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Prologue 

atasha, darling,” my mother coos softly, her 
voluptuous pile of platinum blonde curls sprawling 

over the crisp white hospital pillow. 
“Yes, Ava.” I take her clammy palm in mine, trying not to 

notice the silver roots lining her weathered forehead or the 
way her chest rattles every time she tries to speak. 

Even from this sterile Los Angeles hospital room, I can 
still hear my mother’s young, devastatingly glamorous voice 
belting out tunes in our Hollywood Hills home, see her 
prancing around in a scarlet negligée, breasts spilling over 
lace, smudged mascara rolling down rouged cheeks, messy 
curls tumbling over bare shoulders…and always a man waiting 
in the bedroom. 

That ever-present image of the infamous Ava Taylor—
who will forever be adored by the film-going masses for her 
scandalous, dazzling beauty on the silver screen—will haunt 
my dreams long after we say goodbye. 

“The envelope,” she whispers, losing strength. “In my 
purse.” 

With trembling fingers, I reach for her pink Dior bag, 
rifle through the make-up, the pill bottles, and finally emerge 
with a manila envelope. 

“N 



“Open it,” she urges, choking on her words, the glamour 
being sucked straight out of her with each beep of the 
machines at her bedside. 

I pull a packet of papers from the envelope, combing the 
first page quickly as I find myself praying she’ll hang on just a 
little longer. For as much pain as this woman has caused me, 
I’m amazed at how deeply I still love her, at how much I am 
hanging on to her every word, every breath. 

“Downtown DC photography gallery sold to Ava 
Taylor,” I read out loud, instantly recognizing the address as 
that of a popular gallery I’ve visited, and adored, many times. 
“Named The Natasha Taylor Photography Gallery…” I trail off, 
lifting a shocked gaze to my mother. “Ava, what is this?” 

“Your photographs, Natasha—it’s time for you to release 
them to the world.” The cancer in her lungs has made her 
voice barely recognizable, but it hasn’t stolen that 
mischievous twinkle in her eyes. “In your very own gallery.” 

“But you know I take family portraits—wholesome 
photos of glowing pregnant women and husbands kissing 
their wives’ bellies. Not exactly the kind of photos you’d 
feature in a prominent DC photography gallery.” 

The twinkle dissipates as my mother levels a serious gaze 
at me. “Natasha, dear, don’t get me started on the misery that 
is your life.” She stops to clear her throat, the way she always 
does when she’s about to judge me. “I simply cannot bear the 
thought of it—you photographing all of those happy families, 
shoving it in your face day in and day out that you can’t get 
pregnant with that stuffy professor husband of yours who 
was never suited for you.” 

“Oh, and you know me so well, do you?” I snap. This 
isn’t the time to let out the years of pent-up anger toward the 



woman who was supposed to be a mother to me, but after 
that comment, I can’t help myself. 

“Better than you might think…and that man—well, he 
doesn’t deserve you, Natasha. He doesn’t see the beautiful 
dancer I once knew.” My mother’s emerald gaze cuts right 
through me, and I can’t handle it. I never could. 

“Well, I’m sorry my life, my choice in a husband, and my 
body’s inability to make a baby have been such a 
disappointment to you. And we both know that I am not the 
only one to blame for the demise of my dance career.” 

A maddening grin spreads across her full lips. “Oh, let’s 
not be so dramatic,” she taunts. “I’m the actress here, after all. 
Yes, the end of your dance career was…tragic…but let’s not 
go there today.” With a trembling hand, she points to the cup 
of water on her bedside tray. I swallow my anger as I press 
the cup to her mouth. She is only able to take the tiniest of 
sips—what irony after all those years spent guzzling straight 
from the bottle. 

“Back to the photographs—I’m not referring to your 
family photography, darling. While beautiful, we both know 
that those aren’t the photographs that will draw in the masses 
and make you a huge success.” 

Dread coats my stomach as I realize where she is going 
with this. 

“It’s time to reveal all of the photographs you’ve taken of 
me over the years. The good and the bad, my darling. It’s time 
for the public to see the real Ava Taylor. The one only you 
knew.” 

“But you’ve seen those photos. They’re…they’re…” I 
trail off, a slideshow of images flashing through my mind. 



Ava in the glamorous emerald evening gown she wore to 
the Oscars, sobbing and slumped on the kitchen floor, a 
cigarette pressed between her lips, a bottle of whiskey in 
hand; Ava lounging naked on the back deck, legs spread for 
the world to see, downing a martini; Ava in a jealous rage, 
hurling a black vase at one of her lovers. 

Ever since I was a little girl, I’ve been photographing 
every disastrous, glitzy, humiliating moment of growing up 
with my troubled Hollywood mother. It was my way of 
dealing with her, with my lack of a childhood—documenting 
the mess instead of partaking in it. 

“They’re raw,” she says, interrupting my stream of 
memories. “They’re me. And I’m not giving you this gallery 
unless you agree to feature them in your opening exhibit.” 

I sigh, exhausted by her, by years of her unreasonable 
demands. “You’ve got to be kidding me.” 

“The stipulations are all there in my will. The date for the 
exhibit has already been set. Six weeks from today.” 

“Six weeks? But you know I’m in the middle of my third 
round of IVF, and I have shoots scheduled every single 
weekend for months…shoots that I can’t cancel or we’ll lose 
the house in Georgetown. I don’t have the time or the energy 
to put this together right now. And besides, you don’t want 
me to release those photographs to the public.” 

She snatches the papers from my hands and gives me a 
slight scratch with her long red nails in the process. “Do you 
hear yourself? Don’t you see the train wreck that has become 
your life?” Her voice wavers, swallowed up by her raspy 
lungs. “It’s too late for me, darling…my train has already 
wrecked and burned. But it’s not too late for you.” She sucks 



in a loud, wheezing breath before continuing on her final 
diatribe. 

“I know I wasn’t always there for you, not in the way you 
needed me, but just this once, let me try. I’m giving you a 
chance to change your life, make your career dreams come 
true. Screw IVF, screw that dreadfully boring husband of 
yours, and screw that godforsaken house that you’ve never 
been able to afford. This obsession you have with creating a 
normal family…it’s time to let it go, Natasha.” She coughs 
deeply, her sick, withering body shuddering underneath the 
sheets. 

“You came from my womb, and you will forever be 
unique because of that. Normal just isn’t in our genes, 
darling.” A nauseating shade of gray spreads down her face as 
she shakes the papers at me. “This is your story, Natasha. And 
it’s time for you to tell it.” 

I take the papers from my mother, nodding numbly, 
realizing that even on her deathbed, even as she is giving me 
the first true gift she has ever given me, she has still found a 
way to make this all about her. 

But then another thought—one that I do not want to 
give any credit to—pops into my mind. I wonder if 
somewhere, deep down, she does have a maternal instinct, 
after all. 

Ava glances around the bleak white hospital room, down 
at the tubes in her arms, and finally to the machines at her 
bedside, and there it is. That impenetrable sadness, spilling 
down her porcelain skin. I am so used to seeing this look of 
desperation in her eyes—the look she has only ever shown to 
me—and yet every time, it pains me. Rips my heart to shreds. 

I both hate her and love her immensely. 



But above all, I cannot bear to see her suffer a moment 
longer. 

“Promise me, Natasha. Promise me you’ll do it,” she begs 
softly. 

Her outburst has taken every last ounce of energy she had 
left. Tears cloud her beautiful green eyes, and I know I must 
give her what she wants. 

I squeeze her hands in mine and lean over to kiss her 
forehead. “I promise, Mom. I promise.” 

Her breathing slows, and just when I think she’s leaving 
me forever, a whisper escapes her lips. “It’s Ava, darling,” she 
corrects. “You know the ‘M’ word makes me feel old.” 

With a dramatic bat of her eyelashes and one sharp 
inhale, those are my mother’s last words. 



One 

Six weeks later 

lashes of Ava Taylor in all her disastrous glory span the 
dimly lit walls of the gallery as I pace its sleek hardwood 

floors, feeling as though my heart may burst if I have to look 
into her intoxicating emerald gaze one more time. 

She’s everywhere. The broken mess of my mother, 
documented from my very own lens, on display for the world 
to see. 

Catching my reflection in the shiny glass of one of her 
portraits, my gaze wanders down my petite frame, over my 
strapless violet dress and tall black pumps, and once again I 
am reminded of how I didn’t inherit any of Ava’s voluptuous 
curves. My long, golden brown hair and bright blue eyes 
don’t bear a resemblance to my famous mother either. In 
fact, nothing about my appearance does, except for that 
gleaming Hollywood smile we share. I’ll have to turn it on 
tonight, I tell myself, if only to sell this gallery. 

Just as I am checking my phone for the millionth time 
that hour for word from my husband, a familiar voice echoes 
through the space. 

“Natasha Taylor, when was the last time that snow-white 
skin of yours saw the sun? It’s August in DC and you’re still 
as pale as a ghost.” 

F 



Swiveling away from a photograph of my mother 
sporting a cherry-red bikini and heart-shaped sunglasses, 
passed out drunk on a raft in our Hollywood pool, I turn to 
find my sweet-yet-blunt best friend Liz Valentine, smiling her 
cheeky grin. Liz is practically the only friend I have left who 
isn’t pregnant or popping out babies like she’s a human PEZ 
dispenser, which—after my three-year infertility adventure—
means she can insult my pale skin all she wants. 

Plus, she’s right. Ever since Ava’s funeral, I’ve been so 
busy preparing for my first real exhibit—an obscenely edgy 
departure from my usual brand of heartwarming family 
portraits—that I haven’t seen the sun in weeks. 

I reach for Liz, wrapping my arms around her tiny 
shoulders like I’m hanging onto a life raft. “Thank you for 
being here,” I say. “Seriously, Liz, thank you.” 

And although Liz isn’t one for public displays of 
affection, she squeezes me back. She knows there’s a lot 
riding on tonight. 

When I finally give her room to breathe, she casts a quick 
glance around the chic DC gallery, her curious eyes combing 
the life-sized portraits of my mother, and finally hovering 
over the sinful selection of twenty-something male servers 
dressed in slick black tuxes, trays of champagne and hors 
d’oeuvres in hand. 

“Damn…not bad,” she murmurs under her breath. 
Liz’s insane work hours at the State Department have put 

a major damper on her sex life—meaning that she has none. 
She won’t admit—even to me—how long it’s actually been, 
but by the way she is salivating over these boys, I suspect it 
has been a long time. 



“Still in heat?” I ask my friend, noticing how pretty she 
looks in her tight black cocktail dress, batting those long 
lashes that could melt a man from miles away. 

Liz nods, her lips parted as she flashes a grin at one of the 
cutest ones—a tall, preppy stud who couldn’t be older than 
twenty-two. 

“You have no idea,” she whispers. 
“Well, you can have your way with lover boy over there 

as soon as the exhibit is over. But not a moment sooner,” I 
order. 

“Oh, please,” Liz says, finally peeling her gaze from his 
boyish blue eyes. “Why would I break my no-sex streak now, 
Natasha? I mean, this whole living to work thing is just too 
much fun.” 

Liz’s dry sense of humor gets a brief laugh out of me until 
I spot Sienna—the gallery director and PR angel who has 
managed to give my first exhibit more press than I ever 
could’ve hoped for—pacing toward us in her tall gray heels. 
Her sixteen-week baby bump looks impossibly chic in the 
slim blue dress she’s wearing, and as she chews on the end of 
her chunky black glasses, I find myself wishing I didn’t know 
she was pregnant. Wishing I could go to an island where no 
one ever got pregnant so I wouldn’t feel so empty, especially 
on the most important night of my career. 

Sienna grips my arm. “Only five minutes until go time. I 
think everything is ready.” 

“Thank you so much, Sienna. Really, you’ve been—” 
“Where’s your husband?” she cuts in, scanning the gallery 

for signs of Ethan. “Didn’t you want him to be here with you 
before we open the exhibit?” 



My heart constricts inside my chest, but I smile all the 
same. “Oh, he’ll be here any minute. He had to go to New 
York this weekend, but his train should’ve arrived back in DC 
by now.” 

“Are you kidding me?” Liz places a hand on her hip, 
anger flashing through her pretty hazel eyes. “This is the 
biggest night of your career, Natasha. He should’ve been 
home this weekend, helping you prepare for the exhibit, or at 
the very least offering moral support. What’s he doing in 
New York anyway?” 

I sigh, exhausted from all the years of making excuses for 
why Ethan isn’t going to show up to yet another important 
event in my life, or for why he consistently acts as if his 
career endeavors in the worlds of academia and publishing 
take precedence over mine. No matter the fact that my family 
photography business has kept us afloat ever since 
Georgetown’s Political Science Department turned him down 
for tenure and he was bumped to his current position—a 
meagerly paid adjunct professor who spends more time with 
his head in a book than seeking out tangible opportunities 
that could help dig us out of debt and save our beautiful 
house in Georgetown, which we are on the verge of losing. 

“Ethan connected with an editorial assistant at Random 
House recently and scheduled a dinner with her to pitch a 
book idea he’s been working on,” I say. 

What I haven’t yet found the courage to tell my best 
friend is that three weeks ago, after our most recent failed 
IVF attempt, Ethan decided to “take a break” and promptly 
packed his trusty rolling suitcase and rolled it right out the 
front door of that charming brick home of ours. 



He said he was staying alone in a hotel in DC, but I’m not 
naïve—I’ve smelled the perfume on his shirt after all those 
late nights at the library; I’ve heard him whispering into the 
phone in his study after he thinks I’d fallen asleep. 

But last night, it was me he called in the middle of the 
night, drunken and sorry. He told me he missed me, that he 
made a mistake walking out on me, and that he wanted to 
make an effort to put the pieces back together. Maybe even 
try once more for a baby. 

And despite the downward spiral of our marriage, of our 
love, I am still clinging to the ten years of history we’ve 
shared, to the good times we once had, to the way he used to 
love me, look at me, adore me. And most of all, I cannot 
force myself to let go of the idea of having a baby with him, 
of starting our own little family together. 

I’ve been ignoring his indiscretions, hoping that 
somehow, we can salvage what used to be and create 
something new, something that will save us from total and 
utter marital failure. 

So, I asked him to start by showing up tonight. 
There’s still time, I think as I check my phone once more. 

But Liz’s impatient voice drowns out my hope. 
“A dinner with an editorial assistant? Couldn’t he have 

scheduled it another weekend?” she hisses. “I mean, your 
mother just passed away last month, for God’s sake, and 
you’re revealing your disaster of a childhood in a public 
photography exhibit. If Reluctant Hubs doesn’t show, I’ll 
personally kill him for you, Natasha.” 

Sienna lifts a brow in my direction, and I give her another 
reassuring smile, even though I feel anything but reassured by 
my husband’s inability to answer his phone or show up on 



time after the desperate promises he made to me the night 
before. 

“No one will be killing anyone tonight,” I say. “He’ll be 
here, Liz. It was his first real opening with a big publishing 
house, so he felt he had to take this opportunity.” 

“But this is your first real exhibit, and it’s a game changer, 
Natasha. I mean, look at these photos you’ve taken of 
Ava…they’re magnificent.” Her gaze rests on a photograph 
at the back of the gallery, where my mother is standing on the 
ledge of a New York City balcony, laughing manically at the 
full moon overhead, one high-heeled foot dangling carelessly 
in the air. I was sixteen when I took that photo, and like so 
many other moments in my life with Ava, I remember 
thinking that this could be the moment it all comes crashing 
down. 

Liz’s voice breaks into my memories. “Disturbing…but 
magnificent,” she finishes. “And Reluctant Hubs needs to be 
here. No excuses this time.” 

“He’ll be here. And please, Liz, call him Ethan tonight. He 
really doesn’t appreciate the Reluctant Hubs reference.” 

Ethan earned the endearing nickname Reluctant Hubs 
within the first year of our foray into the world of infertility. 
Things only worsened after two subsequent years of 
administering hormone shots and showing up—albeit 
reluctantly—for scheduled sex. By the time he decided to take 
a break from our marriage, he’d become about as excited to 
climb into bed with me as he would be about a lifelong prison 
sentence. 

And, if I’m being honest, he isn’t the only reluctant one in 
this pair. 



But sex just for the fun of it—does such a thing even 
exist? 

As Sienna bustles off through the gallery, a smack of 
nerves hits me, making me forget all about the lack of 
pleasurable sex in my life. 

This is it. And Ethan really isn’t here. I check my phone 
once more to see if he’s responded to my barrage of texts and 
calls, but there’s nothing. 

Liz’s hand lands on my shoulder. “Forget about him. I 
didn’t mean to get you riled up. Tonight is a big night, and you 
are the star, Natasha. You’ve really captured your mother… 
in a way I’ve never quite seen before. And I know everyone 
else who sets foot in this gallery tonight will feel the same.” 

A shaky smile graces my lips as I glance around the chic 
space and down at my watch. “Let’s hope so. I need to sell 
every last one of these photographs and this gallery if Ethan 
and I want any chance at trying one last time for a baby and 
saving our house…or the marriage, for that matter.” 

Liz shakes her head, crossing her arms over her chest. 
“Such a shame you have to sell the one thing your mother left 
to you. Right after your first major exhibit here, no less. This 
could make your career, Natasha. Are you absolutely sure 
there isn’t another way?” 

I shake my head, not wanting to think about the second 
mortgage we had to take out on the house or the piles of debt 
Ethan and I have accumulated after years of fertility 
treatments, acupuncture sessions, rage-inducing hormones, 
and three failed IVF attempts. I don’t want to think about the 
devastating ways infertility has chipped away at our 
happiness, at our marriage, and most of all, at my soul. 



I resent the stacks of baby shower invites sitting on my 
kitchen table, the ever-constant reminder that so many of my 
closest friends have gotten knocked up it seems simply by 
looking at their husbands. 

Even more so, I hate myself for not being able to be 
happy for them. 

“Natasha, are you in there?” Liz prods, snapping me back 
to the present. 

I avoid her truth-seeking gaze. The look that says: Why are 
you still trying? What’s the point? I don’t want to face that 
question, so instead, I tell her, “No, there’s no other way. The 
gallery has to sell. The photographs have to go. And it’s all 
riding on tonight.” 

