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Monday’s child is fair of face
Tuesday’s child is full of grace
Wednesday’s child is full of woe
Thursday’s child has far to go
Friday’s child is loving and giving
Saturday’s child works hard for a living
And the child that is born on the Sabbath day
Is bonny and blithe and good and gay
- Traditional Nursery Rhyme              




Chapter One
Five o’clock on a Friday afternoon and Kate’s brain was trying to burn a hole through her skull. She scrabbled in her purse to find a tip for the Uber driver and stumbled into a pain pill which she dry swallowed.
“Thanks.”
“Thanks and you have a great day now,” the driver said, sneaking a glance at the handful of change she’d left him with.
She didn’t answer, too busy trying to lug her camera bags and equipment out of the back seat. When everything was piled on the sidewalk she finally took a look around. A restaurant and bar. Neon lights glowed pink and green, though it wouldn’t be dark for hours yet. Plate glass windows showed elegantly thin women sipping martinis. She groaned as a bead of sweat slid all the way from her neck down her spine. Exactly the kind of place Mel always chose, hip and minimalist and pretentious in the way only LA could be. And expensive too, she’d bet.
By the time she’d dragged her bags into the place and refused the offer of the host to store them for her, she was dripping with sweat. She could see Mel across the room, elegant and breezy in white linen, looking as though she’d just stepped out of the salon. Like always. Kate glanced down at her grubby jeans and sneakers and wished for just a second that she’d changed. Screw it, there hadn’t been time to go back to the studio. If Mel wanted her here on time, she’d have to take her as she found her.
“Jesus,” drawled Mel as she approached the small round table. “You look like death.”
And finally, Kate grinned. Mel had that effect on her. Blunt, honest to a fault, and seemingly completely unable to flatter she’d often wondered just how the hell Mel made it in PR.
“Kids’ birthday party,” she said, flopping into the chair opposite Mel.
Mel grimaced, the look odd against the smooth blonde of her hair and the perfect makeup. She lifted a hand and gestured to the waiter.
“Are you still doing that shit?” she asked when she’d ordered two more of whatever was in the glass in front of her. “I thought you were fashion only and intent on... what was it you said? Focussing your art in order to... um, something. I forget.”
“I was drunk when I said that,” Kate pouted. “Besides, parties pay the bills. Fashion doesn’t. And I kind of like eating and having a roof over my head.”
Mel rolled her eyes.
“You’re so not LA,” she said. “Women here pay thousands to have no food.”
Kate laughed and a frosted glass was put in front of her.
“To the weekend,” she said, clinking her glass against Mel’s and taking a burning cold sip. She could feel her headache start to abate. “And what’s with all the mystery?”
“Jeez, give me time to build up to it, build the suspense and all. You can’t want me to just blurt it out, where’s the fun in that?”
“You’ve had three days,” Kate pointed out, downing more of her drink and feeling the coolness spread inside her. “All I got was ‘meet me at five on Friday’ and an address. So technically the suspense has been building itself for the last seventy-two hours.”
“Fine,” huffed Mel.
She bent down and pulled something from her tote bag, then dropped what turned out to be a magazine on the table between them. For a second the restaurant lights gleamed off the glossy cover and Kate couldn’t see what she was supposed to be looking at. Then the colored blurs formed themselves into a face. A familiar face. Dark almond eyes framed by long lashes, long dark hair wild and untamed, olive skin so perfect that it had to be photoshopped. Except it wasn’t. Kate knew that for a fact.
To be fair, Nat Lee’s face was familiar to anyone with eyes. It graced billboards and catwalks, television screens and gossip magazines, it was both strikingly exotic and thoroughly normal in one glance. It was discomforting in the way the eyes stared through you, but the curve of the lips forced you to share the joke, said ‘hey, I might be beautiful, but I’m just like you, amused by all this fashion fuss.’ A shiver ran down Kate’s back.
“You do know who that is?” asked Mel.
“Of course,” Kate said, tearing her eyes away from the magazine cover and looking at Mel instead.
