” 
 
    “Yes! I love her.” I turned to Natalie, “I love you, Natalie.” 
 
    “Ah, ya see, and we know she loves you the way she was crying for you last night.”  
 
    Standing next to Natalie’s bed, I reached down and grabbed her. “Natalie, It breaks my heart to hear that you were calling out for me and I wasn’t here for you.” 
 
    Natalie looked down at my hand holding hers. “We’ll talk about it, Noah. I want to get out of this room and go down to see Erin.”  
 
    “No worries, were discharging you within the hour, but the doctor may order you on bed rest. The doctor is on his way up, and then we will go over what you need to do for your baby. This is your first, right?” 
 
    “Yes. It’s my first and his first with me.”  
 
    I felt hopeful when she said those words out loud. I knew I had a lot of making up to do, but I didn’t want to miss any part of her pregnancy. I would do whatever it took to keep Natalie with me. I would make her happy. She deserved it and more.  
 
    About an hour later, the doctor left us. He ordered Natalie on bed rest for at least a month and wanted to see Natalie at the end of the four weeks. He advised me to take Natalie straight home and suggested that Natalie waited until Erin was home to see her. Mrs. Ross stayed at the hospital to sit with Erin while I brought Natalie home.  
 
    “She’s improving, Noah?” Natalie asked. 
 
    “Yes, she will come out of this okay.” I kneeled on the floor and slipped on Natalie’s shoes. 
 
    “Why don’t you have Mrs. Ross drive me home so you can stay with Erin.”  
 
    “Honey, she will be fine. I will get you settled and then I’ll come right back. I feel better knowing both my girls are in capable hands.” I took her hands, lifted her off the bed and settled her in the wheelchair. “Where are your car keys?” 
 
    She reached in her clutch and handed me her keys. The drive back to the house was awkward. It was the first time I ever felt that way around Natalie. Normally, she and I could be in comfortable silence, but now the air in her car felt heavy. My daughter was in the hospital, her mother was dead, the woman I loved was pregnant, and she hated me because I betrayed her.  
 
    “I don’t hate you, Noah.” 
 
    “What?” Was I thinking out loud? 
 
    “I don’t hate you. I’m sure that’s what you were thinking, but I could never hate you.” She paused and rested her hand on my thigh. “Many changes happened in a matter of one day, and I’m letting you know I need you to be a better man.”  
 
    “Natalie, I will do whatever it takes to be a better man for you, Erin, and even, myself.” Reaching down I covered her hand with mine. “I have everything I want and I won’t harass this up, again.”  
 
    “I’m hoping you don’t but last night set us back.” She pulled her hand out from under mine and placed in on her lap. “I need time Noah. I want to stay in my room while on bed rest, and I need you to give me space and time.”  
 
    “I’ll give you time but not space. You are staying with me, we will coexist under the same roof, and I will not leave you.”  
 
    Natalie shook her head then turned to look out the passenger side window.  
 
    I pulled her car into the garage and walked around to the passenger side. Natalie waited for me to open her door. She looked at me and deep sadness and pain reflected in her eyes. 
 
    “May I kiss you?” I needed to feel that closeness with her. 
 
    “No.” Her face remained composed. 
 
    I barely moved away, “Natalie, I understand but can I at least express how happy I am that you and I are having a baby.”  
 
    “Yes. I'm not cruel Noah, I won't take that away from you and I didn't mean what I said in the hospital. I'm happy I'm having this baby with you because I know you are a good father.” 
 
    Cautiously, I moved my hands to her belly. She looked down and covered my hands with hers.  
 
    “Noah, I’m sure you want things to be how they were a few days ago, but I was serious when I said I need time. You’ve given me plenty of reasons to leave you; now I need one good reason to stay.” 
 
    I stepped back. “Natalie, I don’t have one. I can’t offer you one good reason you should stay with me, not evening telling you I love because I still hurt you even though I’m in love with you. All I can say, and this is not a reason for you to stay, but all I can say is that you are the only woman I would keep trying to change for. I knew it the moment I saw your face in the picture you sent with your resume and the letter you attached with it. I knew I wanted you and needed you in my life even though at the time I did not understand why.”   
 
    Natalie chose not to respond.  I slid my arm around her waist. “Let me get you to bed.”  
 
    After I settled Natalie in her bed and set her up with the house phone, her cell phone, a snack, and a bottle of water. I kissed her forehead and told her I'd be back later. I had one foot out her bedroom doorway when she called me back. I think I knew what she would say, but I feared it more than anything in my life.  
 
    “Yes, Natalie.” 
 
    “Noah, I need to move out.” 
 
    I dropped my head and stared at the floor because I knew this was coming. “I understand. When?” 
 
    “We’ll get Erin settled in when she gets out of the hospital, I must stay here until the doctor takes me off bed rest then I’ll find an apartment, and we’ll tell her.” 
 
    “It’s not what I want.”  
 
    “I know, but you should have thought of that before you slept with a stranger last night.”  
 
    Natalie was right. I created this mess, and now I deserved everything that was happening. “I’ll take care of everything for you. I’ll pay for your house, and anything you need.” 
 
    “Thank you, Noah, but I’ll manage.” 
 
    “No. I’ll take care of everything.” 
 
    “Noah, I will need to find work so if you want to help me out, I would appreciate it but after I find a job, I don’t expect your help.” 
 
    “Natalie, is this over?” I thought she wanted time away to think, but this felt like our relationship ending. 
 
    “I don’t know what it is, Noah, but I have to live like you don’t exist in my life, in case one day that is my reality.” 
 
    “Natalie, no!” I demanded. “No.” I lowered my voice. “Natalie, please, this can’t be over.”  
 
    “Noah, go to Erin. Let me rest. We have time to talk.” 
 
    I studied her face. Her skin vibrant, her eyes glassy, and her features relaxed. She was a woman carrying life inside of her, and it showed on her face. “I’ll be back later, Natalie. I love you.”  
 
    She didn’t respond.  
 
    I arrived back at the hospital where Mrs. Ross was sitting next to Erin’s bed holding her hand. I whispered hello when I entered and Mrs. Ross stood from her chair. Her face stern and she walked towards me with a determined chin.  
 
    She stood in front of me reaching her face up to get a better look at my face.  
 
    She said nothing. The next thing I knew my cheek was stinging like I cut the skin and someone rubbed salt in it.  
 
    “You better not ask me why I did that.” Her mouth clenched tight and her lips barely moved when she talked. 
 
    “I don’t need to. I deserve that and more.” 
 
    Again, she struck me. “You’re right, and you deserve more than that.”  
 
    I rubbed my cheek and turned the other one for her to strike. 
 
    Instead, she grabbed me and threw her bony arms around me. “Noah, do you know how lucky you are?” 
 
    “I do now.” I squeezed her back. “I hate that it took all of this to make me realize it.” 
 
    “I’ve known you since you were a little boy and I have loved you as long. Your mother was garbage, but I need you to know, and I should have said it years ago that I love you like you’re my son.” She stepped back and wiped the tears from her eyes. 
 
    I choked up, to think someone could love me like that. Then it felt like a ton of bricks hit me. No, Mrs. Ross didn’t hit me again. It was an emotional brick. It hit me that Mrs. Ross, Erin, and Natalie all love me unconditionally. I scooped Mrs. Ross up in my arms. “Thank you, Elaine, thank you for always being there. I love you, too. I will be a better man for all the women who love me unconditionally.” 
 
    She stepped back with our hands linked in front of us. “You already are a better man. Now, you have to learn to let the women in your life love you and stop pushing them away.”  
 
    “Natalie is moving out.” I blurted out. 
 
    “Let her. She needs time away from you.”  
 
    “I know. I don’t blame her.” How could I blame her? I threw her love for me back in her face.  
 
    “Noah, my dear, she’ll come back to you. She needs time and so do you.” 
 
    I knew Elaine was right, but I also knew myself. I could never give Natalie that much space. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Weeks passed since the accident, and things were just getting back to normal, mostly. The Doctor took Natalie off of bed rest, and Erin’s bones were healing. Erin took it like a champ. We suspected she enjoyed the attention and all the selfies she took of herself in her casts. Erin’s friends from ballet class came by the house most days. Natalie became very friendly with the mothers, and many of them offered her advice on her pregnancy and for when the baby arrived.  
 