“No pressure, though. Jeez.” Liz sighs as a waiter clad in 
his sleek black tuxedo approaches us with a tray of 
champagne. 

“Ladies?” he offers with a provocative brow raise. He’s 
young, naïve, and flirty; he has no clue how much of my life 
is riding on the successful execution of this event. “A glass of 
bubbly before the crowds descend upon your photographic 
masterpieces?” 

Liz plucks up two glasses and thrusts one in my direction. 
“Drink it,” she orders. “I promise I won’t tell Reluctant 
Hubs.” 

Eyeing the champagne swirling in the glass, I catch a 
whiff of its fruity scent and realize I’ve never craved a sip of 
alcohol so badly in my life. 

“Natasha.” Liz squeezes my arm. “Unless you’re so pale 
because you’re actually pregnant this time and you’ve been 
sick all week, I demand that you drink this glass of 
champagne. You need something to take the edge off and 



bring a little color to those gorgeous cheekbones of yours. 
You don’t want to look like a fucking Eskimo while you’re 
showing off your dazzling collection.” 

“God, it’s been so long,” I admit, totally unfazed by Liz’s 
frequent use of profanity or by the fact that she just called me 
an Eskimo. 

The cute waiter boy nods. “C’mon, Mrs. Taylor. Live a 
little.” He gestures at the half-naked photograph of my 
mother dangling overhead. “Sure looks like your mom did.” 

I raise a suggestive brow back at this slick young stud 
who thinks a glass of champagne will cure all of my 
problems. As if. 

But still….what the hell. 
My fingers wrap around the stem of the glass before I can 

stop them, and within seconds, the fizzy alcohol is pouring 
down my throat, soothing my frazzled nerves, bringing a jolt 
of life back to this shell-shocked, tired, thirty-two-going-on-
fifty-year-old body of mine. 

I finish the glass, set it back on his tray and wink at him. 
“Keep ’em coming tonight.” 

“Yes, ma’am.” He leans a little closer to me, the scent of 
his cologne making me remember a distant time when sex was 
fun. 

Before I can delve too far into that thought, he whispers, 
“For what it’s worth, Mrs. Taylor, you’re a fucking gorgeous 
Eskimo…the hottest one I’ve ever laid eyes on. You’ll 
knock ’em dead tonight.” 

And with that, our sexy twenty-something champagne 
boy is off, my cheeks are burning, and Liz is staring at me 
with her mouth agape. “You know, I never could wrap my 
mind around the fact that you were Ava Taylor’s daughter, 



because you’re just so normal. So grounded. So buttoned-up. 
But tonight, my friend…” Liz pauses, nodding in approval at 
the short hem of my dress, then down at the three-inch heels 
on my feet. “I think you do have a little bit of your mother’s 
scandalous Hollywood glam in you after all.” 

I turn to face the double glass doors, where a line of 
chicly dressed strangers are waiting to storm the gallery, to 
see the never-before released photo collection of America’s 
favorite actress…gone bad. 

“Let’s hope so,” I say. “For tonight anyway, I’m going to 
need it.” 

Just as Sienna is about to open the front doors, my phone 
buzzes in my hand. 

A surge of hope courses through me as a text from Ethan 
pops up on the screen. 

Having drinks with two senior editors, but will try to take a 
late train to DC to catch the end of the opening. So sorry. 
I’m sure it will be a hit, Nat. Have fun. xx 

I hate when he calls me Nat. 
I fight the tears gathering at the corners of my eyes, 

shoving them deep into the compartment where all of the 
other unshed tears have gone over the years. Then I turn my 
phone off, hand it to Liz, and nod toward the door. 

“Let’s do this.” 



Two 

ours of schmoozing later, I stand alone in the back of 
the gallery, gazing up at the only photograph of my 

mother that hasn’t yet sold. 
A dim spotlight illuminates her tragic gaze, the tears 

dripping from her thick black lashes wrapping me up in their 
comfort, their familiarity. 

Despite myself, I miss her…I even miss those tears. 
I take one last glance toward the front of the gallery to 

see if Ethan has arrived at the last minute like he said he 
would, but with only a sprinkling of my friends and a few die-
hard Ava fans still mingling and drinking champagne, I know 
he isn’t coming. 

Ava’s final rampage echoes loudly in my head, magnified 
by the three glasses of champagne I downed earlier. 

This obsession you have with creating a normal family, it’s time to 
let it go, Natasha. You came from my womb, and you will forever be 
unique because of that. 

Normal just isn’t in our genes, darling. 
“Well, my so-called normal husband couldn’t even be 

bothered to show,” I whisper. “But at least we sold all of your 
photographs.” I look straight into her glassy eyes. “Are you 
happy now, Ava?” 

H 



“Not all of them have sold.” A deep voice echoes 
through my ears, startling me to the point where I actually 
jump. 

Embarrassed, I flip around to find a dark-haired stranger 
invading my space. His disarming grin sets me on edge 
immediately. 

“Excuse me?” I say, crossing my arms over my chest—a 
reflex I have with men like him. 

He takes a step closer to me, his slate-blue eyes and crisp 
gray suit commanding attention. 

“This photograph,” he says, not breaking my gaze. “The 
one you were talking to. If I’m not mistaken, it hasn’t sold 
yet…and neither has the gallery.” 

I arch a brow at him, inhaling the alluring scent of his 
cologne…and immediately regretting it. 

“You’re an interested party, I take it?” I place one hand 
on my hip, hoping against all hope that this dashing mystery 
man who has shown up at the end of the night will be the 
one to make an offer. 

He tilts his head to the side, his sultry gaze combing 
down my neck, rolling over my minimal cleavage, and 
lingering on my hips. He finally finds his way back up to my 
mouth, but by that point, the strapless violet dress I’m 
wearing feels irrelevant. I may as well be naked. 

He flashes me a cunning grin. “You could say that.” 
Before I can get myself together to respond and mentally 

put my dress back on, he extends a hand. “Nicholas Reyes. 
Photographer turned investor.” 

Just as I slide my hand into his, that name, Nicholas Reyes, 
sends a jolt of recognition through my dazed, slightly 
drunken mind. I take a bold step closer to examine the way 



the spotlight shines down over the hint of stubble on his 
cheeks, running along his defined cheekbones all the way up 
to a small scar over his left eye. 

“Natash—” I begin to introduce myself, but he cuts me 
off. 

“Natasha Taylor. How could I ever forget those stunning 
blue eyes?” He’s still holding onto my hand, his warmth 
radiating shock waves through my chilled, tired body. 

A white-hot flush spreads across my chest as a memory 
of him—and his photos—soars through my brain. I want to 
back away immediately, but my tall black pumps will not 
budge. 

“You photographed my mother for the cover of Rolling 
Stone ten years ago. How could I ever forget those photos?” I 
say, not hiding the sarcasm that drips from my tongue. 

I was twenty-two at the time, a college senior, visiting our 
Hollywood home for the holidays. In an alcohol-and-drug-
induced tantrum, my mother insisted that I drive her to the 
Rolling Stone cover shoot. Nicholas sauntered in late, the 
magazine’s star photographer who clearly had free rein over 
the women he photographed. I remember the ease with 
which he handled Ava’s drama, using his slick professional 
charm to maneuver her mostly naked body into all sorts of 
scandalous poses, which would later be splashed all over 
every newsstand in America and devoured by the public. 

The only man I knew who hadn’t been interested in the 
infamous cover photo of Ava wrapping one arm around her 
voluptuous, bare breasts was Ethan Roberts, the man who 
would become my husband only six months later. 

Of course prior to the Rolling Stone spread, Ava had 
certainly done her fair share of racy—and in my opinion, 



tacky—photographs. But there was something so sensual 
about the way Nicholas photographed her…something so 
intimate and revealing, that I felt naked just watching him 
work. 

As I stand before him now, with only a few inches and 
two clasped hands between us, I remember that feeling 
well…and I also remember hating him for it. 

“It was quite a shoot,” he admits. “And your mother was 
quite a woman. But it’s clear that no one truly knew what lied 
behind the Hollywood façade…no one, except for you, 
Natasha.” His voice is intense and sultry as he says my name, 
and I realize that I haven’t heard my own husband say my 
name that way in years…maybe not ever. 

Even though the voice in my head is telling me to pull 
away, take a step back, and focus on selling the gallery, I stand 
there, mesmerized by the heated look he is giving me, by the 
memory of the day I first laid eyes on him. 

“Can I ask what you’re doing in family photography when 
you have this kind of talent?” Nicholas’ hand finally slides 
from mine as he gestures around the gallery. 

The heat swimming through my core quickly sparks to 
anger. “My career choices are none of your business, Mr. 
Reyes. Just because you photographed my mother naked ten 
years ago doesn’t mean you know anything about me.” 

He raises a brow, clearly aroused by the challenge. “What 
I know about you, Natasha Taylor…or rather what I see, is 
that you survived an incredibly tumultuous childhood with 
Hollywood’s favorite sweetheart, a closet drug and sex addict, 
who wasn’t much of a mother at all. But despite it all, you’ve 
grown into a talented, successful, gorgeous woman, and you 



take some of the most raw, stunning photographs I’ve ever 
seen.” 

Of all the praise I’ve received throughout tonight’s 
exhibit, Nicholas’ bold words are the ones that cut straight to 
my heart. While I am standing before him, trying to form a 
coherent response, his gaze shoots down to my left hand. 

“Why isn’t your husband here tonight?” he asks. 
“How did you—” 
He nods to the nearest photograph of Ava. “I couldn’t 

help but overhear you when I walked in.” 
I bite the inside of my cheek, willing the knot forming in 

my throat to go away, willing myself to stay strong, to make 
just one more excuse for why my own husband has not 
shown up for me on such an important night. 

But I can’t. I just cannot do it. 
Swiveling away from Nicholas, I focus on Ava’s tears 

instead of the ones that are threatening to pour down my 
face. 

“My life, my marriage, is none of your business, Mr. 
Reyes.” 

“Excuse me for pointing out the obvious, Ms. Taylor—” 
“Mrs. Taylor,” I snap, flipping back around. 
He ignores my correction, moving right along. “But when 

you grow up with a mother like Ava Taylor, then showcase 
your lives in an exhibit like this, your life becomes everyone’s 
business.” 

“Is this your way of making an offer on the gallery?” I cut 
in. “If so, you sure have a fucked-up way of going about it.” 

“Am I wrong?” he taunts. 



Rage courses through my veins, and I have the sudden 
urge to shove Nicholas Reyes straight into the portrait of Ava 
at his back. 

“For your information, I never wanted to show these 
photos to another living soul. But Ava wanted to make one 
final splash, one last statement to the world…it was her dying 
wish.” 

“And of all the photos that have been taken of her over 
the years—including my own—she chose yours.” Nicholas 
steps closer, his broad chest cornering me, blocking the rest 
of the gallery from sight. “For that, your mother was a 
genius.” 

Emotions twist around in my gut like a tornado, and 
suddenly I feel tears stinging my eyelids. I blink them away, 
pushing past Nicholas. I’m not sure where I’m going, but all I 
know is that I cannot allow him to strip another layer from 
the crumbling wall I have built around myself. Not tonight. 

“Natasha,” he calls after me. “I’d like to make an offer.” 
My heels stop dead in their tracks, even though my heart 

is telling me to run—not walk—as fast as I can from this 
man. 

He paces up behind me, rests a strong hand on my arm. I 
turn slowly, forcing myself to look him in the eye. 

“I’ll buy the final photograph and the gallery…on one 
condition,” he says. 

“And that would be?” 
“I’d like you to meet me in LA next weekend to do a 

photo shoot for a contemporary dance company I recently 
invested in. Your photographs of the dancers will be featured 
in a gallery I’m opening in downtown LA next month. This 



should be right up your alley, considering your days as a 
dancer.” 

“How did you know I used to dance?” 
The light catches the hint of gray in his blue eyes as he 

shoots me a smoldering grin. “I’m an investor; I did my 
research.” 

I think back to his illustrious career at Rolling Stone and 
realize that shortly after my mother’s issue was released, 
Nicholas Reyes the photographer dropped off the map. “I’m 
curious, Mr. Reyes. Why would a photographer at the height 
of his career, photographing movie stars and rock legends for 
Rolling Stone, stop all of that momentum to become an 
investor?” 

Nicholas’ smile fades, and for the first time I notice a 
sadness permeating through his edgy exterior. 

But he still doesn’t miss a beat. “Sometimes it’s better to 
stop while you’re ahead and find other, more lucrative ways 
to follow your passions. The photography world was too 
limiting for me in some respects; I wanted to be involved in 
all of the arts—so now I invest in them. Galleries, dance 
companies, theaters, music.” 

“That’s all fine and good, but I don’t understand why you 
need me to fly all the way out to LA to do these photographs. 
With your contacts, I’m sure you know dozens of other more 
qualified photographers.” 

“I want you to capture the dancers the way you’ve 
captured your mother. Raw, honest, alive. After what I’ve 
seen tonight, Ms. Taylor, I won’t be happy with anyone else. 
Which leads me to the next stipulation in my offer.” 

“With men like you, there’s always more, isn’t there?” 



Nicholas responds by slipping a hand around my waist 
and lowering his lips to my ear. “When you come to LA next 
weekend, you’ll have your own room in my suite at the W 
Hotel, and I’m taking you out for a night on the town. Seems 
like you could stand to blow off some steam, no?” 

His breath on my skin makes my cheeks blaze with heat, 
but I don’t move away from his embrace. “Mr. Reyes,” I 
whisper, tipping my chin up to meet his. “Are you forgetting 
that I’m a married woman?” 

He shoots a quick glance around the gallery. “This 
husband of yours who didn’t show. Should we consult him 
first?” 

“You don’t even know him.” 
“I know that it’s a crime he wasn’t here for you tonight. 

And I know that you need to sell this gallery, and I’m your 
only bidder.” 

I can almost feel the steam billowing between us as 
Nicholas hovers over me, waiting for my response. 

“Just one night?” I say, not believing the words as they 
trickle from my mouth. 

He nods. “Only one night, Natasha. And like I said, you’ll 
have your own room…if you want it.” 

He pulls me in tighter, brushing his lips over my cheek. 
The feel of his mouth on my skin is a dangerous enticement, 
a perfectly timed tease, one which makes me remember that 
whole sex-just-for-the-fun-of-it thing that has been missing 
from my life for so long. 

He runs his lips along my cheekbone up to my ear, before 
whispering, “Do we have a deal?” 

I feel myself falling, my entire body yielding to the heat of 
him, to the pure, unadulterated freedom I feel for this brief 



second in his arms. And in a moment of complete 
irrationality, a moment where I don’t even recognize the 
woman saying the word, I hear it pass through my lips. 

“Yes.” 



Three 

 bustle out of LAX, squinting beneath the blinding 
California sun as it beats down on the sleek black town 

car awaiting my arrival. 
A driver with long, thick dreads and a trendy black vest 

greets me with a polite nod. “Mrs. Taylor, welcome back to 
Los Angeles. Let me take those for you.” He relieves me of 
the heavy camera equipment I have strung over my shoulders 
and opens the door for me. 

Before I climb in, I breathe in the fresh, seventy-five 
degree air that flitters past, and realize I have left more than 
just the suffocating DC humidity behind. Stacks of baby 
shower invites, my withering marriage with Ethan, the perfect 
little families I photograph every weekend—there are no 
traces of that life here, in sunny Los Angeles. 

There are memories, though, of a childhood gone terribly 
wrong, but as I settle my gaze on a tall palm tree swaying in 
the breeze, I realize this will be the first time I’ve seen this 
city through my own eyes, without Ava’s shadow looming 
over me. 

“Mr. Reyes is waiting for you at the theater,” the driver 
says, snapping me from my thoughts. “In the meantime, 
please make yourself comfortable. You’ll find champagne, 
compliments of Mr. Reyes, to accompany you for the ride.” 

I 



Suddenly the details of what I have agreed to do on this 
quick trip to LA smack me over the head. 

Champagne? A driver? 
Mr. Reyes…waiting for me? 
My chest tightens as I nod, silently, and climb into the 

backseat of the fancy car. 
What have I gotten myself into? 
Plucking the champagne flute from the console, I let the 

bubbles fizz down my throat and remind myself for the 
millionth time that day of all of the concrete, valid reasons I 
said yes to Nicholas’ offer. I need to sell the gallery to save 
the house, to pay down our mountains of debt, and, if we can 
figure out a way to salvage the marriage—if we even want to 
salvage it—the money could help us try one last time for a 
baby. 

But for the first time in years, the thought of having a 
child with my husband sends a wave of nausea straight 
through my core. 

Or am I nauseous over the fact that I’ve agreed to spend 
the evening with a man I barely know, a man who makes my 
entire body flush with heat…and over the fact that I have lied 
to my husband about the real reason I’m here? 

Head in my hands, I push a heavy breath through my 
lungs while I replay the conversation I had with Ethan the 
day after the gallery opening—when he finally decided to 
saunter home after his three-week departure, only mildly 
apologetic for missing my big night. Instead he glossed over 
the “break” and went on and on about his amazing New 
York trip, and the editors who cannot wait to read the book 
he has yet to begin writing. 



Then, in his nonchalant, your-career-never-matters-as-
much-as-mine tone, he offhandedly asked how the gallery 
opening went. 

I told him that it was a massive success, and that I had to 
fly to LA to meet with a potential investor and shoot a troupe 
of dancers to seal the deal. 

And then, surprising even myself, I told him that as far as 
I was concerned, the “break” was still on, and we could 
reevaluate once I returned from LA. 

He nodded, poured himself a glass of sherry and headed 
upstairs for a nap, as if this were all totally normal. 

Despite the blast of hot air wafting in through our dining 
room window that day, I remember standing there, shivering, 
wondering where the man I’d fallen in love with ten years ago 
had gone. 

I did this, I’d told myself. I sucked the love from this 
marriage with my demands to have a baby…to create a child 
who I believed would bring the love, the joy, the happiness 
back to our empty, cold home. 

But that afternoon, after Ethan settled in for one of his 
usual three-hour naps, above all, I was irate that he’d deserted 
me on the night I needed him most. 