“Nat Lee,” Mell carried on regardless. “Supermodel, the face of a dozen brands, loved by gossip columns, party girl, girlfriend of that actor, oh, what’s his name...”
“Jake Allingham,” Kate filled in reluctantly.
“That’s the one. Face like an angel that one, what I wouldn’t give for five minutes alone with him.”
Kate’s eyes flickered to the magazine and then back to Mel, who was looking surprisingly satisfied with herself.
“I know who she is,” she said. “And what of it?”
Mel hesitated just long enough that the breath Kate was holding grew uncomfortable. Then she grinned. “You’ve got a shoot with her on Monday.”
Suddenly her headache came back with a vengeance, pulsing through her as her heart raced and sweat pooled in the small of her back. Her mouth was so dry it took two attempts to swallow.
“I... what?”
“I pulled some strings,” Mel said. “A photographer dropped out, I just happened to hear about it, so I talked you up. Anyway, long story short, I’ll be having dinner next Thursday with a very handsy agent named Brooks Lyon, and you’ll be shooting Her Royal Highness on Monday. Now say thank you to your Auntie Mel.”
Kate could feel her mouth opening and closing, but no words seemed to be coming out. Mel’s face lost the satisfied look and she leaned forward, peering at Kate in concern.
“You okay, babe?”
She flagged down a waiter and ordered some water, waiting until a glass appeared and then sliding it across to Kate who swallowed at it gratefully. A heartbeat or two passed and Kate calmed a little. Mel looked less worried now, more curious.
“So?” she said, finally.
“Um, thanks,” stuttered Kate. “Thanks a lot, but...”
“Not that, not thanks,” Mel’s hands brushed the words away into the air. “You. What’s this? What’s going on? What’s the deal?”
She leaned in close again and Kate kept her mouth shut, not sure what to say, not knowing how to begin explaining.
“You talk, girl. Or else I’m keeping you here and feeding you drinks until you’re drunk enough to tell me your deepest, darkest secrets,” Mel said.
And she was only half kidding. If there was one thing that defined Mel it was her tenacity. Her ability to wriggle the tiniest nuggets of truth out of people.
“Mel, I really appreciate this,” Kate said slowly. “But I can’t do it.”
She could feel Nat’s eyes staring up at her from the magazine on the table.
“You can’t do it?” Mel sat back and crossed her legs. “This is the biggest break you’ve had for months. She’s the most famous face in fashion. Shooting her is the dream of every top photographer across the globe. And you’re telling me you can’t do it? Whatever else you’ve got going on on Monday, you cancel it right now.”
“It’s not that, it’s...”
But Mel didn’t let her finish. “Not to mention I pulled strings to get you this gig. I put my reputation on the line by telling Brooks Lyon that you were the best new photographer I knew and that six months from now agents would be begging you to shoot their clients.”
“I know, I know.”
“So what’s the deal then, babe? You don’t slam the door on an opportunity like this one.”
Kate’s brain raced. “I need to be working on my portfolio,” she said. “There’s that staff photographer job in New York I told you about. They need a portfolio by the end of the month for me to be considered. I really need to be focussing my efforts there.”
“Bullshit.”
Kate closed her eyes in surrender. This was pointless. She was going to end up telling Mel at some point. It might as well be now. After all, she had gone out of her way to get her the shoot.
“I know Nat Lee,” she said.
“Everyone knows Nat Lee,” snorted Mel. Then her eyes narrowed. “Oh, that’s not what you meant, is it? Ex-girlfriend?”
Kate’s laugh was bitter. “No, no, nothing like that. I knew her a long time ago.”
And in the back of her head she could hear them. Could hear the taunting words of the girls behind her, could feel their bony fingers grasping at her shirt, asking if she got it at WalMart, sneering at her plain white tennis shoes rimmed with mud. The pain of it took her breath away for a second.
Mel pushed a fresh drink in front of her. “Tell me about it.”
So Kate did. She summoned up her courage and told Mel everything, the teasing, the words, the actions, the feelings, trying to describe the helpless darkness of the bullying she’d undergone for two long years. They’d never physically hurt her those popular, well dressed, perfect little girls. But they hadn’t needed to. Their words had been enough.