    Erin attended physical therapy, and she was improving every day. Her injuries were minor considering it was an accident with two fatalities. The man driving the truck also died in the accident. Erin’s mother drove intoxicated behind the wheel. Eyewitnesses said she swerved all over the road, driving slow then speeding until she crossed over the divider. The police reported numerous people called into the station, but they were too late getting to her. The man she killed was only thirty years old. He wasn’t married, but he had a family destroyed by his death. 
 
    Natalie and I were thankful that Erin lived and that her injuries minor considering the loss of two lives. Natalie asked me to go to the young man’s wake and funeral since she the doctor had her on bed rest. I didn’t want to, but I did it for her. When it was over, I was glad I went. At an appropriate time, I explained to the family who I was, and I expected them to shun me, but instead, they embraced me. They expressed their sorrow but were so thankful Erin lived.  
 
    Having Erin living with us full time went easier than I expected. We cremated Erin’s mother, my ex, and we had a memorial service for her. I put her house up for sale and moved Erin’s things into ours. I thought Erin would’ve acted devastated by the loss of her mother but she’d yet to show signs of any severe emotional trauma. She talked about it with us, not so much talked about her mother but more about death. Natalie suggested we keep an eye on her and have her talk to a professional if we saw signs of denial, or any other unusual behavior. 
 
    Natalie had grown close with Pam, Erin’s other nanny, so one day Natalie questioned Pam about the relationship Erin had with her mother. The relationship suffered because Erin's mother was absent most of the time.  
 
    When Natalie approached me about this, I explained to her that Erin’s mom care more about herself and her drug addict boyfriend than her daughter. I knew my ex. She was a selfish woman who got pregnant to trap me for my money, and I knew she still dated that drug addict. That was why I had a court order against him. I wanted him nowhere near Erin.  
 
    Natalie remained in her room, and I gave her the time she requested. I worked from my home office and limited my business trips. I needed to be around for my daughter and Natalie. Guilt burdened my thoughts, and at night sleep eluded me. Three women needed me, and I failed them. 
 
    As soon as the doctor released Natalie from bed rest, she looked for apartments. I convinced her to let me buy her something since she was carrying my child. I assured her the condo would be in her name and I would never hold it over her head if she left me. There was one stipulation; our child would know its father. I expected to play a significant role in our child’s life. None of this was what I wanted, but I learned I can’t always have things my way and I can’t always control everything.  
 
    On the positive side of things, my relationship with Mrs. Ross had grown deeper. Since that day in the hospital when she spoke her true feelings for me, she’s acted more motherly towards me. I confided in her about my relationship with Natalie, and she gently advised me.  
 
    Unaware of anything being wrong, Erin thought Natalie slept in her own room because of doctor’s orders. Around the house, we acted normal. Natalie doesn’t allow me to touch her, not even kiss her but Erin hadn’t questioned us. I wanted Natalie more than ever. Since all of this happened, I’ve changed. I felt more present in my life, and I enjoyed the normalcy of everything around me. My need to express my love and affection for Natalie was stronger than ever, yet, I couldn’t. It was hands off.  
 
    She looked for apartments while I tried to convince her to stay. But she wouldn’t allow me to talk about it. Every time I attempted to she told me she’s not done processing what happened and the conversation will have to wait. We talked about other things. We talked about everything but our relationship.  
 
    Until one afternoon when something shifted. 
 
    “Noah! Are you home?” I heard the front door slam just as Natalie yelled out. 
 
    “In here, babe.” I still called her by the pet names I had for her and she hadn’t corrected me, yet.  
 
    Natalie came around the corner and took my breath away. She had a gray fitted dress that revealed a tiny baby bump. She stood profile in front of my desk and pushed her stomach out.  
 
    "Look Noah, a bump.” Natalie was a slender girl, so the slightest change in her belly was noticeable, but when I say the slightest change, that's all there was. Seeing the joy on her face, I knew a little white lie wouldn't hurt.  
 
    I came around and molded my hands to the tiny bump. “I see. It’s beautiful. You’re beautiful!” I looked down at the baby bump then into her eyes. 
 
    Natalie did something she hadn’t done in two months; she initiated a kiss. “Let’s you and I go out for dinner, tonight… a date.”  
 
    “I would love to take you on a date. I’ll make the reservations.” 
 
      
 
    We sat at the bar while we waited for our table. Natalie looked beautiful. She wore a light peach flouncy sleeveless silk shirt with white slacks and white strappy high heels. Her toes matched the color of her blouse. Natalie's scent smelled like fresh air on a sunny beach day. Her golden honey strands twisted down her back and over her shoulders. She looked stunning! I couldn’t stop staring at her. It felt like the first time I saw her sleeping on the lounge chair by the pool.  
 
    I ordered Natalie mineral water with a lime and a Manhattan for myself.  
 
    “I’m starving. I hope the food is as good as the reviews say.” She said as she rubbed her belly. 
 
    I looked over to the hostess hoping she would move things along.  
 
    She approached us. “Mr. and Mrs. Westlake, your table is ready.” 
 
    I stood up and held out my hand for Natalie. “Come Mrs. Westlake. Let’s get food in you.” Natalie didn’t correct me and this time I glimpsed a smile on her face. 
 
    The table felt cozy covered in a white tablecloth with a short, squatty vase holding bright pink peonies in the center surrounded by tea light candles.  
 
    I stared across as Natalie perused the menu. Her eyes were aglow as she read through each meal. She couldn’t decide between a pasta dish and the chicken, so I ordered her both. “We’ll take the leftovers home for tomorrow.” I insisted when she fought me on it. “Trust me; it won’t go to waste. Someone will eat the leftovers.” 
 
    Our conversation lingered around Erin’s progression, how great Pam was with Erin, Erin’s incessant chatter about the new baby, and various projects I worked on in my companies. This kind of conversation was the only conversation Natalie would engage in with me, but all I wanted to talk about was us.  
 
    I wanted to discuss moving her into my room instead of her moving out. I missed the talks we had right before one of us fell asleep and our intimacy. I needed to hold her while she slept and I missed the warmth of her body and how when I lay naked with her with our bodies touching I felt comfort deep in my soul. I missed her playfulness and all the things she let me do to her when we were intimate. I wanted to scoop her up in my arms, take her home and show her all the dirty things I wanted to do to her and all the different ways I wanted to please her, but instead, like a broken record, the word time played in my head. I promised Natalie time, and time was what I gave her.  
 
    “Noah, are you okay?” Natalie asked between bites. 
 
    “Yes. Why do you ask?” I stopped staring at her and pushed the food around my plate.  
 
    “You’re looking at me funny.” She answered.  
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “I don’t know. You look deep in thought.” 
 
    “I was just thinking how beautiful you look.” 
 
    Natalie cried. I reached for her hands, but she reached for the napkin on her lap. She shooed me away, “Noah, don’t worry about me, it’s just my hormones.” With the napkin, she blotted the corners of her eyes. 
 
    “Baby, are you sure you’re okay? Should I take you home?”  
 
    “I’ll be okay. Let’s finish our meal. I’m enjoying myself.” 
 
    I threw my head back and laughed. “I’m glad to hear it because the tears threw me for a minute.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Noah, I’m just a little weepy, but I’m happy to be here with you.”  
 
    I reached across the table, and Natalie slid her hand in mine. I held back from saying what I needed to say and only said, “Natalie, I love you.” 
 
    Natalie said nothing back at first. She smiled, slid her hand out of mine then picked up her fork. That’s when I became paranoid. I hadn’t expressed my love for her since the first night I brought her home from the hospital. Terrified it would push her away; I kept my feelings to myself. But in the past if I told Natalie I loved her, Natalie always said she loved me back. Even when my behavior was cruel and unforgivable, the words I love you came easily to her. Maybe that’s why she cried. She needed to tell me she no longer loved me. I felt sick, and I tried to continue eating, but I lost my appetite. I watched as Natalie ate. I looked for any sign from her that told me she was about to drop a bomb on me.  
 
    “Noah, I was thinking.” 
 
    “Yes.” I braced myself and waited for her to continue. 
 
    She pushed her pasta around her plate as she spoke. “I was thinking about our baby’s nursery.”  
 