And I didn’t feel the least bit guilty that I’d lied. 
It is only as I sit in the back of this town car, drinking 

champagne, that the guilt over lying to my husband is hitting 
me; the reality of what I am about to do cannot be ignored. 

As the town car slows to a stop amid the usual gridlock 
on the 110, I lift my eyes to find a silver envelope lying next 
to the champagne bottle, Natasha scrawled in jet black ink 
across the front. 



I slide a shaky finger underneath the flap and remove a 
small card. 

Natasha, 

Raoul will escort you to the shoot, which begins at four p.m. In 
the meantime, please enjoy a glass (or two) of champagne…and 
relax. We’re going to have an incredible night, I promise you. 
I’ll be waiting…eagerly…at the theater, to see those 
magnificent blue eyes of yours once more. 

—Nicholas 

My core shakes with what could only be called 
desire…but I haven’t felt anything even remotely close to this 
in so long that I’m honestly not sure what to call it. I tuck the 
card back into the envelope, in total and complete disbelief 
that a man as sexy and alluring as Nicholas Reyes is waiting 
for me. 

Surely he can have any woman he wants. 
And I imagine that he does. 
So why would he insist on spending one night with me? 
I ponder this mystery for our entire traffic-filled journey 

through Los Angeles, but as the town car winds its way 
downtown, I realize that I am only trying to avoid the real 
question at hand: 

How could I have agreed to do something so bold, so out 
of character, and so utterly Ava as to accept his invitation? 

* 

By the time we reach the theater, I am a bundle of nerves. 
Despite the glass of champagne I’ve downed, the inside of 
my mouth has turned desert dry, my hands are shaking, and 



as I reach for the door handle, I realize I can barely feel the 
breath passing through my lips. 

It is not only the fact that I am about to do one of the 
most important shoots of my career that has me all tied up in 
knots. It’s the fact that in a few seconds, I’m going to see 
Nicholas again. 

With each blink, I recall flashes of him from the night of 
the gallery opening. That defined jaw line, the small scar over 
his left eye, and his mysterious slate-blue gaze piercing 
straight into mine as he first approached me, as the scent of 
him overtook me, moments before I agreed to this…affair. 

That forbidden word twists through my head, drilling 
holes in my perfectly constructed world. 

Of course Nicholas promised I could have my own room 
in his penthouse suite, but who are we kidding? I don’t have 
time to question my decision for another second, though, 
because Raoul is already opening the car door for me. 

And suddenly, there he is. 
Tall, rugged, and as devastatingly handsome as ever, 

Nicholas extends a hand while a suggestive grin slides across 
his lips. He is dressed impeccably in a black suit jacket, dark 
jeans, and a crisp white collared shirt that is open just enough 
to give me a glimpse of his broad chest that lies beneath. 

I slide my hand into his, noticing how natural it feels 
there. As I stand to greet him, I immediately regret not having 
that second glass of champagne. I’m an absolute nervous 
wreck. 

“Natasha,” he says, sliding his arm around my waist and 
kissing me softly on the cheek. “Happy to see you made it.” 



“Did you think I wouldn’t come?” I tease, wondering if 
he can sense my heart pounding underneath this façade of 
composure. 

As Raoul carries my photography equipment into the 
theater, Nicholas’ piercing gaze runs the length of my 
body…down, down, down, until once again, I feel completely 
naked standing before him. 

“I knew you’d be here,” he says with an air of confidence 
that gets right under my skin. 

“Aren’t we cocky?” I say with a lift of my brow. 
He shrugs as we head toward the theater. “Not cocky, 

just certain.” 
“I’m sure you don’t get turned down often.” 
He laughs, the smile lighting up his eyes. “I can only 

imagine what you must think of me…but you of all people 
should know that appearances are not all that they seem.” 

Before I can dig any deeper into the mystery of Nicholas 
Reyes, he opens the theater door and ushers me through. 
“After you, Ms. Taylor.” 

Surprising myself, I stop and place a firm hand on his 
chest. “It’s Mrs. Taylor. No matter what happens this 
weekend, it’s still Mrs.” 

He nods, a knowing smirk passing over his impossibly 
smooth features. “That feistiness in your eyes—you got that 
from Ava.” 

As I slip past him into the darkened theater, I can almost 
hear my mother laughing. 

And I wonder, will I ever escape her? 



Four 

n impressive troupe of contemporary dancers are 
stretching and laughing onstage as Nicholas leads me 

down the central aisle of the theater. 
A man dressed in a tight black T-shirt with a pencil 

behind his ear and a pad of paper in hand flicks his gaze up to 
us. “Ahh, this must be the star photographer I’ve been 
hearing so much about.” His smile immediately eases the 
tension balled up in my stomach. 

I have to stop myself from turning around to see who this 
star photographer is. But when he says my name, it’s clear 
that he is, in fact, referring to me. 

Nicholas places a hand on my back as he introduces us. 
“Yes, Drew, this is her—the Natasha Taylor. You’re in good 
hands today, my man. And Natasha, this is Drew Hanover, 
the artistic director and founder of the company.” 

Drew shakes my hand before giving Nicholas a nod of 
approval. “Not only talented, but gorgeous. I would expect 
nothing less from you, Nick.” Drew pauses to scan my 
body—not in the sensual way that Nicholas has a habit of 
doing, but in the way that all dance instructors do. “And 
clearly a beautiful dancer body. Why did you ever stop, love?” 

The truth about why my dance career ended so abruptly 
at the age of eighteen is too painful to relive at the moment, 
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nor is it appropriate to tell in a professional setting, so 
instead, I keep it simple. 

“Oh, you know, the life of a dancer just wasn’t for me in 
the end.” But as I glimpse a striking couple rehearsing 
onstage, their bodies intertwining and spinning and flowing 
freely to the passionate lyrics of Jessie Ware, I know that I’m 
lying. 

Taking photographs was my coping mechanism, a skill I 
developed to deal with Ava, which rolled into a career that I 
do genuinely enjoy. 

But dance—that was my dream. 
I swallow up the memories, the regrets, and nod at Drew. 

“Shall we get started?” 

* 

I ask Drew to leave the music on as I photograph his dancers. 
The endless flow of notes keeps them in their element—
more graceful, less posed—and me too. I glide around the 
stage with my camera, snapping away until I lose track of 
time, until I forget that Nicholas is somewhere in the theater 
watching my every move, until I forget that I ever stopped 
dancing. 

With each shot of the dancers’ elegant extensions, their 
edgy poses, their muscular, slim bodies that twist and bend 
and stretch in ways I only wish I could still do, I feel myself 
remembering a time when the stage, the movement, the 
music would sweep me away from my life with Ava, would 
take me to another world…a peaceful abyss I could only ever 
access through the freedom of dance. 

The hours pass by in a haze of beauty until I have 
captured every dancer in the most raw, honest light I can 



manage behind the limited view of my lens. After the shoot, 
many of the dancers come up to thank me, not one of them 
mentioning my connection to Ava Taylor. It is a breath of 
fresh air, and a first for me—even the rich Georgetown 
mothers I photograph always find a way to weave her name 
into the conversation somehow, never able to separate me 
from the legend of my famous mother. 

I do have her Hollywood smile, after all. 
But here in this theater, I feel a shift taking place. I am 

not only the daughter of Ava Taylor today—I am my own 
woman. 

And while I cannot grasp what exactly that means for me, 
or for the life I’ve built back in DC with Ethan, I can only 
recognize the way it feels in this moment. Like a curtain has 
been lifted, the blinders gone. 

I am blinking, struggling to see through all this light. 
But there it is anyway…the light that feels like me. 

* 

After all of the dancers have left, I am packing up my 
equipment when I notice that Nicholas has disappeared. 
Probably off taking an important call…or perhaps talking to 
one of his many female admirers, I imagine. 

As I kneel down to zip up my camera bag, “Wildest 
Moments”—that same heartbreaking Jessie Ware song from 
earlier—filters through the theater once again. Drew crosses 
the stage and hands me a pair of ballet slippers. 

“You were a ballet dancer, right, love?” he says with a 
knowing grin. 

I hesitate before taking the shoes. “How’d you know?” 



“Those legs, that graceful posture, those long locks. It 
was obvious the minute I laid eyes on you.” He nods to the 
slippers. “I know you’re itching to have this stage to yourself. 
I could see it the whole time you were up here 
photographing. I’ll be back in an hour to close up…until 
then, it’s all yours, love.” 

Drew doesn’t wait for me to respond, but instead dims 
the lights and slips silently from the theater, leaving me alone 
in its vast beauty, an empty vessel waiting for one last dance 
to fill it up. 

Before I can look at my watch or be practical or think 
about all the reasons why it would be silly to slip on this pair 
of ballet shoes after all these years, I have kicked off my 
boots, peeled off my top and stripped down to my black 
leggings and a white tank. 

The ballet shoes are just my size, and the simple act of 
putting them on my feet makes me smile bigger than I have 
in years. 

I push my equipment into the wings and take the stage, 
letting the poignant lyrics flow freely through these tired 
limbs of mine until I feel them waking up, coming alive. 

And before I know it…I am dancing again. 
The développés, piqué turns, pirouettes, and jetés flood 

right back to me—rusty though I am after years away from 
the dance floor, but it doesn’t matter. The arches of my feet 
and my port de bras haven’t lost their grace or their 
spark…but most of all, it is that resilient, passionate spirit 
within me—the one I thought had died long ago—that is 
rising to the surface again. Clamoring to be heard. 

As the dance takes over my body, my soul, my spirit, I 
notice that the crushing pain over not being able to conceive 



is leaking out of me—slowly—but leaving me nonetheless. I 
don’t want it anymore, I realize. And for the first time since 
this harrowing journey began three years ago, I wonder what 
I have been trying for. 

I don’t question that I’ve genuinely wanted my own 
child…that is a desire so deep, I couldn’t fabricate it if I tried. 

But I do wonder if I’ve ever actually wanted to have that 
child with Ethan. 

The song comes to a close, flowing into the next, and the 
next, until I have danced for so long that I have lost my 
breath, and blisters are forming on my feet. It is in this 
exhausted, vulnerable state that my mother’s final words on 
Ethan flood my head. 

He doesn’t deserve you, Natasha. He doesn’t see the beautiful 
dancer I once knew. 

Ava was right. Ethan doesn’t see the true me—he never 
has. 

But have I ever really given him the chance to? 
Just then the music stops, and when I lift my teary face 

out into the darkened theater, I find Nicholas holding a 
camera in his hands, his eyes locked on me…mesmerized, 
burning. 

The pounding of my heart is the only sound that travels 
between us as he holds my gaze in a way that makes it 
impossible for me to move, to breathe, to think. 

All I know in this moment is that Nicholas sees me. 



Five 

n hour and a half later, I am feeling more vibrant, alive, 
and excited about life than I have felt in years. I’ve 

showered alone in Nicholas’ stylish penthouse suite at the W 
Hotel, put on a splash of make-up—okay, perhaps more than 
a splash—and slipped on a slinky black cocktail dress and tall 
pink stilettos. 

As I ride the chic elevator down to the lobby where I’m 
meeting Nicholas before our night out on the town, I steal a 
quick glance in the mirror, not recognizing the woman staring 
back at me. 

She certainly doesn’t look like a woman who has just lived 
through her third failed IVF attempt, a woman who has spent 
hours crying alone on the bathroom floor over the loss of a 
child who has yet to exist, or a woman whose husband hasn’t 
taken her out on a real date in over two years. 

No, this woman looks confident, strong, sexy…happy 
even. 

Like a woman who knows what she wants. 
I bottle up the confidence I haven’t felt in so long and 

carry it with me as I strut through the glitzy lobby, past a 
crew of photographers and wannabe stars, and down a set of 
red velvet stairs. Nicholas is standing beneath a dazzling 
crystal chandelier, tilting his head to the side and shooting me 
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a bold, deadly grin—the kind of grin that makes a woman 
want to do things she’s never done before. 

He slides a hand around my waist, and I know the minute 
he’s touched me that the damaged, lost soul who lives 
underneath this dolled-up exterior is a long way away. 
Perhaps just for tonight, I won’t even acknowledge her 
existence. 

Nicholas leans into my ear, whispering, “I’m going to 
have to keep you close tonight; otherwise, you’ll be stolen 
away from me in seconds. You look ravishing, Natasha.” 
Then he steps back to take me in once more, shaking his 
head. “My God.” 

Nicholas has surely been out with women who are 
younger, more glamorous, and hotter than me. Women who 
are much more comfortable in their skin than I am. But I 
stop myself from saying as much, because what he has just 
said to me—no matter how overtly bold it may have been—is 
the nicest thing a man has said to me in years. 

And by the way he cannot take his eyes off me, I can tell 
that he actually means it. None of the budding actresses with 
legs for miles and four-inch heels strutting past are even 
getting a sideways glance from this man. 

A girl could get used to this. 
I suppress the nervous giggle that wants to escape and 

instead place a smooth hand on his arm. “Where are you 
taking me tonight, Casanova?” 

“Dinner first, then cocktails, dancing, and a little 
burlesque. Sound good?” 

I can hardly contain my excitement at the thought of a 
real night out on the town—or over the fact that Nicholas 
has planned all of this in advance just for me. I’m tempted to 



pinch myself to see if I’m dreaming, but instead I smile and 
say, “Perfect.” 

With a hand on my back, he escorts me out of the hotel, 
into the warm Los Angeles evening. Two stretch limos line 
the driveway of the W while a group of twenty-something 
blondes in absurdly tight dresses smoke cigarettes and let out 
obnoxious high-pitched laughs. The typical Hollywood vibe 
of trashy meets money hasn’t changed since I was a young 
girl, following my own celebrity mother around town. But I 
am unfazed by it all tonight, simply happy to be with 
Nicholas, no matter where we are. 

Raoul is waiting for us with the black town car, and just 
as I am about to slip into the backseat with Nicholas, the 
lamplight above catches on my wedding ring. The diamond 
which has been a permanent fixture on my left ring finger for 
the past ten years glints and sparkles, making me remember 
Ethan and the days when we were so in love. 

It feels so far away, a distant memory that has been 
covered up by years of heartbreak. 

Nicolas slides up behind me, placing a soft hand on my 
shoulder. “Everything okay?” 

I glance back, finding a genuine look of concern in those 
gorgeous eyes of his. 

This would be the moment to call it off. To tell him I 
can’t take the night any further. That I’m still technically 
married, and while I’m almost positive my husband has been 
seeking pleasure elsewhere, that doesn’t mean I should spend 
the night with another man…even if it means losing the sale 
of the gallery, and the financial relief that this could provide. 

But with the heat of Nicholas’ chest pressing into my 
back, the warmth of his breath on my skin…I realize that 



while I know logically how wrong this is, something about 
tonight—something about him—feels so right. More right 
than anything in my life has felt in a long, long time. 

I smile boldly at Nicholas. “Yes, everything’s fine.” 
I slide into the car, knowing that I am taking a step in a 

dangerous direction. 
But I also know that I won’t turn back now; I want to go 

wherever Nicholas is taking me. 

* 

One glass of champagne and a quick car ride later, we arrive 
at the Sunset Marquis Restaurant in West Hollywood. The 
maître d’, a dapper older gentleman with a head of salt-and-
pepper hair, grins as he welcomes us into the charming dining 
room. 

“Mr. Reyes, wonderful to have you back. And this is Mrs. 
Taylor, I presume?” 

“Please, it’s Natasha,” I say, not accustomed to all of this 
pomp and circumstance. I extend my hand for a polite shake, 
but instead the maître d’ kisses the back of my hand. 

“Lovely to meet you, Natasha,” he says as he retrieves 
two menus and leads us over to a cozy corner booth. A sheer, 
tan curtain wraps around our seats, and a flashy chandelier 
ball hangs overhead, giving us our own private little slice of 
romance. Outside, the twinkling lights weaving up vine-
covered pillars only add to the intimate atmosphere on this 
beautiful summer night. 

After the maître d’ delivers a fancy bottle of Sauvignon 
Blanc to our table and takes our orders, Nicholas shoots me 
that killer grin and lifts his glass in a toast. 

“To new adventures,” he says. 



You are the biggest adventure of my life, I think as I smile back 
at him. 

“To new adventures,” I echo. 
I can hardly concentrate on the exquisite taste of the wine 

as it rolls down my throat because Nicholas is already sliding 
closer to me in the booth, his legs finding mine underneath 
the table. 

He takes a long sip of his wine before locking his intense 
gaze on me once again. 

“So, what is the real reason you stopped dancing, 
Natasha?” 

I shift uncomfortably in my seat; I really don’t want to 
start off the first romantic dinner I’ve had in years with the 
tragic story of how my dance career ended. 

“Like I told Drew, I decided that I didn’t want the life of 
a dancer in the end—it just wasn’t for me.” 

Nicholas shakes his head, clearly not buying my cop-out 
response. “When I saw you dancing up there today, you 
looked…” He trails off, combing my face as if he’s searching 
for the perfect words. “In love,” he finishes. 

The truth pulls at my heart. He’s right: dance was—and 
perhaps still is—my one true love. One that I’ve never shared 
with Ethan, the man who should know me better than 
anyone on this earth. 

I wonder then, how it would come to pass that in only a 
few hours with Nicholas, he would recognize and bring to 
light this deep truth within me. A truth I’ve been ignoring for 
so many years. 

“How long were you watching me dance?” I ask him. 
“Long enough to see how absolutely stunning you are. 

Not that I didn’t already know that, of course,” he says, 



brushing his hand over my arm. “But when you moved up on 
that stage, you really came alive, Natasha. You were a 
completely different person from the one I saw in the gallery 
last week…You were free.” 

It is staggering, the way he sees right to the heart of the 
matter, to the heart of me, already, on this first and only night 
we will ever spend together. 

Once again, I feel naked and vulnerable in his presence, 
but in a different way from before. In a way that actually feels 
comfortable…right. 

“So tell me, what’s the real reason that you would stop 
doing something you love so deeply, something you are 
clearly meant to be doing?” he presses. 

“No one knows the truth,” I tell him, wondering how I 
have managed to keep such a massive secret for so long. 
“Not even my husband.” 