“Little bitches,” hissed Mel, when Kate was through.
“Give me a second.”
Kate made her way to the bathroom, threading through the busy restaurant. In front of the calm mirror she splashed cold water on her face before looking at herself. She could still see the freckled, snub-nosed kid she’d been back then. But only barely. The two long blonde braids had been replaced by a shag cut that curled around her neck, white platinum with streaks of rose. Rings climbed up her ears, sparkling silver in the light. Her tan almost hid her freckles. She’d outgrown the chubbiness of youth, emerging long and lean. She wasn’t the same person she used to be.
She ran the cold water over her wrists for a moment, then dried herself off. She didn’t need to think about the past. The past was gone. Long gone. Her grandfather had always told her that it would make her stronger, and perhaps it had. Perhaps.
“You okay?” Mel asked when she returned to the table.
Kate nodded. “Fine.”
“Good. I’ve been thinking. You should do this.”
“But...”
“But nothing, Kate. You deserve this. You can’t let the bitch win yet again just because you’re afraid to see her. Besides, she’s not even going to recognize you. I guarantee it. She sees a thousand people a day, you’re just a woman behind a camera. And you look nothing like you did as a kid. There’s no way in hell she’s going to know who you are.”
“Maybe,” allowed Kate.
She let her eyes stray around the bar, looking for distraction. A tall dark woman with hair in snug little curls that clung to her scalp smiled at her. Her skin was smooth like coffee, her teeth bright and even. Out of habit, Kate smiled back.
“Seen something of interest?” Mel asked, clocking the encounter immediately.
“No.”
Mel laughed. “She’s hot. And she likes you. Look at her body language, the way her legs are pointing towards you. Go and get her number.”
“No,” Kate said firmly.
“Let me guess. You’re better off alone, you don’t need anyone. You work too much, you’re thinking of moving to the East coast. There are always excuses, Kate. Why not have a little fun for once? I’m not saying you should marry the woman, just ask for her number. Have lunch. Have dinner. Have sex for God’s sake.”
A smile twitched the corners of her lips.
“No,” she said again more softly. “Not tonight.”
“But some night,” said Mel. “You have to stop this. There’s no weakness in having someone. Everyone needs more than just themselves. You can’t do everything alone, Little Miss Weight Girl.”
And now Kate grinned. She’d met Mel two years before and it seemed like a lifetime ago. She’d been struggling to stack weights back on the rack at her gym and Mel had offered to help. She’d refused, said she could handle it herself, and Mel had stood back to watch, grinning like a maniac. The only reason she hadn’t ended up with a hernia was because Mel had taken pity on her finally, and lifted the heaviest of the weights onto the rack for her.
“I know, I know,” she said, though she didn’t particularly believe it.
She was better alone. Better counting on only herself. She couldn’t let herself down. Mel frowned, but let the matter go, going back to her original battle and leaving this one for later.
“So, the shoot. Nat Lee won’t recognize you. You need the work. You should do it.”
Kate took a deep breath.
“I’ll think about it.”
“Okay,” said Mel. “Okay.”
✽✽✽
 
Her head was fuzzy with alcohol and her body was dropping with tiredness by the time she finally unlocked the studio door and deposited the camera bags inside. She closed the door behind her, hearing the soft hum of traffic on the street below, seeing the way the streetlights painted bars of orange light across the ceiling.
A large table dominated the room, strewn with equipment and shots. Her computer stood against the wall, the walls themselves papered with yet more photographs. Stairs led up to a small mezzanine that housed a single mattress and piles of her clothes stacked up in a corner. Home.
She stripped off her clothes and went to the bathroom.
Nat Lee. There was no denying that this was an amazing opportunity. A shoot with Nat Lee would get her own name front and center, push her skills under the noses of those that really mattered. A shoot with Nat Lee could be the kickstart that her career really needed. She should do it, she knew that. But that quiver of fear, the memory of the pain those girls had caused her, stopped her from jumping at the chance.