    She made no eye contact with me, so I waited for her to continue. When she didn’t, I realized she waited on me to respond. 
 
    I placed my silverware down on either side of my plate. I took a sip of my Manhattan while I gathered my thoughts.  
 
    Why hadn’t I thought of that? She changed her mind, and the baby needs a nursery. This wasn’t an “it’s over” moment; this was a new starting line moment.  
 
    I gathered my enthusiasm and put on my best poker face then responded. “Yes, what about our baby’s nursery?” I kept my voice steady though I loved the way saying “our baby” sent a flush of warmth through my body.  
 
    She became shy as she continued to push her pasta around the dish still not making eye contact with me.  
 
    “I thought, maybe, this weekend we could move my things out of my bedroom. I can call a decorator to come in, so the room will be ready when the baby arrives.”  
 
    There it was, my glimmer of hope, but I dared not assume, so I continued to play along. “Okay.”  
 
    “Okay!” She sparked up. “I thought it would be nice for Erin and the baby to have adjoining rooms.” 
 
    “I’ll call my decorator.” 
 
    “If you don’t have the time, I’ll call her.” Natalie offered. 
 
    “I’ll give you his number if you’d rather call him.”  
 
    “Him?”  
 
    I pondered “him” for a moment. “Yes, him, but I say it loosely.” 
 
    “He’s gay?”  
 
    “I think so, definitely effeminate, if not gay and he wears heels and has long painted nails. He’s a nice guy, easy to work with, and talented. You’ll like him.” I took another sip of my drink. “Have him do the front room on the main floor, as well.” 
 
    “Oh, Noah!” Her expression animated. 
 
    “Yes, it’s time.” I knew the downstairs room bothered her every time she walked past it. If it weren't a ridiculous idea, I’d have a crew come in and remove that whole half of the house just to make Natalie feel better. 
 
    “Thank you, Noah!” She took a bite of her pasta.  
 
    Relieved by the long-awaited breakthrough in our relationship, my appetite returned. She still hadn’t suggested she’d sleep with me and I had other rooms she could move into but the fact it wasn’t an it’s over speech put me at ease.  
 
    There was a long silence while we continued to eat until Natalie broke the silence. “Noah, we’ll move my things into your room.” 
 
    Relief took over as the words I waited for washed over me. I sat back in my chair and exhaled. “Does this mean you are not moving out?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And does this mean…” She didn’t let me finish my sentence.  
 
    “Yes.” Now take another sip of your cocktail. I’m hoping to get lucky tonight.”  
 
    The valet pulled up in my car, and Natalie stepped into the driver’s side. Her successful attempt to ply me with alcohol left her as the designated driver. I had every intention of making sweet love to Natalie all night long, but after three Manhattan’s I should not be behind the wheel of a car.  
 
    I sunk back into the soft leather seat and looked over at the woman I loved. Her tiny belly protruded just a little more after her meal. There were leftovers but not as much as I assumed there’d be. I couldn’t believe this was my life. I had my daughter back living with me one hundred percent of the time. The woman I loved carried our child and gave me a second chance.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    I was at work when an unexpected phone call came into my office. “Mr. Westlake, a Mr. Smith is on the phone for you.” My secretary buzzed in on my phone. 
 
    “Thank you, transfer him.” I wasn’t a hundred percent sure, but I had an idea what this call was about. “Hello, this is Mr. Westlake, how can I help you?” 
 
    “Mr. Westlake, it’s Mr. Smith, do you recognize my voice?” 
 
    I shifted in my chair. “I do.” Mr. Smith was not Mr. Smith, but I knew his real identity. 
 
    “Mr. Westlake, I’m calling to let you know the job we did for you months ago, it’s not finished.” 
 
    I rocketed out of my chair and turned to look out the window behind me. “What do you mean not finished? I have information that states otherwise.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, but we’ve just learned there is a family member.” Mr. Smith cleared his throat. “A brother.” 
 
    A brother? How was that possible? We tracked everything about the prick's life. The only family member that came up was his mother. “Can you take care of this?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, we wanted to make you aware because we don’t have an identity on him yet.”  
 
    “Well, get one and do it fast.” Idiot! How could this happen? How did this brother slip through the cracks? “I’ll transfer the money.” 
 
    “Sir, don’t worry we’ll make sure it’s taken care of quickly.” 
 
    I slammed the phone down on my desk and stormed out of my office. “I’m leaving.” I barked at my secretary. On the drive to the house, I made the necessary calls to put a security team in place.  
 
    When I arrived home, Natalie, Erin, and Pam sat at the table eating lunch.  
 
    “Daddy, what are you doing here?” Erin yelled out. 
 
    Natalie turned. “Noah? Is everything okay?” 
 
    I kissed Natalie’s head and hugged my daughter. 
 
    “Daddy have lunch with us.” Erin pulled out the chair next to her. 
 
    “No honey, I need to talk to Natalie.” I extended my hand to Natalie, and she placed hers in mine and stood from the chair. She gave me a sideways glance but followed next to me. 
 
    I walked her outside to the back yard when we far enough away from the house I shifted to face her.  
 
    “Noah, you’re scaring me.” She searched my face. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Baby, you remember we had that conversation about Sean.” 
 
    She cringed when I spoke his name, the same reaction she had the last time we talked about him. “When you told me he was dead?” 
 
    “Yes. And he is dead.” 
 
    “What’s going on, Noah?” She asked as she touched her hand to her belly. 
 
    “I found out he has a brother. Did you know there was a brother?” I stroked the side of Natalie’s face. Her eyes went wide, and her blood left her face. She fell forward and reached for my arms to stabilize herself. 
 
    “No, he told me he had no family.” She let out a sharp exhale. 
 
    “Shoot! I was hoping you could help us with his identity.”  
 
    “Why Noah, what are you worried about?” 
 
    I couldn’t stand seeing the worry in Natalie’s face. “Nothing. I have people working on it, and I will have security 24/7 here at the house and with you wherever you go. Sean was a bad guy, and we have to assume so is his brother.”  
 
    I held Natalie’s face and kissed her mouth. The fear in her eyes told me how raw it was to her. She went through a horrific time with her ex. I remember feeling sick when I read the police reports. The day I decided I wanted her in my life to care for my daughter was the same moment I decided I would protect her no matter what.  
 
    “Noah, I’m terrified.”  
 
    “Don’t be. I have the best people working on it.” I wrapped my arms around her. 
 
    “Noah, did you have something to do with Sean’s death?” Her voice sounded muffled against the skin of my neck.  
 
    “Natalie, it doesn’t matter who or what brought upon his death. It was inevitable. Sean had many enemies.” I felt her shiver in my arms. 
 
    “What if his brother wants revenge?”  
 
    The back door opened and Pam yelled. “Mr. Westlake, there is a man here to see you.” 
 
    Natalie’s grip tightened around me. “Don’t worry, baby; it’s the security team I hired. Trust me if Sean’s brother wants to get at us, he won’t be ringing the doorbell.”  
 
    That night, Natalie curled her naked pregnant body into mine. The warmth of our skin lulled me into a calm. I had never felt so at home. She needed me. Her need differed from my daughters. Since the day Erin was born, I protected her with every arsenal I had, my love, my power, and my money. Erin never knew fear, she had no insecurities, and she wouldn’t understand someone she loved hurting her. I hid Erin’s mother’s faults by paying enough people to surround Erin with love.  
 
    Natalie knew fear, and she knew what it meant to love someone and be betrayed by them. Her mother died at forty, and her father left her when she was only five. As an adult, she latched onto a man, an evil man. I did the same to her, I betrayed her trust and now I would spend my life making sure she knew trust, love, and security. 
 
    I held her. I cherished the love Natalie showed me, and I would make sure no one hurt again including myself. I would see this punk dead.  
 
    I set up a security team at the end of the driveway and at all the entrances to the house. I hated not knowing this guy’s identity but my team was the best in the country, and they would find him.  
 
    Natalie and Erin had security with them always. I didn’t let them leave the house without it. Natalie hated the security team following her every step, but I explained it was temporary.  
 
    “But why would Sean’s brother want to hurt me?” She asked me one night while we curled up on the couch. Erin was asleep, and it was late. The house was quiet, and we sat together in the dark. 
 