He squeezes my arm, the surprising depth in his eyes 
telling me it’s okay to go on. And despite the fact that I barely 
know him, I realize that for the first time ever, I actually want 
to tell this story. 

“I trained at a studio in LA for fifteen years—from the 
time I was three until I turned eighteen. It was one of the only 
things my mother did right when I was a child—letting me 
have something that was mine, something that had nothing to 
do with her fame.” 

Another sip of wine calms my nerves only slightly as I 
continue. “The studio was owned by this French couple, 
Jacques and Delphine Tourneau. They were very prominent 
in the LA dance community back then, and they were the 
only ones who knew the truth about my mom. For many 



years, they were like my second family…or really, my only 
family. 

“In the weeks leading up to my eighteenth birthday, I’d 
been training exclusively with Jacques to prepare for a big 
audition with a Paris-based dance company that Jacques used 
to dance for. He’d invited them to the studio specifically to 
meet me, and it was the career opportunity of a lifetime. If I 
was accepted, I would move to Paris and live out my dream 
of being a professional dancer…” 

“Nowhere near your mother,” Nicholas finishes for me. 
I nod. “Exactly.” 
“So what happened?” 
“The night before my audition, my mother overdosed on 

a mixture of narcotics and whiskey. I rode in the ambulance 
with her, watched her get her stomach pumped…you know, 
all of those heartwarming memories that go with having a 
responsible mother like Ava Taylor,” I say dryly. “I missed 
my last rehearsal with Jacques, but that night, once my mom 
was stabilized, I left the hospital and showed up at his house, 
a total mess. He took me in, gave me a drink to calm me 
down, told me that he would push the audition back a day so 
I could have some time to recover. He really listened that 
night, really understood what I was going through. Delphine 
was off traveling, and he told me they’d been fighting a lot 
lately…that he wasn’t sure if they were going to make it.” I 
close my eyes, a flash of hands, lips, clothes flying invading 
my mind. “One minute we were just talking, the next I was in 
his arms.” 

Even as an adult, I can still see that lost eighteen-year-old 
girl, remember how safe she felt wrapped up in Jacques’ 
embrace. 



I take another drink before peering up at Nicholas, 
finding only concern in his eyes where I expected to see 
disdain. 

“He was my first,” I continue. “I knew it was wrong, but 
he was the only man who had ever been there for me, who 
had ever understood the hell I was living through. And I 
loved him for that. Two days later, I auditioned and soon 
after, learned that I was accepted into the company. Jacques 
and I continued seeing each other in secret, and while my 
mother normally couldn’t have cared less what I was doing, 
she noticed that I wasn’t as attentive or as tolerant to her 
antics as I normally was. Unbeknownst to me, she’d been 
snooping through my room, and she found two things that to 
this day, I wish I had destroyed: my journal and a positive 
pregnancy test.” 

Nicholas doesn’t flinch, but nods instead, urging me to go 
on, to finish my story. 

“I found out about the baby the week before I was 
supposed to leave for Paris. When my mom discovered the 
test, she went ballistic, stormed the studio and told Delphine 
everything. Delphine divorced Jacques, slandered my name in 
the dance community, and Jacques’ reputation was ruined as 
well. It’s hard to earn a living teaching young girls how to do 
ballet when all of the mothers in town learn you’ve gotten 
one of them pregnant. The studio closed down shortly after, I 
missed my flight to Paris, and I never danced again…until 
today.” 

“And the baby?” Nicholas asks softly. 
“I carried the baby for six months. I had only just learned 

it was a girl when I found out her heart had stopped 



beating…” My hand instinctively goes to my stomach, tears 
pooling at the corners of my eyes. “I named her Clara.” 

Reaching up to wipe my eyes, I find that Nicholas’ hand 
is already there, drying my tears. 

“Clara is a beautiful name,” he says. “I’m sorry you lost 
her.” 

I take a deep breath, trying to compose myself, trying not 
to remember that traumatizing night I spent alone in the 
hospital, giving birth to a tiny baby who would never take her 
first breath. “So your husband doesn’t know that this 
happened to you?” he asks. 

An all-too-familiar veil of shame forces my gaze down to 
the table, but Nicholas’ hand on mine gives me the courage 
to keep going. 

“When I met Ethan, I’d done everything possible to erase 
that part of my past. I’d given up dance, separated from my 
mother by moving across the country to DC, gone to college, 
and poured myself into my photography. There were no 
traces of that young, damaged dancer left when he met me. 
And I didn’t want to bring her back. I didn’t want to relive it. 
Plus, even if I had tried to explain what had happened, he 
would never have understood. He wouldn’t have believed 
that his Nat could have been involved in such a scandalous 
scenario.” 

Considering the candor with which Nicholas has analyzed 
my life in the short time I’ve known him, I am fully expecting 
judgment or advice, or at least a disapproving nod from his 
side of the table. 

But instead, he only squeezes my hand and says, “I 
understand why you didn’t tell him then.” 



“Thank you,” I say softly. “Thanks for listening. It feels 
good to say it out loud, to acknowledge that it happened. 
That she existed.” 

He nods, a knowing look passing over those mysterious 
eyes of his, making me wonder why it seems that he 
understands me on a deeper level than I can comprehend. 

Our food arrives just when I am feeling shaky from 
having shown so much of myself to Nicholas. 

A comfortable silence settles over the table as I take a bite 
of my beautifully prepared lemon and thyme chicken dish, 
but after a few moments I notice that Nicholas still hasn’t 
touched his food. Instead, he is studying me intensely. 

Placing my fork down on my plate, I dab at the corners of 
my mouth with my napkin and wonder if I’ve revealed too 
much. I still don’t know anything about Nicholas or his past, 
or even what he is doing here, with me. 

But instead of asking him all of that, my hand 
instinctively slides over his. “What is it?” I ask. 

He runs his thumb along his jawline, letting out a long 
sigh. “Last week, when I saw you standing there alone in the 
gallery, I had this feeling that we had more in common than 
our connection with your mother.” He shakes his head, as if 
in disbelief. “And now I know that we do.” 

“What do you mean?” 
“I know what it’s like,” he says. “To lose an unborn 

child.” 
This is the absolute last thing I expect to come from 

Nicholas—the smooth-talking playboy—but then I 
remember that pained expression that crossed his face back 
in the gallery, when I’d asked why he would abandon such a 
successful photography career. “I’m so sorry,” I say. “Does 



this have something to do with why you stopped 
photographing all those years ago?” 

“It does…I’m just not sure this is where we wanted our 
romantic dinner conversation to go. Maybe better told 
another time.” 

“Will there be another time?” The words shoot from my 
mouth before I can stop them. 

“I hope so.” There isn’t an ounce of hesitation in 
Nicholas’ voice, or in those alluring eyes of his as he says this. 

A tense moment passes between us as I think about what 
it would be like to see Nicholas again…and what that would 
mean for my future with Ethan…if there even will be a future 
with Ethan. 

Dismissing those dangerous thoughts as quickly as they 
stormed in, I turn back to the subject at hand. “I just told you 
the most devastating, private story of my life,” I remind him. 
“And I barely know you…but maybe that’s why. Maybe 
there’s comfort in revealing something intimate about 
yourself to someone you hardly know. Less risk that way 
perhaps?” 

After another drink of his wine, he finally looks me 
square in the eye. 

“You can tell me, Nicholas. Whatever it is, you can tell 
me.” 

He shrugs, sighing. “I’m surprised you didn’t read about it 
in the news—or the tabloids—all those years ago.” 

“Having Ava as a mother, I made a firm commitment to 
avoid both the news and the tabloids from the time I was a 
teenager. It was too damaging.” 

“Ahh, makes sense,” he says. “I would’ve avoided them 
too. They weren’t always too kind to her.” 



I shake my head. “No…no, they weren’t.” 
“Well, right around the time I photographed your mother 

for Rolling Stone, I was seeing a young actress…a young, 
married actress.” 

Lifting a brow, I smile at him. “This is nothing new for 
you then, I see.” 

A low laugh lightens up his serious expression. “I know 
you probably won’t believe me, but I honestly don’t make a 
habit of seducing married women. Rebecca was in a bad 
marriage—her husband was abusive. She was going to leave 
him for me, but…” He trails off, seemingly lost in a wistful 
memory. 

The name Rebecca suddenly makes me recall a story I did 
get wind of all those years ago via Ava—my Hollywood 
gossip queen mother. It was a story about a plane crash 
involving a young actress and a photographer; the 
photographer survived….but the actress did not. 

“Rebecca Stone,” I say quietly. “She was killed in a plane 
crash…but you…” I pause, taking in the scar above his left 
eye. “You survived.” 

Nicholas looks up, surprised. “I thought you didn’t read 
the news.” 

“Ava told me.” I can still see her sitting in the kitchen, 
smoking a joint, half naked as usual, the newspaper splashed 
over her bare legs. “She was about to read a review of her 
latest film when she spotted the story on the front page. She 
focused on Rebecca, though, and only briefly mentioned a 
photographer being involved in the crash, but I don’t 
remember her mentioning your name.” 

What I don’t tell Nicholas is that upon learning of 
Rebecca Stone’s untimely death, my mother let out a loud, 



evil cackle before launching into a diatribe about how all of 
these young, no-talent actresses had been swooping in, 
stealing her roles, and how Hollywood, and perhaps the 
entire universe, would be better off without one more 
Rebecca Stone. 

“Your mother was so out of it the day of our shoot, I 
doubt she even recognized my name when she read it,” 
Nicholas says. 

“It’s more than likely that she didn’t,” I admit. 
“It never should have happened,” he says quietly. 

“Rebecca flew out from New York for a Rolling Stone cover 
shoot. That night, after I photographed her, she confessed 
that she wanted to leave her husband for me, but she was 
terrified of what he would do when she told him. I convinced 
her to stay an extra night so we could figure it all out, make a 
plan. Since she missed her flight, I arranged a private flight 
for the two of us from LA to New York, so that I could be 
there with her when she told him…make sure nothing 
happened to her.” Nicholas goes quiet, his eyes darkening 
with the memory. “But in the end, it was all for nothing.” 

A startling realization takes hold as I think back to how 
this conversation began. 

“She was pregnant?” I ask. 
He nods, his gaze deadpanning into mine. “I didn’t find 

out until the autopsy report came in after the crash. I’d been 
seeing her for almost a year at that point, and she hadn’t been 
intimate with her husband in months.” 

“So the baby was yours.” 
His silence is my answer. 
As I glance down at the fancy meal on my plate, I 

remember what Nicholas said to me outside the theater 



earlier today—that appearances aren’t all that they seem. 
Maybe he isn’t the playboy I’ve assumed he is. Gazing around 
the swanky hotel restaurant, I wonder if this elaborate lifestyle 
he leads is just a distraction, a façade he has built to cover up 
what’s really going on underneath—much like my family 
photography business…and for that matter, my marriage with 
Ethan. 

“You never photographed again, after you lost her,” I say, 
putting all of the pieces together. 

He shakes his head. “No…not until today.” 
A flash of Nicholas standing in the theater, camera in 

hand, gazing at me like he’d seen a ghost, runs through my 
mind. “You photographed me dancing?” 

His strong hand finds my leg underneath the table. “It 
was impossible not to. You were an angel up there, Natasha.” 

We finish our dinner in silence after that, both of us 
having revealed more than we surely ever planned to on what 
was supposed to be a simple arrangement—one night out on 
the town, no strings attached. 

But as Nicholas’s burning gaze tears straight through all 
of my carefully placed layers of protection, there is no 
question that this arrangement has jumped to a whole new 
level—one I’m not sure either of us is ready for. 



Six 

fter a quick drive down Santa Monica Boulevard, we 
arrive at La Descarga, which, according to Nicholas, is a 

trendy, Havana-style cocktail bar. From the entrance, though, 
it looks more like a dirty, ghetto warehouse. I shoot my sexy 
date a questioning glance as he leads me up a dingy flight of 
stairs, but he only grins in response. 

A dark room at the top of the staircase reveals a beautiful 
blonde woman perching over a desk. 

“Have you been here before?” she asks, sizing us both up. 
Nicholas responds for the two of us. “I have, but the lady 

has not.” 
“Are you on the list?” she quips. 
Nicholas tells her his name, and after she has checked the 

guest list, she gives him a knowing nod before leading us into 
the next room. 

I am just about to ask Nicholas where in the hell he has 
taken us when our blonde receptionist opens the doors to a 
tall armoire, pushes aside a stack of clothing, and gestures to a 
hidden door at the back of the closet. Nicholas takes my 
hand, leading us through the door and onto a high, narrow 
balcony which overlooks a smoking-hot club. Below us, live 
music is booming, men are smoking cigars, and scantily 

A 



dressed burlesque dancers are spicing up the already 
smoldering atmosphere. 

“Wow, what a dramatic entrance,” I say to him, fully 
impressed. 

He laughs. “I knew you would like it.” 
This is a far cry from the stuffy professor gatherings 

Ethan used to take me to…back when we still socialized 
together. And although I should feel totally out of my 
element, the way Nicholas confidently takes my hand and 
leads me downstairs to the bar—as if for tonight, I am his, 
and he is mine—makes me feel like there is nowhere in the 
world I’d rather be. 

Nicholas hands me the cocktail menu, which I study 
meticulously. 

Soon, his unabashed laughter interrupts my decision-
making process. 

“What?” 
“You haven’t done this in a while, have you?” He lifts a 

curious brow, that deep voice of his making my insides 
quiver. 

“What are you talking about?” 
“You know, having fun? Drinking a cocktail. Going out 

just to have a good time.” 
Damn, I really thought I had him fooled. 
I had myself fooled, anyway. 
“Oh, God. Is it that obvious?” The nervous laughter I’d 

been bottling up spills over now. 
He leans against the bar, impossibly sexy in his crisp 

white shirt and dark jeans. “Don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone.” 
He plucks the menu from my hands and scans it quickly. 
“How about a mojito?” 



“Mmm, those used to be my favorite. How’d you know?” 
“Minty, fresh, and sweet. Definitely your kind of 

cocktail.” He leans over the bar, orders our drinks, and then 
turns to me, the smile on his face all smug and sly. 

“You still think you have me all figured out, don’t you?” I 
say, placing a hand on my hip. “Besides our extremely 
revealing dinner confessions, shall I remind you that before 
today, we’ve only met twice, briefly.” 

He wipes the smile from his face, inching closer to me, 
his legs brushing against mine underneath the bar. And there 
is that intense look again—the same one that stopped me in 
my tracks back in the theater as he’d watched me dance. 

Finally, he speaks. “It feels like longer, though, doesn’t 
it?” 

Once again the allure of those gray-blue eyes of his has 
me enthralled, hanging on his every word. I swallow hard, 
unable to tear my gaze from his. 

“Yes, I know what you mean.” And strangely enough, I 
do. I know exactly what he means. The energy between us, the 
chemistry that flows effortlessly every time he’s near, is 
palpable, undeniable. 

When I think back to the day we first met ten years ago at 
my mother’s Rolling Stone shoot, I realize I’d felt this 
inexplicable connection the moment I laid eyes on him. 
Within minutes of entering the room, Nicholas left Ava’s side 
to come over and introduce himself—something most men 
would never do. I remember how that disarming smile of his 
left me stumbling over my words like an idiot, but he didn’t 
seem to notice. And when he shook my hand, we lingered 
there, the physical connection so immediately strong and 
electrifying, I wasn’t sure what to do with it. 



Looking back, I know that I was simply too young and 
too humiliated by my mother to acknowledge the way he 
made me feel. 

But the events of today—the photo shoot, my dance, our 
revealing conversation over dinner, and now this night out on 
the town together—have left me more awakened, more alive 
than I have felt in years. And in this new, heightened state of 
mind, it is impossible to ignore the fact that I haven’t ever felt 
this excited, enraptured, or comfortable in another man’s 
presence…not even in the early days with Ethan. 

Our drinks arrive, and I take mine with haste, sucking 
down the minty fresh alcohol, hoping it will soothe the 
butterflies that are suddenly wreaking havoc in my stomach, 
making me feel all light-headed and dizzy—a thirty-two-year-
old teenager in heat. 

After Nicholas slides his empty glass down the bar, he 
takes my hand and nods toward the dance floor where 
couples are draped all over each other, laughing and grooving 
underneath the dim lights in this steamy club. 

“Dance with me, Natasha.” The intensity in his voice 
means there is only one answer to that question. 

I let Nicholas guide me out to the center of the floor, 
vaguely recalling all of the tiring arguments I’ve had with 
Ethan in recent years, begging him to put off his work for 
just one night so we could do something fun. All the times I 
suggested that we take a weekend off from our insanely busy 
lives, from infertility, from writing and researching and photo 
shoots, to go somewhere exciting together. To remember 
who we were as a couple, why we’d fallen for each other all 
those years ago. 



But the nights out, the weekends away—they never did 
happen. Ethan just wouldn’t carve out the time, make the 
commitment. It was never important enough to him. 
Everything else came first. 

And now, here I am in the middle of a booming Los 
Angeles dance floor, finding the excitement and romance I’ve 
been craving for so long with a man I’ve only met a handful 
of times, a man who cannot keep his eyes or his hands off 
me. 

And I must admit—it feels incredible. 
So incredible, in fact, that any hints of guilt I may have 

been harboring over my decision to say yes to Nicholas’ 
proposal have been abandoned at the door of this club. 

A sultry piano and sax tune moves over the dance floor, 
prompting Nicholas to wrap his arms around my waist and 
pull me snugly into his chest. Our hips find each other 
instantly, a perfect fit as they sway in time to the music, 
grinding together in urgent, passionate waves. He presses his 
cheek to mine, the heat of his breath running down my neck 
and over my breasts, making my core throb with desire. 

Song after song, we dance like this—our bodies 
intertwined, not able to get enough. And with each new song, 
I feel myself unraveling even further in his arms, marveling at 
the way his body moves so naturally with mine, at how 
comfortable I feel letting loose in front of him. 

As the beat slows down, Nicholas threads his fingers 
through my long hair and dips me back, running his hungry 
lips down my neck. When we resurface, I am flushed, hot, 
and ready. 

His mouth finds my ear. “I want nothing more than to 
ravage you right now.” 