Toothpaste on brush she looked into the mirror as she brushed her teeth. She would be unrecognizable. Almost certainly. Kate S. looked nothing like little Katie Steinhauser. And even if she did, why would Nat Lee connect the two? That time was a million years ago, a million miles away.
She spat foam into the sink and ran water to wash her face. She wanted the New York job. She was desperate to leave LA. It was soul-sucking, blank, heartless. She’d been honest about needing to work on her portfolio, she did and she would. But this. A shoot with Nat Lee. That had to put her in top running for the New York job. How could it not?
She climbed into bed, pulling a thin sheet over herself and watching the pattern of lights on the ceiling. A long hour passed.
Finally, she picked up her phone.
“I’ll do it,” she texted and quickly sent the message to Mel before she could change her mind.




Chapter Two
She was actually shaking. Which was ridiculous because the temperature was hitting ninety already though it was only ten in the morning. Kate yanked out bags of equipment before slamming the trunk of her van. Rust stained her fingers and she wiped her hands on her jeans. Deep breaths, she told herself, deep breaths.
The old warehouse towered over her. It was far enough from the city that she couldn’t hear traffic, only the clicking of insects. Weeds pushed up through cracks in the concrete.
“There’s no way she’s going to recognize you,” she whispered to herself.
But she slipped her sunglasses on just in case before marching to the warehouse door. There was no bell, no nothing, though the door was cracked open. She could feel cool air pushing out from inside. A note fluttered on the door handle. Fifth floor, service elevator. She groaned, then turned back to start dragging her equipment inside.
“The chance of a lifetime,” she huffed when she was pulling the last of the bags out of the elevator. “This is the chance of a lifetime.”
She clanged shut the metal elevator door and finally turned around. And she knew this was right.
Fresh white sunlight streamed in through dusty, broken windows. Cobwebs hung from beams high up in the air. The floor was creaking wood underfoot. Immediately her mind filled with images. The warehouse was perfect, absolutely perfect for the shoot. She could see Nat Lee’s wild untamed natural look juxtaposed against the industrial space in her mind’s eye and her mouth watered at the beauty of it, the perfection of it.
“Well hello there!”
She’d been paying so much attention to the space that she hadn’t noticed the man until he spoke. Now she took him in. Slim in an expensive suit, the sleeves rolled up, sunglasses poking from his breast pocket. Blonde hair sleeked back, a tan that was just a little too orange to be natural.
“Brooks Lyon,” he said, approaching her with an outstretched hand. “Nat Lee’s agent. I’m afraid she’s not here just yet, but I’m expecting her any time.”
“It’s fine,” Kate said, taking his hand and feeling it warm and clammy in hers. “I’m early. Oh, I’m Kate, the photographer.”
His eyes snapped down to her equipment and then he grinned.
“I’d assumed that already,” he said.
Great. Way to go. Make a good impression on the agent. She realized she was still holding his hand and dropped it hastily. Why was he here, she wondered. Agents made bookings, they didn’t generally show up to shoots. Maybe Nat Lee was demanding, maybe she made him show up. Wanted to get her money’s worth. It wouldn’t surprise her.
“It’s so good of you to step in,” Brooks was saying.
He looked at the equipment again, frowning at it, then flashing a dazzling capped smile. He picked up two of the smallest bags.
“Let’s get you set up over here,” he said carrying the bags to a corner.
Kate picked up four more, fingers stretching and whitening with the weight of them, and followed.
“Aryn Gould broke his leg, can you believe it?” he said, as he deposited the bags. “I mean, I don’t see why a broken leg should stop him taking pictures, but there you have it. It was pure luck that your name was mentioned and you were available. I’m told you’re quite the big new thing.”
Kate had no idea what to say to this, so she said nothing at all, concentrated on bringing the rest of her equipment over. When she got back to the corner, Brooks was grinning and holding out a bottle of water misted with condensation.
“It’s only going to get hotter,” he said.
“Thanks.”
He paused for a second and she could feel his eyes on her and remembered what Mel had said about him being handsy. It felt like he was judging her so she bent over and started to unzip bags.
“I’m seriously grateful,” he said. “You’ve saved the shoot and I do appreciate it. If there’s ever anything I can do, something to show my gratitude...”