    “Maybe he wants to finish the job for his brother.” I stopped to think of the possible reasons. “Maybe, he thinks we had something to do with his death, and now he sees us together, and he wants revenge.” I stroked her arm and kissed the top of her head. 
 
    “Do you think he’s watching us?” She tilted her head to look up at me. 
 
    “I don’t doubt it since we don’t know his identity.” I gathered her closer into the nook of my arm. “Just always know your surroundings.”  
 
    “I have been, it’s making me paranoid.” She pressed her ear into my chest. “I can feel and hear your heart beating against my ear.” She pressed deeper. “It’s my favorite noise in the world.” She listened then she asked me to take her upstairs and make love to her. 
 
    “Why not right here?” Just the thought of sex with Natalie made me hard, instantly. 
 
    “Because security guards are everywhere on the property and there are no blinds on the windows.” 
 
    “So they’ll watch.” I liked the thought of someone watching me harass the woman I loved. 
 
    “You don’t mind someone watching.” She sat up to face me. 
 
    “No, it makes me hot.”  
 
    Natalie sat considering it for a moment and then she stood up and stripped off her clothes. She undid my pants and helped me shimmy them down to my ankles. With her hand, she held my erection and stroked it. A small drop of come appeared, and she sucked it from my tip. I lifted my shirt over my head and reached for Natalie. “Baby, I need to be inside you, now.” 
 
    She straddled my legs and with her hand guided my cock inside her. She grabbed on to my shoulders and moved up and down on my erection. I held her hips and watched as my cock moved in and out of her. She quickened her pace, I could see the first hint of her orgasm, and then she released it. Her body lost in pleasure, saying my name, gripping her fingers into my skin. I pulled her hips down deeper on my cock and pushed my hips up which brought on my release. I yelled out her name, and I heard it echo through the house. She dropped her head between my neck and my shoulder trying to catch her breath.  
 
    I wrapped my arms around her body and pulled her close. I wanted to keep her with me always and to protect her and love her and let no one hurt her again including myself.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    “Natalie, I will be a little late tonight. I’m meeting Gregory for a drink.” 
 
    “Gregory? Why? I thought you hated him.” She asked. 
 
    “No, I don’t hate him, I hate him pursuing you. I don’t even want him looking at you.” 
 
    “Noah! You sound ridiculous.” She giggled. 
 
    “Call it what you like, but I mean it.” I’d beat him if he ever tried to hit on Natalie again. Gregory knew very well, as did anyone who spent a second in our company that Natalie was mine, yet, he still insisted on testing the waters. He’d send her a text out of the blue asking her how she felt and if she needed anything. He wouldn’t just shut that door and keep it closed.  
 
    “So why meet him for a drink?” 
 
    “He has business venture he wants to run past me, but I won’t be late.” 
 
    “Okay, Noah, be careful.” I knew what she meant when she told me to be careful. These days when Natalie and I were apart, we felt unprotected. The lingering fear that hung over us left us feeling vulnerable unless we were with each other.  
 
    I hung up the phone and grabbed my keys. I said goodnight to my secretary and headed out. Ever since Erin’s accident, I hadn’t felt comfortable using my driver. Not because I feared to get into an accident, but because I wanted my car in case I had to be somewhere quickly.  
 
    I plugged the bar’s address into my GPS and drove. Gregory picked a bar in a remote part of the city.  
 
    When I arrived, I walked in and looked around, but Gregory hadn't arrived. I texted him, and he texted me back. 
 
    He was on his way, so I sat and ordered a scotch. A few minutes later, a woman sat down next to me. She had that familiar hard look wearing too much makeup and the smell of too much cheap perfume I became used to after years of escorts.  
 
    “Hi there.” She said as she sat way too close. 
 
    “Hi.” I moved away and looked at my watch. 
 
    “Waiting for someone?” She breathed out. 
 
    “Yes.” I was in no mood for small talk.  
 
    “A friend.” She asked with a questioning tone. 
 
    “Nope. I wouldn’t call him a friend.” I looked at my phone.  
 
    “Are you married?” She rubbed my forearm, but I pulled away.  
 
    “Engaged.” I looked towards the front door still no sign of Gregory. 
 
    She looked down at her cell when it binged. Then she moved closer. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Noah.” I didn’t bother asking her name. 
 
    “Don’t you want to know mine?” She rubbed her hand across my back. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She took a sip of her drink then leaned into me. “You don’t remember me, Noah.” 
 
    I studied her face. What the heck was this chick up to? “No. Should I?” 
 
    “I bet Natalie would recognize me.” She moved away from me.  
 
    “How do you know Natalie? Who the heck are you?” 
 
    Her ominous laugh cut through me. Then I realized what was happening.  
 
    “Who the heck put you up to this?” I jumped up, grabbed her by her arms and shook her. “What the heck is going on?” 
 
    Her depraved eyes sent chills up my spine as she threatened me. “I’m one of your whores, and now I’m your worst nightmare.”  
 
    I grabbed my keys. “It’s Gregory! Tell me! It’s that jerk!” I dialed my cell and listened to the ring on the other end.  
 
    She took a sip of her wine and then looked at me. “He paid me more for this job than you ever did to harass the living trash out of me.”  
 
    Everything stopped. I frantically ran from the bar to my car. Natalie’s phone kept going straight to voicemail. I sped through the streets to get home. I called my security team. “Tom, where’s Natalie?” 
 
    “She’s in the house,” Tom answered confusion sounded in his voice. 
 
    “Are you sure?” I yelled into the phone. 
 
    “I’m looking at her car as we speak. You sound frantic.”  
 
    “Please check. I’ll wait.”  
 
    I waited for him to come back on the phone. He took too long. I was almost home, and I would find out for myself.  
 
    I sped up, parked the car but left the engine running as I jumped out. There was a car I didn’t recognize parked in my driveway. I barged into my house. I knew something was wrong when I saw my security team checking the property.  
 
    “Natalie!” I yelled out once inside the house.  
 
    “Sir, we’re up here.” One guard called from upstairs.  
 
    I took the steps three at a time. Three guards stood in my daughter’s room. Erin and Pam sat on the bed crying. One guard questioned Pam.  
 
    I ran over to my daughter and scooped her up in my arms. “Erin, honey what happened?” 
 
    She was sobbing and hyperventilating. “Honey calm down and breathe. Breathe baby.” I wiped the tears from her face and cradled it. “Tell Daddy what happened. It’s very important, honey.” 
 
    Between sobs, she spoke. “That man from the Gala came here and locked us in the closet.” 
 
    “What about Natalie?” I drew her face closer to mine.  
 
    Still sobbing, “I don’t know. Daddy, he was rough with her.”  
 
    “Erin, stay with Pam, I need to help Natalie.” I frantically looked around the room. I didn’t know where to start. How could I find Natalie? 
 
    The guards gathered around to update me on what they knew. I heard sirens and voices downstairs. We were just about to walk out of the room when Erin yelled out. 
 
    “Daddy, wait! Natalie wanted me to tell you about our game.” 
 
    “What sweetheart?” I asked. 
 
    “We played Kangaroo.” Her voice was low. “Call Natalie.”  
 
    “I tried calling her; she didn’t answer. I don’t think she has her phone on her, honey.”  
 
    “Sure she does.” She was sniffling and wiping at her nose. 
 
    Everyone stopped and turned back into the room.  
 
    “Erin, how do you know Natalie has her phone on her?” 
 
    “Because right before that mean man came into the house, we were playing the Kangaroo game.” 
 
    “The what game?”  
 
    “Natalie hides things in that big funny elastic waistband on her jeans because her belly reminds me of a Kangaroo’s pouch. And right before he came in, she hid her phone, and I think the television remote and gummy bears may be in there too.” 
 
    I whipped my head around to the guards, and simultaneously we all said, “Track it.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 20 
 
    Natalie Hill 
 
    “Now hide your phone.” Erin came running towards me with my cell. She already had me hide the remote for the television and a small bag of gummy bears. I snuck the remote out when she wasn’t looking but I kept the gummy bears to eat later.  
 
    “Okay, but I don’t think I can fit anything else,” I said as Erin handed me my cell and I continued to wrap and fold it in the elastic waist of my maternity jeans. 
 
    Just then, the doorbell rang. 
 