I don’t wait for him to say more. Instead, the inner 
seductress I didn’t know I had gives him a suggestive grin, 
takes his hand, and leads him out of the club. 

* 

Raoul cannot whisk us back to the W fast enough. For the 
entire drive, I am writhing with heat, dying for Nicholas to 
kiss me. And while his hands certainly are not showing any 
restraint—wrapping around my waist, running over my knees 
and so high up my thighs I can hardly breathe—he has yet to 
go in for the first kiss. 

The dreamy, feminine side of me can’t help but think that 
maybe Nicholas wants our first kiss to be special, and not just 
some animalistic urge in the backseat of a car. 

But my practical side doesn’t waste a moment to chime in 
and remind me that despite the depth of Nicholas’ confession 
over dinner, I am most definitely one of many women he has 
fondled in this backseat, with Raoul at the wheel. 

I tell myself that it doesn’t matter if I mean nothing to 
Nicholas, in the end. I am still married, after all. I’m doing 
this to sell the gallery, to save our house, to try to make it 
work with Ethan… and perhaps try once more for a baby. 

But as the car slides up to the entrance of the W, I am at 
once painfully aware of how ludicrous it is that I would agree 
to an affair in order to try to have a baby with my husband. 

Have I lost my mind? 
One look at Nicholas’ outstretched hand, the desire in his 

eyes, and I realize that maybe none of this was for the money, 
the house, or the nonexistent baby with my absent husband. 

Maybe, in the end, I did this for me. 



Seven 

nside the expansive suite, I gravitate to the floor-to-ceiling 
windows and gaze down at the city lights, at all of the 

Hollywood glitz and glam whizzing around below, thinking 
about how odd it is that I am back where it all began. In this 
sinful city, about to commit a forbidden act in a penthouse 
suite, with a man I will most likely never see again. 

Nicholas walks up behind me and slips a glass of white 
wine into my hands as he kisses my neck. 

After all the years of trying so hard to be nothing like my 
mother, I know now that it was all in vain. 

She was right. 
Normal just isn’t in our genes. 
Why has it taken me so long to realize this? 
The wine slides down my throat easily, coating my 

stomach in heat before I set the glass down on the window 
ledge. 

I am not the woman I always thought I wanted to be. I 
am not the wholesome, fertile, faithful professor’s wife. 

And I will never be her. 
It’s time to let it all go. 
Turning to face Nicholas, I wrap my hands around his 

neck, run my fingers through his thick, dark hair and look 
deeply into that hooded gaze. 

I 



We speak without words, first his breath rising, then a 
whimper from my lips as he presses me back against the 
window. He covers me with his tall, broad body, a blanket of 
steamy lust that pulses up against my breasts and hips, 
making me ache in places I didn’t even know existed. 

He lifts a hand to my neck, runs his fingers up over my 
cheek, and finally, the man who has invaded my dreams all 
week relieves me with his sweet, hot kiss. 

Our lips lock together forcefully at first, years of pent-up 
desire pouring out of me at the feel of his mouth on mine, at 
the aggressive way he is holding me, pressing into me. I 
cannot get enough of him. My hands roam his neck, his 
broad shoulders, and finally find their way to the buttons on 
his shirt. I work my way down, ripping at them as he 
continues kissing me, passionately, deeply, his fingers running 
through my hair, before rolling down my back and lower still 
until he reaches the hem of my dress. 

He slips one hand underneath, sliding all the way up in 
between my legs, his fingers finding the wetness that is there 
only for him, that has been there since he walked into my 
gallery opening the week before. 

His fingers lace underneath my thong, twisting it around 
as I wrap one leg around his waist and move my lips down 
his neck, an invitation for him to come closer, go deeper. 

He takes my enticement without hesitation, wrapping my 
other leg around his waist and hoisting me up so that I am 
straddling him. His lips find mine once more, and this time 
his kiss is sweeter, softer, more intimate than the first. 

He carries me into the bedroom, lays me down on the 
bed, and climbs on top of me, continuing this intense kiss. 
He cups my chin in his hands, then runs his fingers softly 



down my neck before slipping the straps of my tiny black 
dress over my shoulders. 

“Natasha,” he breathes into my ear before pulling back to 
look at me underneath the dim bedroom light. “You are the 
most beautiful woman I’ve ever known.” 

The glow of the moon through the window illuminates 
the sincerity in his eyes, making me smile bigger than I have 
in years. I grab his face and kiss him madly, deeply, 
uncontrollably. 

We roll around on the sheets until we have removed 
every last bit of clothing. Until he has my body naked, 
pulsing, waiting for him. He is stronger than I realized, the 
muscles wrapping around his biceps, shoulders, and back a 
magnificent picture of strength. I run my hands down his 
chest, finding a larger scar that runs along his left side, 
spanning almost the entire length of his torso. I take all of 
him in—the muscles, the scars, the desire and lust that is 
flooding his eyes as he lays his bare skin on top of mine, as 
our hips find each other once more, as I wrap my legs around 
him and invite him in. 

He kisses me first, slow and sensual before finally 
completing this intense connection by thrusting inside me. 
He fills me up so fully, so deeply that I am momentarily 
stunned, out of breath, silent. I grip his shoulders, look into 
his eyes, and feel a scalding heat emanating from him as he 
moves over me, slow and smooth. 

Our bodies roll and flow together in a beautiful rhythm 
like nothing I have ever experienced. I didn’t know such 
perfection was possible, but with each kiss, each touch of his 
strong hands on my breasts and thighs, each rock of our hips, 



I am reminded that it is indeed possible, and against all odds, 
it is happening to me. 

It is really happening. 
Nicholas rolls me on top of him, wrapping those 

heavenly hands tightly around my hips as he watches me 
move, drinking me in like he could do this all night. 

I certainly could. 
I let his hands roam wherever they want to go as I keep 

dancing over him, climbing higher and higher until I feel the 
climax coming, a ringing of bells in my ears as I burst and 
collapse over him, moaning in his ear, intense pleasure rolling 
off my skin. 

He holds me close, continues thrusting beneath me as I 
catch my breath and recover from the most intense orgasm I 
can ever remember experiencing. I kiss him everywhere: on 
his cheeks, lips, chest, neck. He tastes salty and sweet all at 
the same time, the most fulfilling treat of my life. 

Soon I feel him expanding and pulsing even harder, his 
thrusts coming deeper than before. His jaw tenses, his hands 
pulling my hips down hard and fast until he pulls me in close, 
tight, holding me sweetly against his chest as he releases. 

I close my eyes, reveling in the blissful feel of him 
throbbing inside me, the fulfillment of our bodies finding 
ultimate pleasure together, in this hotel far away, where the 
real world cannot touch this perfect moment we have shared. 

Nicholas stays inside me as he brushes his lips over mine. 
Then he smiles, devious and satisfied. 

I kiss him back, pressing my hips down for one last burst 
of pleasure before rolling to the side and letting him wrap me 
up in his arms. 



Nicholas fits behind me, his knees pressed into mine, our 
hips happy to stay melded. 

He runs his smoldering lips up my neck, wrapping one 
hand around my breasts, the other pulling my hips in closer, 
making me forget all about the other life I have, the one that 
doesn’t include him. 

“I’ve never met anyone like you, Natasha,” he whispers in 
my ear. “You’re not like all the rest. You’re talented, smart, 
gorgeous…but it’s more than that.” He props himself up and 
gazes down into my eyes as he brushes his hand over my 
cheek. “It’s the way I feel when I’m with you. I felt it the first 
time I laid eyes on you ten years ago. Then when I heard 
about the gallery opening, I knew I had to see you again. And 
today, when you danced…you took me to another world, 
Natasha. Somewhere I never thought I could go…How do 
you do that?” He shakes his head, blinking down at me with a 
level of emotion that I didn’t expect him to exhibit during our 
steamy one-night adventure. 

I don’t know what to say—I am flattered and touched 
beyond measure. Surprised by his sweet words, by his need to 
stop in the heat of the moment and tell me this…and stunned 
at how happy I feel knowing he sees me as different from all 
of the other women who must flow in and out of his life. 

And I realize that ever since he propositioned me last 
week at the gallery, I’ve been secretly hoping there would be 
more to this than just one meaningless night of illicit sex. 

Because I feel it too. 
“You take me to another world too,” I tell him. “And I 

felt it, all those years ago. I was just too young to understand 
it.” 



I reach up, caressing his cheek until I find that small scar 
over his left eye. Pulling him toward me, I kiss him there, and 
then again on his forehead, over his eyelids, and finally, I 
work my way back to his moist, soft lips. After our tender 
kiss, Nicholas wraps me up in his arms once more, fitting me 
perfectly into the curves of his strong body. “I could lay here 
like this with you all night,” he says. 

I smile, tipping my chin back to meet his. “Me too, Nick. 
Me too.” 

He shakes his head, laughing and nuzzling his face into 
my neck, the way lovers do after they’ve bared it all. “I did 
not see you coming, beautiful. You have rocked my world.” 

And as we roll around under the sheets, kissing, holding 
each other, and pleasuring each other so many more times I 
lose count, I realize that the minute Nicholas walked into my 
gallery opening last week, my world, too, was forever 
changed. 



Eight 

 awake in the middle of the night and roll over, 
instinctively reaching for Nicholas to wrap my arms 

around his chest, lay my head on his shoulder. 
But the other side of the bed is empty, the sheets ruffled 

and cold. 
Was it all a dream? Was he a dream? 
I sit up, waiting for my eyes to adjust to the darkness. 
Soon the outline of Nicholas’ muscular, barely clothed 

body comes into focus. He is standing at the floor-to-ceiling 
window, wearing only his black boxer briefs and gazing down 
at the lights below. 

Naked, I climb out of bed and slide up beside him. 
Without saying a word, he wraps his arms around me, pulling 
me close. His skin is so warm and smooth that I have no 
desire to climb back into bed without him. 

“I couldn’t sleep,” he says. 
“Thinking too much?” I ask, tipping my chin up. 
He nods, kissing me softly on the forehead. “Something 

like that.” 
“Why don’t we take a walk, get some fresh air?” Strolling 

around Hollywood in the middle of the night wouldn’t 
normally be my cup of tea, but I can hear the restlessness in 

I 



Nicholas’ voice, and he isn’t going to fall back asleep anytime 
soon. 

Plus, I could use a dose of reality, a smack of nighttime 
air to make me remember that there is a world outside this 
steamy hotel room, a world I will have to re-enter tomorrow 
when I fly back to DC. 

Nicholas runs his hand down the small of my back as he 
brushes his lips over my bare shoulder. “Good idea, 
beautiful.” 

We dress in silence, but my mind is anything but silent. 
I’m wondering what Nicholas was thinking about alone at the 
window, how long he has been awake…and if he ever fell 
asleep at all. 

But most of all I’m wondering how will I ever go back to 
my life with Ethan and move on as if this incredible night, as 
if Nicholas, never happened. 

* 

Outside, the streets of Hollywood are still alive at two in the 
morning. A group of short-skirted girls and hipster boys 
sporting skinny jeans stumble past the Pantages Theatre 
across the street, whooping and hollering after what must 
have been a wild night out at the clubs. 

Nicholas takes my hand as we set off down the Walk of 
Fame on Hollywood Boulevard, our feet skimming over stars’ 
names before we leave all the late-night riffraff behind and 
round the corner onto Vine Street. We walk a few blocks in 
silence, take another left, and wind through the side streets of 
the town I grew up in. I know this neighborhood well, but 
with the full moon dipping low in the night sky, casting a 



warm yellow glow over the thick darkness around us, 
everything about my hometown feels different tonight. 

Or maybe it’s just that I feel different. 
How could I not after what I’ve just done? 
I am lost in thought, and not quite sure how long we’ve 

walked when Nicholas stops and nods to our right. A neon 
sign that reads “Psychic” burns in the window of a small, 
broken-down storefront. 

“Have you ever been to one?” he asks. 
I shake my head, about to tell him that I’ve never been, 

but that Ava used to go regularly. I stop myself, though, when 
I recognize my instinct to answer for her instead of myself. 

“No. Have you?” I say finally. 
“No, but I’ve always been curious.” A sly grin slides over 

his lips. It’s the first time he’s smiled since we set off on our 
walk. “What do you say? Should we see if she’s open?” 

An uneasy feeling settles in the pit of my stomach, but I 
push it aside and tell myself to live a little. I’ve made it this 
far, haven’t I? Besides, it’s doubtful she’s open at this late 
hour. 

“Why not?” I say with a shrug. 
We walk up the rickety stairs to the front door, and 

Nicholas wraps loudly. 
A few long moments pass, and I am gazing up at that full 

moon the whole time, wondering how exactly I got here, at a 
psychic’s doorstep in the middle of the night in Hollywood 
with a man who is not my husband…but who feels so 
strangely right. 

The door snaps open suddenly, startling me. I tear my 
gaze from the moon to find a pair of piercing silvery eyes and 
a head of blazing red hair. The older woman who stands in 



the doorway shoots us a knowing smile before gesturing for 
us to follow her. 

Her low, raspy voice breaks the silence. “Come in.” 
The smells of incense and cigarette smoke assault me the 

minute we walk through the door, and the only light in this 
dim, dank space comes from the flickering of a few white 
candles in the far corner. 

She gestures for us to sit in a pair of red armchairs as she 
tosses her violet scarf over her shoulder and gingerly takes a 
seat across from us. 

She folds her hands in her lap, sizing us up with an 
inquisitive glare. 

“I was expecting you,” she says finally. 
A cold chill slithers up my spine as I dodge her gaze and 

glance over at Nicholas. What have we gotten ourselves into? 
He smiles back at me in reassurance before addressing the 

woman. “We were just taking a late-night stroll when we saw 
your light on. Neither of us has seen a psychic before, and 
we’re just…curious.” 

Her gaze darts back and forth between the two of us as 
her long gold earrings jingle in the silence. “Indeed you 
are…Well, let’s get started then, shall we? Tell me your 
names, please.” 

“Nicholas.” 
“Natasha.” 
“Nicholas and Natasha,” she says slowly, pronouncing 

each syllable as if it’s the first time she’s ever heard these 
names. 

Before I know what she’s going to do next, she scoots 
closer to me and takes my hand. Her skin is hot and leathery, 



her perfume pungent. She closes her eyes, breathing softly for 
a few moments before she speaks. 

“Natasha, my dear child, I feel an intense sadness coming 
from you. Oh my. It runs deep into the womb…you’re 
having issues with pregnancy, no?” She opens her eyes briefly 
for confirmation, and I nod, stunned that she has picked up 
on this so quickly. 

Closing her eyes again, she continues. “You need to let 
this go as it serves you no more than the relationship you’re 
currently in. You have outgrown both the man and the ideas 
you once had for a future and a family with him.” 

Those flashing silver eyes pop open again. “But of course 
you already know this in your heart, don’t you?” 

When I don’t respond, she squeezes my hand and closes 
her eyes once more. 

“This isn’t to say that there will never be a baby, though. 
It just has to be with the right person. You must listen to 
what your body is telling you, dear one. Listen to those primal 
instincts you have. You’ve been ignoring them for years now, 
but I can feel a shift happening in you. You’re ready to listen 
now. You’re ready for a change…a big one.” 

My stomach is tied in knots, my voice caught in my 
throat. This woman is good…too good. I’m afraid of what she 
may say next, especially in front of Nicholas. But there’s no 
stopping her now—she’s in the zone. 

“I’m getting something else from you…something a little 
more exciting, shall we say? It’s a deep desire to live, to move, 
grow, and dance. To truly let go and experience your 
passions, your sexual fantasies, your dreams and desires at a 
whole new level. A level you’ve never allowed yourself to go 
to before. I get the feeling that you’ve been holding back for 



quite some time now, possibly because of the husband…but 
mostly because of someone else…” 

She pauses, and in this heavy silence, I feel a shift in the 
air. 

“I’m seeing a woman, a glamorous blonde woman. She 
passed over recently. She’s here now…and she has your lips, 
your smile. Your mother, perhaps?” 

A flash of chilled air sweeps in through the open window, 
blowing out all of the candles except one. I shift 
uncomfortably in my seat, wishing we could leave. This is 
ridiculous. She must’ve recognized me as Ava Taylor’s 
daughter. There’s no possible— 

“Yes, I’m getting a message from her, actually.” The 
psychic’s intense voice cuts through my doubts. Then the 
woman opens her eyes, and for a moment, they appear as 
green as emeralds, just like my mother’s. 

“She wants you to know that she’s sorry for what she said 
to you at the end, for her last words.” 

Ava’s raspy voice dances through my head, taunting my 
sense of rationality, of what’s real and what’s not. 

It’s Ava, darling…You know the ‘M’ word makes me feel old. 
The last candle flickers wildly in the darkness as the 

woman continues. “She’s saying a girl’s name…Claire? No, 
no, not Claire. Clara. She’s with her, she says. She wants you 
to know that Clara is okay, that this was how it was all 
supposed to turn out. You weren’t ready to have this child, 
and she wasn’t ready to arrive yet. There is nothing more you 
could’ve done. And Clara, she sends you great love.” 

Tears stream down my cheeks now. I am unable to stop 
them. The breeze wafting in through the window picks up, 
swirling the curtains around and blowing out the final candle. 



Nicholas’ hand rests on my shoulder, but I barely feel it. 
Instead, I feel my mother’s presence more strongly than I 
have ever felt it, as crazy as I know it is. 

“She has to go now, your mother, but she has one last 
message for you, Natasha…‘Keep this one,’ she says.” 

Blinking through the tears, I ask, “What does she mean?” 
The clairvoyant woman smiles, squeezing my hand. 

“Why, you know, dear. And if you don’t tonight, then you’ll 
surely figure it out quite soon. Now, onto your handsome 
boyfriend here.” 

She switches over to Nicholas abruptly, and I catch a 
serious flash of hesitation in his eyes. He obviously thought 
this would be something fun to do with the time before I 
leave, not a channel to connect with dead relatives or unborn 
children, which has now induced a late-night cry session on 
my part. 

But the redhead is already holding onto his hands, eyes 
closed, reading him. “Interesting…” she says slowly. 

“You know, I’m not sure this is such a good idea,” he 
cuts in, ready to bolt. 

But she ignores him. “I see that just like Natasha, you 
have experienced deep sadness in your life. You lost someone 
dear to you…actually there were two: a woman and a child. A 
little girl, I’m seeing a little girl.” 

Goose bumps run up my arms. It was a girl. Surely 
Nicholas didn’t know that yet if Rebecca was so early on in 
her pregnancy when she was killed. 

“They are smiling, happy now, and they each send you 
warmth and love,” she continues. “You must forgive yourself 
before you can truly move forward. What happened was not 
your fault, dear one. What you must understand is that when 



it’s a person’s time to go, nothing can stop the universe from 
taking them home. You have no control over that, Nicholas.” 

I am expecting to see tears or sadness pass over his 
handsome features, but instead, he lets out a relieved breath. 
Like this is something he has needed to hear for a long time. 

“I do see a recent shift in your life, though,” she 
continues. “Something you used to love to do…paint, 
draw…no, I see photographs. You were a photographer?” 
She looks up for confirmation, and he nods. 

“You let this go for a long time; in the sadness, you 
couldn’t create anymore. But something, or someone has 
brought the spark back to your life. Oh, yes, her aura is all 
over you. You must pay attention to this, see where it leads 
you. Now is not the time to hold back in your career or in 
your personal life. Do you understand?” She opens one eye, 
peeking up at him with a lifted brow. 

He clears his throat, giving her a serious nod. 
Next she takes my hand, holding tightly onto both of us. 
“There is a deep connection here, between the two of 

you. It is a connection at the level of soul, a connection which 
transcends the so-called rules which we have created to 
govern relationships. That is to say, even though you think by 
all normal standards that what you are doing together is 
wrong, you know in your hearts that it feels quite the 
opposite. You may not be ready to admit the truth about 
what you’ve found here, with each other, but life doesn’t 
always wait for you to get your act together, dear ones. If 
you’re stuck, the universe will give you opportunities—
sometimes masked as great hardships or challenges—to move 
past whatever is stopping you, but you must take these 



opportunities and breathe life into them. Otherwise, they will 
pass you by like a storm in the night.” 

The wind that was sweeping through the room has 
calmed by the time she is finished, but my head is now 
spinning enough to create a small tornado in its place. 

We stand in the darkness, and Nicholas slips a wad of 
cash into the woman’s hands. The glow of the full moon 
outside streams in through the window, revealing a gleam in 
her silver eyes. I can see that she is happy with the work she 
has done here…but as for me, I’m not sure what to make of 
these insights, or revelations…or whatever they are. 

She ushers us toward the door, but just as I am about to 
step outside, back into the real world, she takes my hand and 
pulls me close. 

“There is one last thing, Natasha,” she whispers in my 
ear. “You must take good care of your health over these next 
few weeks and months. This is of utmost importance, as you 
don’t have only yourself to think about.” 

With her final cryptic words twisting through my brain, I 
follow Nicholas out onto the Hollywood streets, noticing 
how much higher the moon has climbed in the sky since we 
first entered the psychic’s lair. 

Sunrise will hit Los Angeles soon, but now, more than 
ever, I am not ready. I am not ready to face the day. 
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orning arrives with no warning—a bright blast of 
sunlight through the wispy white drapes in Nicholas’ 

penthouse suite. 
Squinting, I push myself up in bed and immediately recall 

the unexpected, strangely enlightening encounter with our 
redheaded Hollywood psychic, her words flooding back to 
me in waves. 

A barefooted Nicholas is seated next to me, his dark 
jeans, gray T-shirt, wet hair, and tired eyes proof that he 
probably never fell back asleep last night. He pushes a large 
tray of breakfast my way. 

“I thought you might be hungry,” he says with a smile. 
I take a long sip of orange juice as I attempt to gather my 

thoughts, but it’s no use. I’m a mess. 
“You know, it’s so like Ava to come back from the dead 

and tell me now that she’s sorry,” I say. “I’m not surprised at 
all.” 

We both break into laughter—the only thing you can do 
after such an intense experience with someone who, for all 
intents and purposes, you don’t know very well. 

But as our laughter dies down and Nicholas’ sweet smile 
lights up the room more than the Los Angeles sun could ever 
do, I realize I can’t keep using that excuse—the one about 

M 



not knowing him very well. In one night, we have confessed 
our darkest moments, our most intimate secrets; he has made 
love to me endlessly and so, so perfectly; and a psychic has 
told us that our souls are connected. 

I can barely wrap my head around it all. 
At a loss for words, I reach for a piece of buttery toast. 

But Nicholas’ hand finds mine first. 
“Natasha, I want to see you again.” 
His words hang in the air between us as my gaze catches 

my sparkling diamond ring once again. 
The reality of what I have done washes over me like a 

shot of ice water to the face. 
“I’ll see you at the gallery opening here in LA next 

month,” I say all nonchalant, knowing this is not what he 
means. 

“Natasha, I want to see you again.” 
“I have to go home,” I say numbly. “My life is back in 

DC. You know that.” 
“I know, but you can’t deny the connection we have. And 

I’m not saying this just because of what that woman told us 
last night. I already knew…already felt it. And I know you do 
too.” 

“I do, but…” 
“But what?” 
“But I’m still technically in my marriage! This was just 

supposed to be a night, Nick. One night. For the sale of the 
gallery.” 

“I still plan to buy the gallery from you. But that’s not 
what I’m concerned with. I’m concerned with you. What if 
this could be more? More than just one mind-blowing night?” 



Before I can answer him, my phone buzzes on the 
nightstand. I glance over to find Ethan’s name flashing on the 
screen. A wave of nausea rolls through my stomach as tears 
fill my eyes. 

“I have to go, Nick,” I say, pushing the sheets off me and 
reaching for my phone. “My plane leaves in a few hours. I 
have to leave.” 

He rushes around the bed, stops me before I can dash 
into the bathroom and hide from his truth-seeking glare. 

His hands find the sides of my face, cradling it gently. “I 
know you have to leave today. I know you have to go home 
and face your life there. All I’m asking is that you think about 
what happened here last night, think about what you really 
want with your life, and what could be with us.” 

I shake my head, wishing I could stop the tear that is 
making its way down my cheek, gliding onto Nicholas’ hand. 
“This is crazy,” I whisper. 

He smiles. “Maybe, but I’ve never felt more right about 
anything in my life. Promise me you’ll think about it, 
Natasha.” His lips brush over mine, sending a jolt of 
desire…and confusion through my weary body. “Promise 
me.” 

I nod, swallowing back the rest of my tears. “Okay, I 
promise.” 

Nicholas kisses me once more, wrapping his strong arms 
around my waist, holding me so tightly, so securely that I 
never want to leave his embrace. 

It is in this moment, knowing that in a matter of hours I 
will be without him, without his touch, his kiss, his voice in 
my ear, that I am certain I’ve never felt more right about 
anything in my life either. 



But the truth remains. I have to go home, face Ethan, 
deal with our own personal financial crisis…and figure out 
what in the hell the psychic meant when she told me I don’t 
only have myself to think about anymore. 
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atasha Taylor?” A familiar voice calls out to me in 
LAX, just after I’ve passed through security. 

I turn to find my most scandalous friend from college. 
“Violet Bell, what are you doing in LA?” 

Her silky dark hair swishes over her shoulders as she runs 
up and wraps her arms around me. “What are you doing in 
LA? God, I haven’t talked to you in ages!” 

“I know. Jeez, it’s been years, hasn’t it?” 
“When is your flight? Do you have time for a coffee?” 

She is talking so quickly I can barely keep up. It’s the New 
York in her. 

I glance down at my watch, wanting to tell her that my 
flight leaves in five minutes so I can dodge this talk. It’s not 
that I don’t want to catch up with Violet; it’s that she always 
has a way of seeing through my bullshit…which is probably 
why we lost touch. She never bought into my whole “I want 
to have a baby so badly with Ethan that I’m willing to go 
thousands of dollars into debt while pumping my body full of 
rage-inducing hormones” situation. 

“I have some time,” I say, trying not to show my 
hesitation. But I can see right away in her smoky eyes that she 
caught it. 

“N 



“Perfect. Me too.” She leads the way, not giving me a 
chance to back out. 

After ordering coffees at Starbucks, we settle into a 
corner table. 

“So, I heard about the gallery opening in DC,” she 
launches in. “Liz told me it was a smashing success. I’m so 
sorry I wasn’t there.” 

I wave my hand. “Oh, that’s okay.” 
“She also told me that Ethan didn’t show.” 
That’s my old friend, Violet. Getting right to the point. 
“No…no, he didn’t.” 
Violet shakes her head, shooting me a curious glance. 

“Hmm…if things aren’t great with the marriage, then why are 
you glowing right now?” 

“What?” I say, feeling my cheeks blaze with heat. Surely 
I’m not glowing. 

“I know that glow,” she says, leaning back in her chair 
with an air of confidence that only a girl as beautiful as Violet 
can pull off. “I know it well…from personal experience. 
Come on, Natasha. What’s his name?” 

“Honestly, Vi, what are you talking about?” I’m beginning 
to think Violet is psychic too. 

“Don’t even say his name is Ethan. That man hasn’t 
made you happy in years. What are you doing out in LA—
you used to hate making trips out here. Or should I say who 
are you doing?” 

Violet stares me down from across the table. I reach for 
my coffee, but notice that my hands are shaking. 

“Oh, fuck it,” I concede. 
“Now we’re talking,” Violet says, smirking in her 

triumph. “What’s his name?” 



“Nick,” I say. “Nicholas Reyes.” 

* 

Thirty minutes later, I have spilled all of the juicy details, and 
Violet is staring back at me, mouth agape. 

“Natasha, girlfriend, I always knew you had it in you! You 
couldn’t have grown up with that outrageous Hollywood 
mother of yours and not taken any of her with you. It took 
long enough though, didn’t it? So you’re going to go home 
and finally leave Ethan and run away with this amazing man, 
right?” 

I suck down the last few sips of my coffee before letting 
out a long sigh. “It’s not that simple, Vi. We’ve been married 
for ten years. You don’t just walk away from that after a one-
night stand.” 

“Um, a psychic who called up your dead mother said that 
the two of you have a soul connection…not to mention the 
fact that this man gave you your first orgasm in years. What 
further proof do you need that this is the path you should be 
on?” 

“Just because he gave me an orgasm—okay, so many 
orgasms I can’t even count, and the best of my life—doesn’t 
mean I should end my marriage and run away with the man. I 
need to at least try to see if things can be repaired with 
Ethan.” 

Violet’s eyes flash with impatience. “I’m sorry to be so 
blunt, but let’s not pretend that Ethan hasn’t been running 
around on you for years.” 

A long silence follows, until Violet reaches across the 
table and takes my hand. “Listen, I have to go catch my flight, 
but before I do, I have one question for you.” 



“Yes?” 
“Are you happy with Ethan? Truly happy? Can you 

envision yourself with him, the way it is now, for the rest of 
your life?” 

“That’s three questions,” I say. 
“Natasha.” 
I answer with a long sigh and a shake of my head. “No, 

I’m not happy. I haven’t been happy…not for a very long 
time.” 

“Then whose life are you living, Natasha?” 
There it is: the mirror of truth, in a friend I haven’t even 

seen in years. 
“You know, for all her faults, your mother gave you a gift 

when she left you that gallery,” Violet says. “Now don’t waste 
it.” Violet throws her black Coach bag over her shoulder and 
stands from the table. “I know all about divorce, honey. It’s 
not pretty—in fact it’s downright hell—but you’ll survive.” 

It’s only then that I notice Violet isn’t wearing her 
wedding band. “You and Josh?” 

She shrugs like it’s no big deal, but I can see the pain 
flashing in her eyes. 

“Violet, I had no idea. I’m so sorry.” 
“It happens. And really, it’s just the beginning of a new 

life. You can’t be so afraid. Can it be any worse than what 
you’ve lived through the past few years?” 

I stand and wrap my arms around her. “Thanks for 
getting to the bottom of things, as you always do. Let’s catch 
up soon. I want to hear how you’re doing.” 

“Oh, I have loads of gossip for you. If you ever want to 
feel better about your life, all you need to do is call me.” She 
pulls away, then reaches back for my hand, squeezing it 



tightly. “It’s time to live your life, girlfriend. The one you 
were always meant to live.” 

And with that, my dear New York friend is off in a flash, 
and I am left alone in the airport, wishing I could wave a 
magic wand to get that perfect life so easily, without hurting 
anyone. 

I know all too well, though, that it’s too late for that. 



Eleven 

he cab drops me in front of our perfect little 
Georgetown town house late that night. I grip the 

handle of my suitcase, gazing at the purple and white 
hydrangeas I planted last week by the front steps, and then up 
at the pale blue shutters which line the window of the 
bedroom that would’ve belonged to our baby. 

Inside the dark foyer, I call out for Ethan, but am only 
met with the ticking of the clock over the doorway. I wonder 
if he’ll come home tonight and face me in person, or if he’s 
already run back to the hotel. 

Dropping my bags on the floor, I climb the stairs in a 
numb haze, then pad down the hallway to that bedroom, the 
one I’ve been saving for a little one. 

A little one who never came. 
I’ve kept the door closed since our last IVF attempt failed 

a few weeks back, and while I know that opening it up again 
is only going to tear this deep wound inside me to shreds, I 
cannot stop myself. 

Inside, sadness and rage pour through me as I take in my 
white Pottery Barn desk, which is covered with stacks of 
fertility books, detailed IVF instructions, and temperature 
charts. The drawers are filled with thermometers, untaken 
pregnancy tests, and the pink and blue rattles I bought back 
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in the very beginning, on the day Ethan agreed to try for a 
baby. 

Before I have time to think about what I am doing, my 
hands are grasping for the charts, ripping them to shreds. 
Piles of torn papers litter the floor around me as I take each 
fertility book, one by one, and hurl them against the wall. 
Slumping to the floor, I grab at the books, tear out the pages, 
screaming into the darkness. 

I snap each pregnancy test in half, and then smash the 
rattles against the desk, watching as little pieces of pink and 
blue plastic tumble at my feet. 

It doesn’t take long to destroy years of work, of research, 
of hope. 

When I am finished dismantling a life that never came to 
be, I collapse against the wall, sliding down to the floor, out 
of breath, heaving for air. 

“Natasha?” 
I lift my tear-stained face to the doorway, where Ethan 

stands, a confused professor, at a loss for what to do with his 
crazy wife. 

“It’s over,” I say, my hands in my hair, my head spinning 
from years of ravaging hormones, late-night arguments, and 
an unimaginable amount of debt…but mostly from this 
loveless marriage. 

“It’s all over,” I whisper. 
He nods, gazing down at me in disapproval, the way he 

might look at a student who didn’t turn in her term paper on 
time. 

“Nat.” 
“No!” I yell. “Don’t call me Nat. You know I hate when 

you call me that. I’ve always hated it.” 



By the grave look in his dark eyes, it’s clear that he knows 
it’s not only my quest to have a baby with him that is over 
tonight. 

He knows that it is us, this marriage, this relationship, that 
has failed miserably, that has nowhere else to go but into the 
trash with all of the hopes and dreams I once had. 

Those hopes and dreams for a normal family were all 
mine, after all. They were never really his. Ethan could have 
been content living his days in a library—reading, writing, and 
researching. He never shared my deep desire for creating a 
family, for the joys that could come with giving a child a 
loving home—the home I never had. Those were my wishes, 
and I pushed them onto him. 

Just as I think Ethan is going to turn around and leave me 
alone in this wreckage, he walks over, slumps down beside 
me, and cries. 

I haven’t seen my husband cry since his father died six 
years ago. After every failed IVF attempt, when I would break 
down night after night, he never let a single tear fall. 

It was maddening the way he showed no emotion; his 
robotic state was almost more heartbreaking to me than the 
loss of each possible pregnancy because it showed me that I 
was alone on this journey. I had the husband, but it didn’t 
matter—I was completely alone. 

Tonight, though, he has finally snapped; he is 
broken…perhaps even more than I am. 

We hold each other there, in the rubble of our marriage, 
knowing that we have to let each other go. We have to let it 
all go. 



“I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry.” He repeats these words over 
and over as sobs rake through him. “I did love you. I really 
did. I just didn’t want what you wanted, Natasha.” 

I lay my head on his shoulder, for once knowing exactly 
how he feels. “I know you didn’t. I’m so sorry I pushed it on 
you.” 

And while it breaks me to see him this way, I am relieved 
to see that he is not made of stone, after all. 



Twelve 

Four weeks later 

y best friend Liz is waiting on my front steps when I 
arrive back from a quick trip to the drugstore. She 

surprises me by throwing her tiny arms around my shoulders 
and squeezing me tight. 

A chilly fall wind blasts past us, swirling orange and 
yellow leaves over the redbrick sidewalks at our feet, but Liz 
doesn’t let go. 

“I feel awful that I wasn’t here,” she says. Liz has been in 
Afghanistan for the past month doing God knows what for 
her work at the State Department, so she wasn’t here for the 
intense week of divorce talks that ensued after the night I 
returned from LA. 

She wasn’t here for that very next morning when I 
confessed my Los Angeles affair to Ethan, and he in turn 
confessed an affair he’s been carrying on for the past year 
with a twenty-six-year-old graduate student named Gabrielle, 
with whom he is madly in love. 

She missed the day Ethan moved out of our Georgetown 
home and into Gabrielle’s apartment, only five blocks away. 

I’ve been keeping Liz up to date on everything over 
email—well, on the divorce front anyway. She has no clue 
why I’ve just made an urgent trip to the drugstore, or that I 
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cannot stop thinking about the one magical night I spent with 
Nicholas Reyes—the man who she only believes I know 
because he bought my photography gallery. 

We walk into my half-empty home, and as Liz jets 
straight to the kitchen and reaches for a bottle of red wine on 
the counter, I place a hand on her arm. 

“That will have to wait.” 
“Natasha, honestly. You really should be drinking wine 

daily at this point,” Liz scolds. “You’re getting a divorce, and 
your husband just moved in with some hussy down the street! 
Do you really want to deal with all of this sober?” 

Liz never fails to make me laugh, even when my life is in 
a complete and utter upheaval. I smile at my friend, so 
grateful that she’s home, and that she could be here for me 
today. I need her now more than ever. 