    As I started towards the door, a security guard opened the door and stuck his head in. “Mrs. Westlake, you have a visitor.” 
 
    The security guards assumed I was Noah's wife and in the usual fashion, Noah never corrected them. “Who is it?” 
 
    “A Gregory Reed.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, you can let him. He’s a friend of Mr. Westlake.” I reassured the guard. 
 
    The guard opened the door fully and there stood Gregory. “Gregory, I thought you and Noah were meeting at some bar,” I asked confused why he was here when he should have been with Noah. 
 
    “Oh, Shoot! Did I get this all confused?” He continued to walk further into the house. The security guard closed the front door with him on the outside leaving Gregory and me alone in the hallway. Gregory walked towards me with open arms. I hesitated at first, not sure if a hug felt appropriate, but Gregory left me no choice. I was in his arms in a bear hug within seconds and then something changed. He squeezed me so tightly that it hurt. I tried to push him away but his hold on me was more than my strength could handle.  
 
    Then it changed. 
 
    I felt a blunt object jabbed into my pregnant belly and his mouth on my ear.  
 
    “Jerk, if you scream I will kill your baby right here.” 
 
    I didn’t scream, but I squirmed trying to break away from his grip.  
 
    “That’s right, you tease, you know what you need to do. Now be a good girl and tell that little girl it's time for bed.” I looked him in the eyes, and it was as if they changed. They were darker, more intense, evil. “And act like you and I are best friends.” He jabbed the gun deeper into my belly. “You understand.” 
 
    “Yes.” He released me and shoved the gun in the waistband of his pants.  
 
    “You harass this up and I will kill you all.” 
 
    I lumbered towards the family room. Gregory stayed close enough to me I felt his breathe down my skin. When I got to the family room, Pam and Erin eyed Gregory and me, suspiciously. “Pam, can you take Erin upstairs and put her to bed.” Pam looked confused, so I quickly lied to protect them. “Gregory and I have grown up business to discuss.” 
 
    Pam reached for Erin’s hand and they walked away skeptical. Before they were out of sight, Erin yelled out to me. “Will you tuck me in Natalie?” 
 
    Gregory abruptly answered for me. “Yes, she’ll be right behind you.” 
 
    Gregory waited until Pam and Erin were out of sight then he spoke in a low, angry voice. “So this is what will happen and any misstep and I’ll kill all of you.” He used his gun and pointed towards the couch. “Sit.” 
 
    I did as he said.  
 
    “In five minutes we will walk upstairs where you will take the masking tape I have in my jacket pocket and tape up their mouths and their hands behind their backs. I’m going to lock them in the closet and then you and I will sneak out through the back of the house. I will not tape up your mouth until we are off the property so if you try to do anything stupid I will kill you and your baby instantly.”  
 
    Tears welled up in my eyes and I shook my head. “Why, are you doing this, Gregory?” The windows in this room had no blinds, so I hoped that a guard would catch Gregory brandishing his gun. 
 
    “Why, you have the nerve to ask why. My brother is dead all because of you and your lover.” He used his gun to scratch the stubble on his chin. “I’ve been watching you before you even took this job, and though it made it much harder to get to you, I knew the reward of killing you and hurting the man responsible for my brother's death would be that much greater.” He came closer to me and got right in my face. “And now, you’ve sweetened the pot with this.” He jabbed my pregnant belly with his gun. “Now, let’s go.” Gregory waved towards the hallway with his gun. “And act normal in case someone comes in the house.” 
 
    I walked into the foyer and up the stairs. When I arrived at Erin’s bedroom door, Gregory grabbed me and barked out instructions. “When you go in, act quickly, tell them not to yell and do as I say so that no one gets hurt.  
 
    “Can’t we just leave them be and sneak out the back.” 
 
    “NO! I need enough time to get far away from here. Now, do as I said.” He pointed the gun further into the skin of my belly. 
 
    I opened the door while Gregory stood back in the hallway. “Erin, honey, Pam, please listen carefully to me. First, don’t scream, but we are in danger so you must do as I say. Gregory wants me to tape up your mouths.” Erin cried and Pam turned white. I showed them the tape and as I approached them, Gregory came up quickly behind me and grabbed the roll of electrical tape from my hands.  
 
    “Jerk, give me that.” He quickly taped up their mouths and then had them fold their hands behind their backs and continued to wrap them with layers of tape.  
 
    Erin and Pam sat there crying, confused. He shoved them into the closet. Erin made eye contact with me and I tried to give her a reassuring look.  
 
    Before Gregory shut the closet door, I ran past him, gave Erin a kiss, and whispered in her ear. “Honey, tell daddy how we played the Kangaroo game.”  
 
    As I tried to give Erin another kiss, Gregory dragged me out of the closet causing me to fall to the floor. “Get up Jerk.” He yelled as he slammed the closet door. 
 
    I scrambled to my feet. Gregory pulled me by my shirt and threw me towards the bedroom door. My body slammed into the closed door. I turned around to face him and he came up on top of me pushing his body into mind. He grabbed my chin and squeezed my face together. My teeth cut into the insides of my cheeks. The pain had me seeing stars.  
 
    “When we step out of this room, you act normal or I will kill you and anyone who gets in my way. Do you understand?” 
 
    I couldn’t speak because of the way he clamped my mouth together, so I shook my head.  
 
    He opened the door to the hallway, stepped out using my body as a shield and checked in all directions. There was no one around, so he pushed me forward. I walked towards the top of the staircase where he grabbed me. “Wait.”  
 
    He looked down to make sure it was clear and then we proceeded.  
 
    Once down in the foyer he wrapped his arm around my back in case any of the guards were watching. “Smile Jerk.” He said through his teeth. He directed me towards the back door. “Where do the guards stand in the backyard?” 
 
    “They move around in the back.”  
 
    “Okay, when we go outside I want you to act casual. Follow my lead and if we run into one of them, we’re to act like two old friends enjoying each other’s company. When they are out of sight, we are going straight back and walking until we hit the pavement. I have a car parked on the other side of the woods.”  
 
    I did as he said. There was one guard off to the side but I waved to him as Gregory and I continued to stroll through the backyard. As we approached the end of Noah’s property, Gregory restrained my hands behind my back and covered my mouth with the tape. He clenched onto my shirt and dragged me through the woods. I stumbled a few times and once on the ground, he kicked me to get me back up on my feet. When we reached the road, I saw an old Honda parked on the shoulder near a bunch of bushes.  
 
    Gregory opened the back door. The back seats were down and he yelled at me to get in the trunk. I climbed in the back and struggled to fit myself into the cramped space. He then pushed the seats back into upright positions. Rolled up in a ball, squished into this small space, I prayed. I prayed that Noah would return home and Erin would tell him about the Kangaroo game. If he knew I had my phone on me, he could track it. Then a horrifying thought crossed my mind, what if Gregory killed Noah before he came over to the house? I was about to have a panic attack when I heard a phone ring.  
 
    A woman’s voice answered. Gregory had her on speakerphone. I listened to their conversation.  
 
    “Do you have her?” She asked. 
 
    “Yes. What about him?” Gregory asked. 
 
    “He just left.” She answered. 
 
    He was alive. Now I could only hope that Erin knew what I meant when I mentioned the Kangaroo game. To occupy my mind and get an idea of how far we traveled I counted. When we finally stopped, he got out and slammed the door. I braced myself for what came next but nothing happened for some time. I don’t know how much time had past when he finally took me from the car but when he hauled me out of the trunk, he was out of breath.  
 
    Gregory ripped the electrical tape from my mouth and dragged me onto the pavement. He walked behind me towards a motel door with the number eleven on the outside. He opened the door and once inside he shoved me forward onto the bed. 
 
    I landed on top of my belly and then rolled onto my side. With my hands taped behind my back, I found it difficult to stabilize myself.  
 
    He climbed on the bed and got in my face and spoke about the heinous things he would do to me before he killed me. “You messed my brother up good and now I’m going to forget you up.” He roughly stroked the side of my face with his hand, shoved his tongue down my mouth, and shoved his other hand between my legs. I tried to squirm and push him away with my shoulders but he tightened his grip between my legs. My resistance only angered him more, and he pushed me flat on my back. I felt more vulnerable in this position because now I lay on top of my trapped hands.  
 
    He straddled his legs over me looking down at me with an evil stare. “My brother said you were a sweet piece of rear. Now, it’s my turn to see just how sweet you are.”  
 
    He groped my breasts over my shirt then he ripped open my shirt and pulled my bra under my breasts. He grabbed each breast and roughly kneaded them then sucked hard on my nipple. “You have beautiful belly, you whore.” He bit down hard and pulled up on my nipple with his teeth. Pain ripped through me and I whimpered.  
 
    “Oh poor baby, did I hurt you, Jerk.” He slapped me across my face. 
 
    I ignored the sting and stretched my head back and off to the side. I couldn’t watch his invasion on my body. I focused my eyes on a small picture hanging on the wall. It was a nature scene with horses and a lot of trees. There was a small figure wearing white standing near one horse. I squinted while staring at the picture trying to block out what was happening to me. As he moved his hands down my body to remove my pants, the lights from a car lit up the entire room.  
 
    Gregory jumped up and ran to the window. I sat up in bed and I quickly looked around the room for his gun hoping it was not in his reach. It was on the opposite side of the room. Having no use of my hands, I ran as fast as I could and body slammed my shoulder into Gregory’s back. I caught him by surprise, so I took him down. Before he fell, he hit his head on the glass window. I screamed as loud as I could and within seconds, someone kicked the door open. 
 
    It was Noah and behind him many unrecognizable faces. He looked at me with relief then ran towards me covering my naked breasts with his body. He held me tight and kissed my face. “Get an ambulance; She’s pregnant.” 
 
    He clutched my shirt together and turned me to remove the tape from my hands. Then he pulled back the comforter, dragged the plain white sheet from the bed, and wrapped me in it. The police handcuffed Gregory and read him his rights, but it did not deter him from screaming profanities at Noah and me as they dragged him out of the room.  
 
    Noah crouched down to look me in the eyes. He wiped the tears from my face and smoothed my hair back. “Baby, same something, are you okay? Did he hurt you?” 
 
    “I’m okay. I.” I tried to say more, but I broke out in an uncontrollable sob as the shock passed and I realized I was safe and in Noah’s arms.  
 
    Noah pulled me into his body and tucked my head under his chin. He yelled back at the officers. “Where’s the ambulance? My wife needs an ambulance.” 
 
    One officer ran into the room. “It just pulled up. Can she walk out?” 
 
    “Baby, are you okay to walk?” 
 
    I shook my head. Noah held onto me as we walked outside. The ambulance parked out in front and the paramedics ran toward me. He yelled out to the others. “She pregnant, let’s bring her in.” 
 
    Noah climbed in after me. The paramedics checked the baby’s vitals and mine. Everything sounded good, but they brought me to the hospital for further tests.  
 
    I stayed overnight for observation and Noah stayed with me. He called Erin and Pam when things settled down and explained to Erin that we were okay and we’d be home in the morning. Erin sounded frantic, so I asked him if Pam could bring her here.  
 
    Pam and Erin arrived an hour later. Erin shared my bed with me and we held on to each other as we slept through the night. Noah slept in the chair next to my bed, or at least I thought he slept, but in the morning when I woke his face told a different story.  
 
    “You didn’t sleep?” 
 
    “No, I’ll sleep tonight when we’re home in our house.” He scrubbed his face with his hands then scratched the stubble on his chin. “But I enjoyed watching you and Erin sleeping.” 
 
    “You watched us?” 
 
    “All night. And you know what I realized; I had my whole family here in this little space. You, Erin, and our new child all right here.” He pointed to the bed. “I never thought I could feel so safe and feel so much love than I did last night watching the three of you. I could even see our baby kick you every once in a while. I watched the cover over your stomach move.” 
 
    “He kicks a lot in the middle of the night.” 
 
    “He?” Noah questioned. 
 
    “I think the baby is a he.”  
 
    “Well, only a few months left and we’ll know for sure.” 
 
    “Do you regret not finding out?” 
 
    “No, because I don’t care if it’s a boy or a girl. I’m just so happy to be having a baby with you.” Noah rubbed my arm as he rested his elbows on the edge of the bed.  
 
    Noah stood, leaned in and kissed me just then Erin stirred. She opened her eyes, stretched out with a yawn and stared up at her father. “Can we go home now?” 
 
    Noah looked at me, and we both answered her, "Definitely." 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 21 
 
    Noah Westlake 
 
    After returning from the hospital, Natalie hadn’t returned to her happy self. She’d wake up sometimes in the middle of the night in an absolute panic, perspiration dampened her hairline and she’d yell out because of a nightmare she had about Sean and his brother. It would take me half an hour to calm her down. 
 
    She continued to speak about the guilt she felt for inviting this trouble into our lives. Nothing I could say convinced her it wasn’t her fault. I thought the news of Gregory being killed in a prison fight would help a little to calm her mood; it didn’t. She was constantly on edge from the experience and from the guilt she felt. She insisted she brought this into our lives and she felt horrible for considering applying for the job as Erin’s nanny when she knew she had an awful past that could come back to haunt her. 
 
    “Natalie, I need you to stop saying that,” I begged her. “I knew about your past the moment I had my private investigator look into it. It would not stop me from bringing you into my life.” 
 
    “Noah, I love you for that but you didn’t see Erin’s face when Gregory taped up her little mouth.”  
 
    I cringed at the thought. “Natalie, the mongrel is dead and I need you. Erin needs you. I want you back the way you were before all this happened.” 
 
    “I’m trying Noah. I promise I’ll be better. When our child is born, he’ll erase all this awfulness.” 
 
    “Idiot, I’m not waiting until then.” I threw back the blanket and cuddled into Natalie rubbing her pregnant belly. “Let’s go away.”  
 
    “We just got back from Colorado.” As a distraction, I took Erin and Natalie to Colorado to visit venues for our wedding but nothing seemed to snap her out of the guilt she felt.  
 
    “Somewhere else. Let’s go to France.” I suggested. 
 
    “Will Dr. Poletti let me?” 
 
    “We’ll ask, but you’re thirty-one weeks into your pregnancy, it shouldn’t be a problem.” I paused. “And if it is, I’ll take him and his wife with us. They can stay in the guest house.” 
 
    “Can we do that, anyway? I’d feel so much better if I knew my doctor was nearby.”  
 
    “Yes. I’ll do anything to make sure you relax and we enjoy ourselves.” 
 
    “What about Erin?” 
 
    “She’ll understand. She was just telling me how bad she felt because you looked so unhappy.” 
 
    Natalie broke into tears. She cried so often and I knew it was because of her hormones and everything she’d been through. 
 
    The next day we sat in my office together and put a call into Dr. Poletti. He approved of the trip to France. He felt Natalie would be in no danger. Then Natalie interjected. 
 
    “Dr. Poletti, I think I would feel much better and enjoy the trip if you and your wife are in France while we're there.” 
 
    Before Dr. Poletti could respond I broke in. “Dr. Poletti, if you and your wife could get away, I’d like to treat you to a paid vacation in Beaune, France.” 
 
    “Well, I’d normally ask my wife but I think this time, I’ll go out on a limb and say yes before asking her.”  
 
    Dr. Poletti’s response made Natalie laugh, and it sounded like sweet music to my ears.  
 
    “Wonderful and thank you.” Natalie squealed. 
 
    “I should thank you and your husband. Thank you, Mr. Westlake.” 
 
    “Call me Noah and if it’s okay, I’ll have my assistant call you tomorrow with all the details.”  
 
    “Yes, I’ll call the nearest hospital to Beaune to let them know I’ll be vacationing there in case I need their facilities.” 
 
    “Good Idea. Enjoy the rest of your day.” Just as I disconnected the phone call, Natalie hopped on my lap and covered me with kisses. She was already coming back.  
 
      
 
    The flight over to France in my private jet was a peaceful one. Natalie slept, walked around the cabin when she wasn’t sleeping and talked to Dr. Poletti’s wife. We flew into Geneva Airport then flew in my helicopter over to my property in Beaune.  
 
    Dr. Poletti and his wife were staying on our property in the guesthouse. They’d have their own private pool, and the guesthouse had a fully equipped kitchen. I informed them they had all their time to themselves, and my staff would be at their beck and call, but I insisted he’d carry his cell in case we needed to reach him for Natalie. They were thankful and thrilled and even asked if they could treat Natalie and me to dinner one evening while in France. We’d love to have dinner with them, but I suggested we do it towards the end of the trip since I intended on being selfish and not sharing Natalie with anyone for the first week.  
 