Just as Liz is reaching for two wine glasses—clearly 
ignoring my protest—I place my drugstore bag on the 
counter and pull out the pregnancy test, flashing it in front of 
her face. 

“Holy shit,” she says, her eyes widening. “You can’t be 
serious.” 

“I missed my period.” 
“By how long?” 
“I’m two weeks late.” 
“Well, that’s not entirely abnormal. I mean, you’re in the 

beginning stages of a divorce—your body is probably just 
rebelling against all this change. Plus your last round of IVF 
wasn’t that many months ago. Your system is probably still 
getting back to normal.” 

I shake my head at her. “It’s different this time, Liz.” 



The pity I’ve seen in her eyes countless times in the past 
few years returns in full force. 

“Natasha, I’m sorry, but how? How is it different?” 
“If I am pregnant, the baby isn’t Ethan’s.” 
The wine glass slips from her hand and tumbles onto the 

counter. “What are you talking about?” 
“Ethan and I hadn’t had sex in months before our split. 

He’d been having it elsewhere, remember?” 
She cocks her head to the side, looking at me like she’s 

seen a ghost. “And you have, too—been having it elsewhere, 
I’m gathering?” 

I bite my bottom lip, feeling a flush of guilt creep over my 
cheeks. “Well, it was only one night…but yes.” 

“Natasha Taylor. You slut. I want all the dirty details.” 

* 

Liz has downed over half the bottle of red wine by the time I 
finish telling her about Nicholas’ proposition in the gallery, 
my first time on the stage in more than fourteen years, my 
scandalous Hollywood night in Nicholas’ penthouse suite, 
our wild psychic experience, and finally, his final request—
that we continue seeing each other. 

“I’m speechless,” she says after I’ve stopped talking. 
“How could I have missed all of this?” 

“You were off saving the world, remember?” 
She chuckles. “If only…but damn, this is out of control. 

So, Nicholas still bought the gallery?” 
“Yes, and thankfully so because it completely dug us out 

of debt, and then some.” 



“What about lawyer and court fees for the divorce? Do 
you have enough stashed away to handle all of this on your 
own?” 

“Ethan and I decided that since we’d mutually fallen out 
of love and since we’d both had affairs—granted, his had 
been going on for a whole year without my knowledge—that 
we’d keep the lawyers out of it. We’re splitting everything 
down the middle for the most part. We used the money from 
the gallery sale to pay off all of our debt, and—out of guilt 
I’m assuming—Ethan insisted that I keep the rest.” 

“Wow, Reluctant Hubs did one right thing, I suppose.” 
“He’s not my Reluctant Hubs anymore,” I remind her. 
We both have a laugh over that—and even though 

underneath my laugh, I am heartbroken over the irony and 
the sadness of how it all went down, a huge part of me is 
relieved. Relieved that I came clean with Ethan, that the 
devastation of infertility is finally over…and relieved that we 
have closed the door on something that was only bringing us 
both pain and grief. 

“So, have you been in touch with Nicholas since you left 
LA?” Liz asks before taking another gulp of wine. 

“He’s written and called…but I haven’t listened to his 
messages yet, and I haven’t read his emails either. The agent 
handling the sale of the gallery corresponded with him 
directly, so I didn’t have to.” 

“What about the photos you took of the dance company 
for his gallery opening? Have you followed through on your 
promise there?” 

“Yes, I sent all of the files directly to his new gallery 
director…but I haven’t had the courage to write to Nicholas 
personally yet.” 



“So, let me get this straight. After the single most 
incredible night of your life, you refuse to communicate with 
the man, and now you think you might be carrying his baby?” 

Sighing, I shake my head. “That about sums it up.” 
“And when is the gallery opening in LA?” 
“In two days. I fly out tomorrow.” 
“Shit.” 
“Yeah, shit,” I echo. 
Liz reaches for the pregnancy test, which has been 

burning a hole in my kitchen counter for our entire talk. 
“Let’s get this party started then, shall we?” 

She’s right. It’s time. 
Taking the test from her, I head to the hallway bathroom 

in silence. My hands tremble as I close the door and open up 
the package. The little white stick looks the same as the 
gazillions of tests I’ve taken in the past couple of years…but 
something about this time feels different. 

After years of infertility, I feel completely ridiculous even 
thinking for a second that this time, I might see two pink 
lines instead of only one. 

But as I get down to business, I can’t deny the instinct 
pulling at my gut—the one that’s saying anything is possible. 

After I finish the test and place it on the bathroom 
counter, I meet my own gaze in the mirror. My bright blue 
eyes are shining, my skin is clear and rosy, and my lips are 
curling into a smile. 

Violet was right in the Los Angeles airport that day—I 
am glowing. 

Before I allow myself to peek at the results which are 
surely washing over the little pregnancy test window by now, 



I recall the psychic’s final words to me on the night of the full 
moon, on the night I came alive in Nicholas’ arms. 

You must take good care of your health over these next few weeks 
and months. This is of utmost importance, as you don’t have only 
yourself to think about. 

Taking a deep breath, I squeeze my eyes closed, lower my 
face, and peel my eyelids open slowly. 

The tears were waiting, ready to be released, ready for the 
answer I already knew was coming. 

A knock comes softly at the door. “Natasha, is everything 
okay?” 

Cradling the test in my hands, I open the door and beam 
over at Liz. 

“It’s positive,” I say, barely believing the words as they 
pour from my mouth. “It’s positive, Liz.” 

“Oh, Natasha!” Liz pulls me into her embrace, and there 
in the hallway of my perfect little Georgetown home that is 
only half-furnished and is currently up for sale after the 
demise of my failed marriage, my best friend and I jump up 
and down, crying and laughing like two jubilant little girls. 

I’ve been picturing this moment for years now, and never 
once did I imagine it like this. 

But that’s only because my imagination couldn’t stretch 
that far at the time. I couldn’t imagine such boundless joy—
the kind of joy only a woman can feel when she has received 
the best news of her life. 



Thirteen 

 spend the entire flight to Los Angeles poring over 
Nicholas’ emails. He has sent me one every single day 

since I last saw him, and only now do I have the courage to 
read his passionate words. 

I start from the beginning. Some of his messages are 
short and sweet, recounting memories of our amazing 
night—of the way our bodies melted together so perfectly, of 
the way we laughed to the point of tears, talked as if we’d 
known each other for decades, kissed as if the sun would 
never rise, as if the night would last forever. 

Other letters are longer, more detailed confessions of the 
way he feels about me, how his desire for me is only 
increasing as the weeks roll by, how he doesn’t want to let the 
best thing that has ever happened to him get away. 

But when I reach the end, his very last email sends a 
sharp pain right to my heart. 

Dear Natasha, 

This will be my last email to you. I think I have said 
everything I can possibly say, and still no response from 
you. I know you are probably still figuring out your life back 
home, and my hope in writing you every day has simply 
been to let you know that I haven’t forgotten about the 
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way you make me feel or the amazing connection we 
shared on our one incredible Hollywood night. 

That, and I wanted you to know what a beautiful 
person you are, inside and out. 

I won’t forget you. But I also know I need to let you go. 
If things ever change on your end, please do get in touch. 

I hope you’ll still be at the gallery opening later this 
week. You created quite the buzz with your photographs of 
Ava, so I have no doubt that there will be a big turnout at 
this exhibit. It would be a shame if you missed it. 

As for me, I will be there, but I promise to leave you 
alone. I don’t want to confuse or upset you, as I fear I may 
have already done all these weeks with my letters. 

—Nicholas 

Tears sting my eyes as I re-read his final words to me. 
Have I already lost him? Why didn’t I read his emails before 
today, and respond at least once? 

What was stopping me? 
Well, the divorce drama of course, and the processing I 

had to do as Ethan was moving out, and— 
My hand instinctively runs over my belly, stopping my 

brain from making one more cowardly excuse for why I have 
been avoiding Nicholas. 

As I listen to the quiet sounds of my breath, to the 
beating of my own heart, I know. 

Fear. 
All along, it was fear. Fear of being truly happy. Of letting 

myself fall for someone who is right for me for a change, 
someone who sees me for exactly who I am, and who wants 
to be with me anyway. 



As the plane jets across the country, taking me closer to 
the man I have been avoiding, closer to the life and the city 
I’ve feared my whole life, I know that it’s time to let it all go. 

My heart is ready for love—a big love—and it doesn’t have 
any room left for all of that toxic fear. 

Suddenly, my fingers are on the keyboard, tapping a 
response faster than my brain can keep up. 

This isn’t a typical, “I’m sorry for not getting back to 
you” email, though. 

The words that pour from my heart to my fingers and 
onto the page stem from that primal instinct the psychic 
referred to in her candlelit living room, the instinct I have 
been ignoring for years now. 

From: Natasha Taylor 
To: Nicholas Reyes 

Subject: Natasha’s Confession 

Did my soul already know? 
Had she already planned that magical night? 
The night your eyes would take me hostage. 

The night chemistry would flow between us, effortlessly. 
An electric current of heat. 

My soul, she must have known 
How important you would become to me. 

How happy I would be 
Knowing you exist. 

She knew…that smart, vibrant, sexy soul. 
She totally knew. 



You are a gift. 
A beautiful, perfectly timed gift. 

One I will never take for granted. 
One I will love, always, for this. 
For where you have taken me. 

The world has opened 
Now that you have arrived. 

After I finish my string of heartfelt words, I close the 
email with one final sentence. 

I will be at the gallery opening, Nicholas—single and 
bearing news. 

xxxx 
Natasha 

As I hit the “Send” button, I can only hope that Nicholas 
still wants to see me at this point, and that when I tell him 
about the child I am carrying—the child that belongs to him, 
to us—he doesn’t run for the Hollywood hills. 

My hand finds my belly once more, and I smile softly, 
telling my little baby that no matter what happens, we will be 
okay. 



Fourteen 

alm trees, city lights, and wannabe stars paint the streets 
of downtown Los Angeles as the taxi zips closer to my 

destination on this warm Saturday night. 
I check my phone for the thousandth time since I sent 

my response off to Nicholas the day before, but still nothing. 
His gallery director sent me specific instructions not to show 
up until a half hour before the opening. She said they had the 
exhibit under control and wouldn’t need my help setting up. 

I couldn’t help but worry that it was Nicholas who asked 
her to keep me away until the big event, so that he wouldn’t 
run into me beforehand. After the intimate night we shared 
and after the way he poured his heart out to me in his letters, 
not hearing from me all these weeks must have hurt him 
immensely. And I’m not sure if my little poem—no matter 
how genuine—has repaired the damage I’ve done. 

Despite the relaxing night air which wafts in through the 
taxi window, kissing my cheeks and whispering that it will all 
be okay, my stomach is still twisted in knots. I’m not sure if 
it’s the beginning of pregnancy symptoms setting in or nerves 
over the uncertainty of my situation with Nicholas, or both. 

Whatever it is, I find myself calling up a memory of me 
and my mother, riding in the back of a limo, on the way to 
one of her many film premieres. I was only twelve at the time, 
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an impressionable young girl on the verge of my teenage 
years, but already way too mature for my age—a mother to 
my own mother. 

Ava had fallen in love with the lead actor in this particular 
movie, a dashing older man who was married with two 
children. From what she had shared with me at the time, he’d 
fallen for her too—a sudden and devastating fall, as it usually 
went with my mother’s lovers—but he wasn’t ready to leave 
his wife, and my mother was beginning to think that he never 
would be. 

He would be arriving at the premiere with his voluptuous 
Latina wife on his arm, and Ava was an absolute wreck. 

Just before we climbed out of the limo to pose for the 
crowds, a dazzling mother-daughter duo on the red carpet, I 
remember taking my mother’s hand in mine and gazing into 
her tear-stained emerald eyes. 

“It doesn’t matter if he chooses you or not, Mom. You’re 
beautiful just the way you are.” 

Ava had smiled at me, and instead of ordering me not to 
call her Mom, she leaned over and kissed me on the forehead. 
“So wise you are, my darling Natasha. So wise.” 

As the taxi pulls up to Nicholas’ brand new photography 
gallery, and I place one shiny silver stiletto on the sidewalk, I 
have a feeling that if Ava were here tonight, she would take 
my hand and tell me the exact same thing that I told her, all 
those years ago. 

* 

Drew Hanover, the dance company director, is waiting for 
me at the doors of the gallery as I arrive. 



“There you are, love,” he says, his huge grin and open 
arms a welcome sight to my frazzled nerves. 

“Hey, Drew,” I say, allowing him to pull me into his tight 
embrace. 

“Your photos of my dancers are brilliant, Natasha!” He 
steps back, fanning his teary eyes. “Absolutely stunning, just 
like the photographer herself.” Drew plants a long kiss on my 
cheek, complete with a lingering smooch sound and all, 
before attempting to usher me into the gallery’s front doors. 

I hesitate for a moment, trying to catch my breath. 
“What is it, love?” he asks. 
“Is Nicholas here yet?” I whisper, stealing a glance down 

the sidewalk. 
Drew lifts a curious brow. “Not at the moment. But 

there’s something you need to see inside before you get 
mauled by the crowds for your spectacular photographs.” 

“What are you talking about?” 
A devious smile peppers his cheeks as he opens the door 

for me. 
“Come see for yourself, love.” 
Planting a shaky hand on my belly, I step through the 

doorway into the elegant gallery. The artistic, candid shots I 
took of Drew’s dancers on that life-changing afternoon only 
one month ago span the gallery’s sleek walls, filling up the 
space with such overwhelming beauty that I am momentarily 
silenced. 

Granted, I must have combed over each of these 
photographs hundreds of times before sending them off for 
printing, but experiencing their life-sized versions in this 
gorgeous gallery is almost too much for my hormonal, 
emotional heart to handle. Memories of that day rush back to 



me in waves as I make my way around the room, not 
believing that these works of art came from my very own 
camera. 

Drew trails behind me, cooing and gasping over each 
picture. But just as we reach the center of the gallery, he goes 
quiet. 

I shoot a questioning glance in his direction, but he is 
already spinning my shoulders back around, pointing me 
toward a massive photograph featured front and center in the 
exhibit. 

It is a picture of me, dancing onstage in complete 
abandon, totally unaware that I am being photographed. My 
leg is extended back into a high arabesque, my gaze lifted to 
the ceiling where a spotlight casts a violet glow over my face 
and neck. 

A single tear rolls down my cheek, but my luminescent 
blue eyes are sparkling and shimmering with unabashed, pure 
joy. 

Underneath the photograph, a silver plaque reads: 

Dancer in Love 
Natasha Taylor photographed by Nicholas Reyes 

Drew leaves me alone as I run my fingers over the 
engraving of our names and let my gaze rest on the 
photograph once more. 

The shot is so striking, so real, so raw, that I am having a 
hard time believing the dancer in the photograph is me. But 
she is me—she is my truth. 

I am amazed that after the disastrous way my dance 
career ended, after the loss of my baby Clara, after a loveless 



marriage and the ravaging infertility that followed, that after 
all of that, my passion, my pure adoration for dance, for 
movement, never left me. 

And Nicholas has captured it all—my essence—perfectly 
in this photograph. 

Regret over not writing him back all these weeks almost 
brings me to my knees in the center of the gallery, but before 
I can go there, a hand covers mine. 

“Natasha.” 
I breathe in his masculine scent, feel his presence close 

behind me, and afraid of what might happen when I turn 
around, I find myself wanting to stay here in this moment 
forever. 

But then I remember my resolve to let go of the fear, to 
move toward love. 

And so, I find the courage to turn around. 
Nicholas stands before me, his warm smile and those 

captivating eyes wrapping me up in their sweetness, their 
honesty, their love. 

“Nicholas, I…I don’t know what to say. It’s beautiful.” 
He reaches up, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. 

“You’re beautiful, Natasha. I was only photographing what 
was right in front of me.” 

I can actually feel myself glowing this time as we beam at 
each other in the middle of the gallery, two lost lovers who 
have found each other under the most unlikely of 
circumstances. 

I don’t even notice that my hand has once again settled 
on my belly until Nicholas’ hand covers mine there. 

He tilts his head to the side, lifting an expectant brow. 
“The news?” 



My smile only grows as I nod, once, twice, three times, 
tears rolling down my cheeks. 

“I just took the test two days ago…” I can see by the 
excitement in Nicholas’ eyes that I don’t need to be nervous 
about what I am going to say next, but this has been such a 
long journey, with such an unexpected twist, that I can’t help 
but stumble over my words. “I know this is so soon, so crazy, 
and it’s totally fine if you’re not up for this—you know I 
expect nothing of you—but Nicholas, it was positive, 
and …it’s yours.” 

Nicholas pulls me into his arms, covering my cheeks, 
forehead, neck, and shoulders with so many kisses, I can’t 
help but let out a delighted laugh. Then he sweeps me off my 
stilettos and spins me around, laughing and kissing me all the 
while. 

Our lips finally meet in a burst of sweet, unadulterated 
passion…a passion that runs deeper than anything I have 
ever experienced. 

As I relax into his safe arms, I realize that his kiss is the 
answer that I needed, the answer I was hoping for ever since 
I watched those two little pink lines appear. 

He is still holding me as we finally give our lips a break 
and gaze into each other’s eyes. “Your poem was the most 
beautiful thing anyone has ever written to me, Natasha,” he 
says softly. “Thank you.” 

“I’m sorry I didn’t write you sooner. With the divorce—” 
“Shhh,” he says, placing a finger over my lips. “No 

apologies tonight, okay?” 
He places me back onto my heels ever so gently and rests 

his hand on my belly—a place that finally, for once, holds so 
much promise. 



Tears rim his eyes as he smiles at me. “Know that I will 
be by your side every moment of the way, Natasha. I’m in.” 

“Thank you,” I whisper. “Thank you so much.” 
He slips his comforting hand around to the small of my 

back as we turn together to face the front of the gallery. 
“Ready to see your career fly, beautiful?” he says, 

shooting me that bold, disarming grin. 
I beam back at him, and for the first time in years, I feel 

confident, certain that I am on the right path. 
“Yes, let’s do this,” I say. 
Nicholas takes my hand, and we walk, side by side, 

through the gallery. Just before we reach for the front doors, 
Ava’s voice comes to me in a whisper. 