    My home in France was a gift from my father before he died. He happened upon this house about ten years before he fell ill and about six months before his death he purchased the home for me.  
 
    The home had ten rooms with a guesthouse. Surrounding the property was a field of lavender and olive trees. It had a beautiful view of the pond with intricate paths lined with Cypress trees. There was a heated pool, pool house and tennis courts and room enough for my helicopter airstrip. The inside of the house had four bathrooms, five bedrooms, high ceilings and a full gourmet kitchen. The home made of natural stone had all period fireplaces and chimneys. The colors of the home were the same throughout every room, cream and black with no exceptions. 
 
    My staff ran out as soon as the helicopter landed. They swept up our bags and hurried back to the house.  
 
    I introduced my Butler, Leo to Natalie then to the Mr. and Mrs. Poletti. I asked him to show them to the guesthouse while I showed Natalie around the property. I informed Leo that they would need some of the staff to take care of all of their needs and a car service if they needed to drive in the surrounding area.  
 
    As I walked hand in hand with Natalie, I enjoyed the sweet scent coming off her skin as the breeze rushed over her. She finally looked relaxed, and I knew my decision was the right one. Coming here would bring my sweet Natalie back to me.  
 
    “Noah, Thank you, I’m happy we’re here. I need this time with you alone before our new baby comes into this world.” 
 
    “I agree. I want to love you, spoil you and cherish you while we are here. Then do it all over again when we return home.” 
 
    Natalie pulled me toward her and kissed me. I moved my hand along her belly, and with the other, I caressed her cheek. “Would you like to change and take a dip in the pool?” 
 
    Natalie took in a deep cleansing breath. “Yes.” 
 
    I walked Natalie through the home and gave her a quick tour, and I promised to give her a detailed one later on. Upon entering our master suite, Natalie’s eyes grew wider. “Noah, this is magnificent.” A large cream-colored upholstery headboard adorned one wall and on the opposite wall large French doors that opened to the pool. Large glass chandeliers with small cream and black lampshades hung from the center of each room, and every room had a wall made of natural stone. 
 
    It was simple, elegant and breathtaking.  
 
    Natalie stepped into the bathroom, and when she finished, she came out wearing a pale pink bikini. She looked adorable. Her body hadn’t changed at all except for the tiny baby bump and plumper breasts. I was just stripping out of my clothes when she came out, and she saw how much I appreciated how she looked. 
 
    “Noah.” 
 
    “Yes, Natalie.” 
 
    “Do you want a quickie?” 
 
    “I’ll take it any way I can get.” 
 
    Natalie strolled over to me, wrapped her arms around my neck and kissed me. I moved my hands down her silky skin and rested them on her behind. As she sucked on my lips, I breathed out a request. “Natalie, I want to turn you around and move that tiny postage stamp size bikini off to the side and forget you from behind.” 
 
    Natalie pulled away and granted my request. She turned around, and I took a moment to stare at her sweet little donkey cheeks playing peek-a-boo with her bikini bottom. I sucked in the air between my teeth and hooked my finger along the hem of her bikini and moved it off to the side. I slid my finger between her thighs and felt the hot sweet wetness of her lips anticipation. I fisted my cock and brought it near her sweet spot. I teased her by moving the head of my mess up and down her wet slit then slipped it in and grabbed onto her hips and thus began the rush of desire flowing through my body in a torrent.  
 
    Across the room hung a mirror that gave me full access to Natalie enjoying the same pleasure. Her belly bounced forward and backward as I pounded into her. She leaned forward gripping the silk comforter with one hand and with the other she held onto the footboard. I reached around with my hand to rub her clit circling the sweet bundle of nerves as I watched Natalie climaxed. Thus began my onslaught, pounding into her mercilessly, she climaxed again, but this time she cried out my name begging me for more. 
 
    I slipped out of her and lay on my back so she could straddle me. She teetered forward on my cock and rode me hard and fast until she was coming again. Something about seeing her pregnant body, pleasuring itself on my cock made me so hot. Watching her was my undoing. I saw tears run down Natalie’s face from pure, intense sexual pleasure and I lost all control. I released an anguished moan, “Idiot,” then yelled out her name.  
 
    When we finished, I pulled her towards me, and she rested her body next to mine using me as her body pillow. I always had a healthy sexual appetite for Natalie, but now it was magnified. I never imagined that a pregnant Natalie would be my new kink.  
 
    A few days in France and I already noticed a difference in Natalie. She slept through the nights and relaxed during the day. We spent our time traveling around to the neighboring towns, enjoying exquisite meals and beautiful scenery.  
 
    One afternoon, we drove to the Abby of Cluny and watched a horse show then ate lunch the La Halte De L’Abbaye. We stopped in at the farmers market before we left and stocked up on beautiful fruits and vegetable, which we brought home to make a feast for the Poletti’s and ourselves.  
 
    It was the first night I ever experienced entertaining guests with my significant other. Having the woman I loved sitting next to me as we talked with Dr. and Mrs. Poletti about children, traveling, and the future felt… normal. And normal was all I ever craved.  
 
    I watched as Natalie listened intently to Dr. Poletti tell a story about when his youngest daughter got a pea stuck up her nose. Seeing Natalie laugh as he recounted all the steps he took to get the pea out of his daughter’s nose made me grateful.  
 
    Yes, I was grateful and in awe of how life had a funny way of working things out. I thought about the drawer in my desk at home where dozens of applications sat in a folder. I thought about Natalie’s picture and how I knew the moment I saw it I needed her in my life. And here she was after everything, sitting next to me with her hand resting on my thigh, squeezing it every so often, as a reminder of what would come later.  
 
    We had only a few more days in France, and we’d be heading home. I realized coming here was the right decision as I stared at Natalie asleep on the chaise lounge. She wore another one her tiny little bikinis as her baby bump moved up and down with each breath she took. I turned on my side to stare at her as she slept. Her long golden brown hair moved in the breeze, and the sweet scent of it passed over my skin. I inhaled taking her scent in deeper.  
 
    Small drops of perspiration beaded on the skin between her breasts and it took all my strength to not lap them up with my tongue. Her skin was turning brown even though I covered her with sunblock.  
 
    Unable to resist her, I brushed my fingers against her arm. She opened her eyes and turned her head towards me a smile stretched across her face as our eyes made contact. 
 
    “Did you sleep?” She asked as she reciprocated my touch by brushing her fingers along my arm.  
 
    “No, I watched you sleep.” 
 
    She smiled. “Noah, I love you.” 
 
    “Natalie, I love you.” I stretched my arm across her chair and rested my hand on her belly. “Natalie, Do you know what I want right now?” 
 
    “What?” She gave me a coquettish grin. 
 
    “I want to make you orgasm.”  
 
    “Here?”  
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “The Poletti’s, the staff, Leo.”  
 
    “It’s our house; they won’t mind.” Before Natalie could refuse me, I stood up and sat on the edge of her lounge facing her. I rubbed circles over her belly. She let a soft moan escape from her, and I moved my hand down between her legs. I slipped two fingers under her bikini and circled her clit. She closed her eyes as I watched as pleasure washed over her face. She moved her hips as I continued to circle her clit. I slid my fingers a little further down and invaded the wet silky skin, then slid them back up circling her clit again. With my other hand, I palmed her breast over her bikini top and brushed my thumb back and forth across her taut nipple. Natalie bit down on her lower lip, and I could feel her body let go.  
 
    She convulsed as she whispered my name and grabbed on to my forearm to steady her. Her lips curled, and she opened her eyes. “Noah, let’s go in. I need you inside me, now.” 
 
    Natalie and I walked through the sliding glass doors that led right into our bedroom. We left them open to allow for the breeze to come in. She untied her bikini and let it drop to the floor as I dropped my bathing suit and flung it over the oversized chair in the corner of the room. Natalie crawled onto the bed and positioned herself on all fours. Standing on my knees behind her, I circled her bottom with my hand. I gave it a slap, and she giggled. Fisting my cock in my hand, I positioned the tip of it along her wet seam. I moved it up and down her seam then with one firm thrust I entered her. Grabbing onto her hips I pounded into her.  
 