“Keep this one.” 
I glance back through the gallery, searching for my 

glamorous mother, for her radiant blonde curls, her 
mesmerizing emerald eyes, but instead I only find the shining 
portrait of myself which stands proud and tall in the center of 
the gallery. 

It is in this moment that I finally understand what she 
meant when she sent me that very same message on the night 
of the full moon. 

Closing my eyes, I make a promise to my mother, 
wherever she may be. 

I won’t let him go, Mom. I promise, I will never let this love go. 
That night, as Nicholas and I welcome in the crowds, as I 

am approached by magazine art directors and gallery owners 
and offered more opportunities than I ever could’ve dreamed 
of, I realize that in my mother’s dying moments, she finally 
gave me the gift she was never able to give during her days on 
this earth, during her days as my mother—a true chance at 



life, at love, at happiness, and—as unconventional though it 
may be—a chance to create the loving, beautiful family I have 
always wished for. 



Dear Reader, 
Thank you so much for reading Natasha’s story. I hope you 
enjoyed her spicy trip to Hollywood and her love story with 
the ever-alluring Nicholas Reyes as much as I enjoyed writing 
about them! This novella was heavily inspired by events in my 
own life, and after releasing Natasha’s tale to the world, I 
knew it was time to tell my own. You’ll find all the juicy 
details of my own true story of love and heartbreak in the 
City of Light in my memoir, Meet Me in Paris. Read on for an 
excerpt of my memoir, and you can find the book here. 

If you’re interested in reading more sizzling stories in the 
Confessions Series, you can check out Confessions of a City Girl: 
San Diego, Confessions of a City Girl: Washington D.C., Confessions 
of a City Girl: Paris, or you can save some of that precious 
ebook money by reading the Confessions Boxed Sets. And if 
you’re interested in receiving FREE books and release news, 
you can sign up for my mailing list here. 

If you’d like to check out any of my Paris romances or 
time travel mysteries, click here for a complete list of my 
novels. And if you are inclined to leave an honest review on 
the site where you purchased this book, I would appreciate it 
so much. Reviews are so incredibly helpful for authors, and I 
have been touched by the lovely reviews many of you have 
left for my books over the years. 

As always, I love hearing from you, so feel free to get in 
touch with a bonjour anytime! I also LOVE doing book club 
visits, whether over Skype or in person if we happen to be in 
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the same city. You can find me at my website or e-mail me at 
juliette@juliettesobanet.com. You can also connect with me 
on Twitter and Facebook. 

Thank you for all of your love and support! Read on for 
excerpts from the next Confessions novella and from my 
memoir… 

xoxo 
Juliette 

https://juliettesobanet.com/
mailto:juliette@juliettesobanet.com
https://twitter.com/JulietteSobanet
https://www.facebook.com/AuthorJulietteSobanet


Read on for a special preview 
Confessions of a City Girl: San Diego 



One 

lizabeth Valentine, look at me.” My father’s 
impatient voice booms through his Langley office, 

snapping me back to the days when I was a little girl, staring 
up at his domineering shadow, inevitably about to take the 
blame for whatever shenanigans my little sister Julia had just 
pulled. 

My dad’s demanding career with the CIA meant that he 
never had time for us or our shenanigans. 

But today, the unforgiving Director of the National 
Clandestine Service is making the time because I am a thirty-
three-year-old woman with my own proven track record of 
over ten years in the CIA—a track record which is now 
tarnished, and potentially ruined with the grave error I made 
on my last mission overseas. 

Austin’s death was my fault. 
That reality shoots into my consciousness once again, too 

painful for me to fully realize, even six months after the fact. 
Instead, I want to run away from this sterile building, call my 
best friend Natasha, and tell her everything. But as a covert 
officer, that isn’t an option. Just like all of my other friends, 
Natasha believes I work for the State Department. 

I can’t tell her that I watched my partner, Austin Black, 
die in my arms. I can’t tell her that he took a bullet…for me. 

“E 



The memory of Austin’s translucent blue eyes as he 
collapsed against me within seconds of that bullet hit—the 
bullet he could’ve been spared if only I wouldn’t have 
confessed— 

“Elizabeth.” 
Finally, I look into my father’s stone gray eyes, wishing 

they were softer. Just for today. 
“I know you don’t normally report to me, but this can’t 

go on any longer.” His knuckles turn white as he clasps his 
hands together over the desk. “It’s been six months since 
Black was killed, and you’re still walking around here in a 
daze, making mistakes, doing subpar work at best. What 
happened in Afghanistan that you aren’t telling me?” 

“You read the report,” I say, wishing we could leave it at 
that. Wishing I could’ve gotten myself together these past few 
months so we wouldn’t be having this conversation. 

“Yes, I did. Straightforward enough. One week in the safe 
house. An unexpected ambush. Enemy fire. Shot to the 
chest.” 

Swallowing the truth—something I am all too good at—I 
look him in the eye. “Yes, that about covers it.” 

“What the report didn’t mention, though, is that you were 
in love with the man.” 

My father catches me off guard. He never uses the word 
love in my presence. 

I swallow the knot that has gathered in my throat since 
last fall when my world was flipped upside down. “I didn’t…I 
mean, what are you talking—” 

“Cut the bullshit.” He slams his fist against the desk, 
sending a stack of papers flying to the floor. “No one around 
here has the balls to say anything to you, to demand that you 



get your act together, partly because you’re my daughter, and 
partly because the entire team knows you were in love with 
Black. But I don’t give a damn. You knew this line of work 
carried risks, and you chose it anyway. Now your partner is 
dead, and life at the Company goes on. But if you can’t cut it 
around here—” 

“I’m fine,” I snap. “It’s been a hard few months, but I’ll 
get it together. You don’t need to scold me like a child.” 

My father ignores me, continuing in his stern tone. 
“You’ve always been so sensible, Liz. So focused, smart. I 
never thought you would let your feelings get in the way of 
your career, of your purpose at the Company. This not only 
cost Austin his life, it also cost us the entire operation.” He 
pauses, shaking his head at me. “I know there’s more to this 
incident than what you’ve reported.” 

So he knows. 
He knows that my love for Austin is ultimately what led 

to his death. 
“Whatever happened between you two over there is in 

the past. But I won’t stand here and let you waste your career. 
You’ve worked hard for this, Liz. Harder than anyone else on 
your team. You’ve never used me to get to the next step—
you’ve done it all on your own. But if you don’t get your shit 
together, you know what will happen.” 

“Is it too late?” I ask, wondering if after the loss of 
Austin, I will lose my only other true passion—my career at 
the CIA. I have sacrificed everything—friendships, 
relationships, a love life—to make this job work. To follow in 
my father’s footsteps. 

And to think, if only I had lied one more time—to 
myself, to Austin—none of this would be happening. 



Austin wouldn’t have been killed. 
My father shakes his head. “If you can pull your head out 

of your ass…” He pauses, and for a flicker of a second, I 
catch a hint of compassion in those hardened eyes. “No, it’s 
not too late.” 

I clear my throat, straighten my posture. “Okay, 
understood. I’ll get myself together.” If only I knew how. If 
only I could lean on my friends to help me. But my father is 
right—I chose this career. I knew the risks. I knew about the 
isolation. As his daughter, I witnessed firsthand the way an 
undercover career in the CIA can destroy your personal life, 
bleeding into every relationship until each one is completely 
unrecognizable, until the only person you can count on is 
yourself…and even that is questionable. 

“I spoke with your sister this morning,” my father says. 
“She wants you to come to San Diego, spend some time at 
her…yoga studio.” My father is pained just saying the words—
he’s never approved of Julia’s escape to the West Coast, her 
adoption of such a “ridiculous hippy lifestyle,” as he so 
affectionately calls it. 

Truth be told, while I am happy for Julia that she seems 
to have found her niche, I have to agree with my father on 
this one thing. I’ve never understood the whole yoga and 
meditation craze. Sitting cross-legged to breathe and just be 
with yourself? Twisting your body into all sorts of painful 
poses? No, thanks. 

I’d rather drink a bottle of red and call it a day. 
“Apparently she’s running some sort of retreat this 

week,” my father continues. “Says it could be perfect for 
you.” 



“You’re actually suggesting that I go?” I try to keep the 
desperation from seeping into my voice, while in my head I 
am still clinging to the image of that bottle of red wine. “Isn’t 
leaving right now the worst thing I could possibly do?” 

“Taking some time off to get your head straight is the only 
thing you can do right now, after this mess. Besides, you’re 
certainly not accomplishing much around here these days.” 

His words sting, but he’s actually being kind to call it a 
mess. Austin is dead. I am the daughter of the Director of the 
National Clandestine Service; as such, I am never permitted to 
screw up, not to this magnitude anyway. 

This isn’t a mess; it’s a complete disaster. 
“Does Julia know anything?” I ask. 
“Your sister knows the rules, Liz. She didn’t probe.” 
“I don’t need to do yoga by the beach,” I snap at the 

preposterous notion. “I need to get back into the field.” 
My father shakes his head. “You’re hardly in a state to 

head overseas.” 
I clasp my hands together in my lap in an attempt to stop 

their trembling. “I’m an adult—you can’t force me to leave 
everything behind for some touchy-feely yoga retreat with 
Julia and her chanting yoga friends. I don’t see how that will 
help me deal with what has happened.” 

My father’s jaw locks as he slides two pieces of paper 
across his desk. “You don’t have a choice in the matter.” 

A quick scan of the first page reveals a flight itinerary 
with my name on it. 

Departing Washington National for San Diego. 8 a.m. tomorrow. 
Flipping to the second page, I find a photograph of a 

bronzed man twisting himself into some ridiculous, upside-
down pretzel pose. 



“Who in the hell is this?” I ask. 
“Patrick Roberts,” my father answers. “Your sister’s new 

husband.” 
His words have to sink in for a few moments before my 

brain can come up with a coherent response. 
“Julia got married?” I spurt finally. “Without telling me? 

To this guy?” 
My father nods, disapproval lining his scrunched-up 

brows. 
“Wait, his last name is Roberts?” I say. “So Julia’s name is 

going to be Julia Roberts?” 
My father sighs. “You know Julia has always had that silly 

obsession with the actress—but to take it this far. My God.” 
Since the first time we watched the movie Pretty Woman as 

little girls, my sister has been obsessed with Julia Roberts. 
She’s watched every single Julia Roberts film too many times 
to count, and in our college days, she even dyed her hair the 
exact same shade of red and opted for golden brown contacts 
in an attempt to capture her look—which was silly because 
my sister is absolutely gorgeous and has never been short on 
male admirers. 

“You know there’s a reason behind her Julia Roberts 
madness, though, don’t you?” I say to my father, wondering if 
he even remembers. 

He draws his lips into a tight line, his gaze darting out the 
window. 

“Mom had her laugh—that same, contagious laugh as 
Julia Roberts,” I say softly. “And once she left—” 

“Once your mother disappeared from our lives,” my dad 
cuts in, “I was expected to care for two little girls on my 
own.” For the first time in our conversation—and perhaps 



the first time in years—I notice my father’s emotionless 
shield lifting, and I see the hurt, the disappointment, the 
shame in his eyes. “Which is why I need you to go to 
California and check out your sister’s new husband.” 

“Do you have a reason to believe there’s something off 
with him?” I ask, gazing down at the crazy pretzel photo. 
“Well, besides the fact that he can twist his body in ways no 
one’s body should ever be twisted.” 

“Apparently, they eloped last month. She just told me on 
the phone last night. A quick background check left a few 
unanswered questions. Something isn’t quite adding up, and I 
don’t have time to deal with this. I trust you’ll be up to the 
task, though.” 

“You do realize this is why Julia moved across the 
country. Why she chose to run off and get married without 
telling you first,” I say, unable to hide my exasperation. 
“Because of this—your looking up every single guy who has 
ever come into our lives, right down to our first kisses in 
junior high school, thinking they must be hiding some 
monumental secret. Not every man is out to sabotage our 
lives, Dad.” I raise up the photo of Patrick, the long-haired 
yoga pretzel. “Especially not this guy. If this is just some ploy 
to get me to—” 

“Austin was my most skilled agent,” my father cuts in. 
“You were privileged to work alongside him. But you let your 
feelings get in the way, and now he’s dead and your career is 
on the line. If you want to have any chance at keeping your 
job, at getting your life back together, you’ll go to San Diego 
and you’ll find out who in the hell this Patrick Roberts 
character is. Do you understand?” 



I stand from my father’s desk, gripping the flight itinerary 
in my hands, wondering why I ever believed that following in 
his footsteps would make him love me more. 

“I understand,” I say, swallowing my tears, my pride, and 
my desire for a real parent during one of the hardest years of 
my life. 

Just as I am letting myself out of his office, he calls out to 
me. 

“Elizabeth, wait.” 
I turn around slowly, dreading whatever words might 

come out of his mouth next. 
But when I catch his gaze, a pained look passes through 

those stone eyes. 
“You may not remember this since it was just after your 

mother left, and you and Julia were only little girls…but my 
partner was killed too.” 

All I remember of those years is hearing my dad cursing 
behind closed doors, and then leaving us with our 
grandmother again. Leaving…always leaving. 

“I know what it feels like,” he says. “Take this week to get 
your head on straight, then come back here and prove that 
you can do this.” 

Slipping out of his office, I walk numbly down the 
corridor. 

One week in San Diego. Do some yoga. Investigate my 
sister’s new husband. If it means keeping my career, keeping 
some semblance of the life I had before everything turned 
upside down, I’ll do it. 

I’ll do anything. 



But first, since I can’t call my girlfriends and vent about 
any of this, I really need to get home to that bottle of red 
wine. 



Read on for a special preview 
Meet Me in Paris: A Memoir 



Le Prologue 

o matter the season, no matter the weather, love is 
always in the air in Paris. 

And tonight is no different. 
The autumn sun has been swept away by a splattering of 

gray clouds, blanketing the city’s cobblestone streets in one of 
those inky, mysterious Parisian nights where lovers’ secrets 
will be swept away by the choppy waters of the Seine, or 
captured whole by the Gothic towers of Notre Dame, or 
better yet, swallowed up by the bottle of red wine my own 
lover and I are sharing in a charming little bar near Châtelet. 

Yes, I’ve taken a lover. 
In Paris. 
A Paris lover. 
Oh, how I adore the taste of those delicious words. 
The Merlot slips past my lips, smooth and rich, as I smile 

at this most disarming man I have by my side. I give him a 
look that is both coy and inviting, in lust and falling—well, 
more like plummeting—headfirst and harder than ever 
before. 

It is only the third time we’ve been together, and already, 
this lover of mine has hopped on a plane from Chicago to 
spend a few days with me in Paris. 

N 



I’m not sure if he understands how much his presence by 
my side, in my beloved city, means to me. Or how each touch 
of his strong hands, each adoring smile, each endearing tilt of 
his head is healing this broken heart of mine. 

Divorce has a way of shattering hearts like nothing else. 
And mine is no exception. It has only been a few months 
since I left my husband—the man I have loved for twelve 
years, the man I still love, despite my choice to leave our 
dying marriage—and I know these days in Paris with my 
lover will be my only happy ones for some time. 

We’ve spent this crisp fall day strolling hand in hand 
along the hilly streets of Montmartre, devouring croissants aux 
amandes and pains au chocolat, stealing kisses in abandoned 
courtyards, sipping espresso at hilltop cafés, flirting with 
every word, every breath, and falling ever so hopelessly in 
love. 

Although neither of us wants to admit it yet. 
As my lover drinks his wine, he gives me a sly look that 

says, Get up, go to the bathroom, let me slip off your jeans, and I’ll take 
you right here, right now. 

I haven’t known him that long, but I know what his looks 
mean. 

“We’re only a few blocks from our flat in the Marais,” I 
say to this insatiable man. “And besides, French bathrooms 
are so tiny.” 

“That’s a few blocks too far,” he replies, sliding his hand 
up my thigh. “And you’re so tiny. I think we’ll be just fine.” 

“Lover. You’ll just have to wait.” I smack his hand, loving 
the way he wants me so. 



The truth is, in the days since I left my marriage, I’ve 
been ravenous for affection, for sex, for love. A lioness let 
out of her cage. Raw, powerful, and in need. 

I would let my lover take me anytime, anywhere. And he 
knows it. 

But I so enjoy teasing him. 
Suddenly my older, playful lover becomes all serious, 

taking my hand. 
A long silence stretches between us as he holds my gaze. I 

have a feeling that whatever is coming will probably make me 
cry. 

Finally, he speaks. 
“No matter what happens with us in the future, whether 

you’re finished with me after Paris or we can’t stay away from 
each other for the rest of our lives, promise me…promise 
me…that at some point in the next five years, we’ll meet again 
in Paris.” 

I glance down at my lover’s silver wedding band, not 
meaning to, not wanting to, but my eyes go there, if only to 
remind myself of the reality of our situation. That I am falling 
in love with a man who is mine and who isn’t mine. A man 
who is healing my heart and ripping it apart, all at the same 
time. 

I can’t stop the tears from rimming my eyes as I look up 
into his intense green gaze, the gaze that unhinges me 
completely, unravels my heart, makes me do all sorts of 
things I never would have dreamt of doing before he stormed 
into my life. 

Or before I stormed into his. 
It is here, lost in his eyes, where I forget all about my 

wounded heart. 



“Hmm. Me, you, Paris, in the next five years…” I 
hesitate, pretending to consider my options. 

“Promise me,” he demands as he squeezes my waist and 
pulls me close so he can run those deadly lips of his along my 
neck. 

He can’t get enough of me; since the day I met him, he 
never could. 

“Yes. I promise,” I whisper, once I’ve caught my breath. 
And then his lips find mine in this bar in Paris, where no 

one knows us, where no one recognizes the romance writer 
and her lover, holding on to each other, making promises we 
aren’t sure we can keep, but making them all the same. 

When we dash out of the bar moments later, I wonder 
how many secrets the wind is carrying as it whips past, 
waltzing over cobblestones, rustling through trees. 

Quite a lot, I imagine, in a city this grand, a city this 
thrilling, a city so gloriously full of love. 
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