    “Noah, I ache for you always. Push harder, deeper.” She moaned. “It feels so good.” 
 
    I reached my arms further up on her sides right under her swollen breasts and pulled her deeper into me. 
 
    “Yes!” She screamed.  
 
    I felt her belly hitting against my hands with each thrust.  
 
    “Noah, faster. I’m right there.” 
 
    I quickened my pace, and I held back my orgasm as long as I could. The sound of Natalie’s rear slapping against my skin, the view from behind as I pounded inside her, watching her body quiver as she began to orgasm and her smoky voice hit every sexual need I had, and I exploded. 
 
    “Oh idiot, Natalie, forget you feel so good.” I brace myself as my come filled her, and it felt like it wouldn’t end. I collapsed on top of her and dragged her down and onto her side pulling her closer to my body. With one hand resting on her belly, I felt our baby kick. 
 
    “I think he just high-five'd you.” Natalie giggled.  
 
    I laughed and kissed the top of her head. “And if it’s a girl, I hope she has a backhand like her mother because if she looks like you, she will need it to keep all the unsavory boys away.” 
 
    “Awe, Noah, now I feel bad.” 
 
    “Don’t baby; I deserved it.” I cuddled my lips closer to her ear. “Anyway, I think it knocked sense into me.” 
 
    Natalie turned her head to kiss me.  
 
    “I only wish you did it sooner!” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    “Natalie, honey, are you okay?” I woke up reaching for Natalie, but she was not in bed. “Natalie,” I called out. 
 
    I saw the faint light of the bathroom underneath the door. I jumped up out of bed. “Natalie.” I tapped on the door and opened it. 
 
    Natalie stood bent over at the bathroom sink water dripping down her legs. Her eyes begged me to help her and the pain she felt registered with me. “Noah we need to go.” 
 
    “Let me call your doctor, and I’ll let Pam know.” I helped Natalie out of the bathroom and brought her to the bed. She insisted on standing bent over the bed as she gripped the blankets beneath her hands. 
 
    I ran downstairs and knocked on Pam’s door. She opened the door saying the words before I got a chance. “It’s time.” 
 
    “Yes, it’s time.” I gripped her arms and brought her in for a hug. “It’s time!” 
 
    “Well, get going. You can’t stand around hugging me while your wife’s in labor.” She shooed me away. 
 
    I ran back upstairs thinking about everyone referring to Natalie as my wife. I needed to make that a reality very soon. First the baby, then marriage. Then I reconsidered even that. First the baby, then our move to Colorado, then marriage.  
 
    I ran into the bedroom and grabbed the small bag Natalie packed two weeks ago. “All right, my love, let’s get you downstairs. We’ll call the doctor on the way to the hospital.” 
 
    Natalie breathed out two short breaths then sucked two in as she clenched onto her belly. Pam stood at the bottom of the stairs and wished us good luck and told us to call as soon as Natalie delivered.  
 
    “No, Pam, please bring Erin by the hospital as soon as she wakes up.” Natalie requested.  
 
    “Okay, child, now go before you drop right here.” Pam pushed us out the door. “We’ll be there bright and early.” 
 
    I thanked her over my shoulder and escorted Natalie into the car. I placed the seatbelt across her belly and ran around to the other side.  
 
    I drove while Natalie breathed and rubbed her belly. She looked at me a few times and smiled then between breaths she’d sweetly say, “This freaking hurts.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, baby, hopefully, he’ll come quickly.” 
 
    “He better because this freaking hurts. Jerks.” Natalie grabbed the door as I imagined pain ripped through her insides. “Rubbish man, this freaking hurts.” 
 
    I wanted to laugh but knew I couldn’t. She was just so cute as she cursed at the pain coursing through her body. 
 
    “They lie, they all lie. This freaking sucks.” Natalie growled out. “Big freaking liars.” Natalie squirmed in the seat trying to absorb the pain. “Noah honey, I love you but drive faster, please.”  
 
    I called Dr. Poletti as I picked up speed and watched Natalie brace herself for the next contraction. 
 
    “We’re almost there. In case I don’t get to say it during all of this, thank you, Natalie. I love you so much.” 
 
    Natalie reached her hand across and rubbed my cheek then she tapped it twice. “I love you, too, but drive. This is freaking painful, and I need you to get me to that freaking hospital now!”  
 
    I shook my head in agreement and bit back my laughter. I felt awful that Natalie had to go through this but her sweetly trying to curse as she tried to endure the pain made me want to laugh. “Honey, we’re just around the corner, and Dr. Poletti is right behind us.” 
 
    “Good thing because this baby isn’t waiting,” were the last words Natalie spoke as they wheeled her into the emergency room and right up to labor and delivery.  
 
    About two hours later at four twenty-two in the morning, Natalie delivered a healthy baby boy. We named him Nathan after my father, Nathanial Westlake.  
 
    Pam brought Erin to the hospital around eight-thirty that morning. Erin visited with Natalie then I brought her over to see Nathan. Erin was thrilled to have a baby brother. Yet, she asked us when we were having the next baby since she wanted a sister. I told her I’d work on it as soon as possible. Natalie rolled her eyes at my dedication to giving Erin a sister. I declared I wouldn’t stop trying until my daughter had a sister. Natalie laughed at my attempts to get her back between the sheets. 
 
    The next day I brought Natalie and our son home from the hospital. As soon as Natalie walked through the front door, she reached for my arm. I held Nathan in the carrier and turned to see what Natalie needed. “Noah, let’s move to Colorado.” 
 
    “Now.” I was ready to hop on the plane that night.  
 
    “As soon as possible.” She walked closer and held my face in her hands. “This isn’t our home. Let’s pack up only the essentials and go home.” 
 
    I smiled. All Natalie had to do was say the word and whatever she wanted I gave it to her. I was forever indebted to her. She brought back to my life love and faith, and now I had a family as I always wanted. And my family and I were moving to Colorado where my soul already resided.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Days were sweeter and calmer and smelled of baby powder, fresh air, and as Natalie always like to add, leather, bergamot, and spice. 
 
    We all loved Colorado; even Pam. Pam became more of a nanny for Nathan since we enrolled Erin in the local public school. Erin enjoyed her new school and getting to know her new friends. I was lucky to be living my dream every day. I had a wife I adored (we finally, married right on our property in Colorado), two beautiful children, and peace in my heart.  
 
    Nathan was a strong boy with a thick head of hair for a baby, and he had big eyes. Everyone said he looked just like me. I felt like I had a second chance. I had a son, and I knew he would never know the lessons I learned as a young boy. My son would only know love. 
 
    My wife was sexier than ever. She showed the first signs of pregnancy with her swollen breasts. I told Erin I’d work tirelessly to give her a sister, and I kept my promise. Six months after Natalie gave birth to Nathan, Dr. Poletti informed us we were expecting our next child. Dr. Poletti mentioned he and Mrs. Poletti would be up for another round in Beaune, France if Natalie needed time away before giving birth. I ensured him I’d work on it. I couldn't see Natalie refusing except we might need to bring our whole clan with us this time. 
 
    Mrs. Ross's husband passed away two weeks after Nathan’s birth. I moved her in with us when we moved to Colorado, and she lived in the house with us until the construction was complete on the guesthouse. I didn't want her to be alone, but she could always move away from us if she wanted. She'd yet to mention it. I think she enjoyed being around family and the little ones since she never had children of her own.  
 
    I sat out on the deck sipping coffee looking out over the mountains when Natalie walked out. She came up behind me and leaned down and whispered in my ear.  
 
    “Nathan’s asleep and Pam took Erin on that class trip to the Denver Zoo.” 
 
    “So we have the house to ourselves.” 
 
    “Yes.” Natalie turned and sat her behind on the table next to me.  
 
    “Well, Mrs. Westlake, if you don’t mind, I’d like to have my way with you right here on this very table.” 
 
    “Mr. Westlake, I think I’ll let you.” 
 
    The next thirty minutes, I spent making love to my wife right there on our table on the deck of our Colorado home overlooking the mountains. The sound of my voice yelling out her name echoed through the hills of Colorado. I finally found my home in the heart of a young girl named Natalie Hill.    
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