He let the words hang in the air and Kate was so taken aback by the implication that she swallowed and laughed.
“Well, if you know any other models,” she said, blurting out the first words that she thought of. “I’m looking for someone for a portfolio shoot, so...”
She knew immediately that she’d said the wrong thing. This wasn’t how it was done. Agents like Brooks Lyon didn’t represent the kinds of models that did portfolio shoots. Not that she’d expected him to help anyway, her words had just been a way to fill an increasingly uncomfortable silence.
“What kind of shoot?” he asked, finally.
And he was only being polite.
“It’s nothing,” she said, bending back to her bags. “Just a couple of days up in the mountains. A nature shoot. Nothing big. I just...” She swallowed. “I shouldn’t have said anything, forget it.”
She dared to peek up and she saw disconcertingly pale blue eyes regarding her. He had a half-smile on his face.
“If anyone comes up, I’ll be sure to let you know,” he said.
And then the service elevator clanked and whined. Someone else was coming up. Brooks’ footsteps clicked on the floor as he rushed to meet whoever it was and Kate’s whole body filled with relief. Until she remembered just who they were waiting for. Then the internal shaking started again.
✽✽✽
 
Three hours. Three hot and dusty hours they waited. By the elevator the makeup team had set themselves up in the cool air coming up from the shaft, asserting that they had to keep their products from melting. Under one of the windows a large woman, tape measure around her neck, sat sweatily next to a rack of clothes fanning herself with a paperback. And Brooks paced back and forth, getting angrier by the minute. Kate sat, back pressed against the cool wall wondering why she’d been nervous. Obviously, Nat Lee wasn’t going to show.
She checked her phone. Just after two. Maybe she should go. She was lighter at the thought of not needing to see the model. But disappointed just the same. Disappointed because she’d convinced herself this was a chance, the chance she needed. She was just summoning up her courage to tell Brooks she was leaving when the elevator shuddered into movement.
“About time,” Brooks said through clenched teeth.
Kate immediately bent over her cameras, checking settings that had already been checked a thousand times.
“Nat, darling!” she heard Brooks say as the elevator slid open.
There was the smacking of cheek kisses and she could see someone tall and fragile looking from the corner of her eye.
“We’re ready to get started people,” Brooks announced.
There was movement as they all tried to shake off the laziness of the heat and Kate could hear footsteps and knew that Brooks and Nat were approaching her and she couldn’t bring herself to look up. But the footsteps stopped before they reached her.
“What the fuck are you doing?” she heard Brooks hiss.
She bent further over, trying to hide her face, knowing he wasn’t talking to her, but not wanting to look like she was listening.
“Brooks, baby.”
Nat’s voice was child-like, petulant and pleading at the same time.
“Don’t ‘Brooks baby’ me. You show up three hours late to a shoot, hungover as hell with your eyes glazed. Don’t think I don’t know what you’ve been doing, Nat. You look like shit. Where were you last night?”
“Just at home, baby. Getting an early night. I guess my alarm clock didn’t go off. And that stupid maid you hired didn’t wake me up either.”
Even Kate knew that was a lie, could hear it in her voice. There was a pause and then she heard the beep of a phone being unlocked. Sweaty fingers grabbed at the screen, the sound quite audible.
“Fuck!”
Brooks’ voice was louder than he’d intended because as soon as he spoke, he lowered his volume again.
“You’re everywhere Nat. Everywhere. There’s a picture of you headlining on Stars-Signed falling out of a cab.” A pause and more clicking. “And another of you all over that girl you did the shoot with last week. What the fuck?”
“I was just having fun,” Nat’s voice said. “It’s nothing. No different from usual. Why’re you getting all uptight all of a sudden, Brooks baby, huh?”
The model’s voice was starting to grate on her nerves. It was wheedling, a little girl voice put on just to worm her way out of trouble. Kate was sure that if Nat were speaking to a woman her tone would be completely different. Unbelievably though, it seemed to be working. Because when Brooks answered her, his words were just a little softer, just a little less angry.
“You know why.”
Kate had to restrain herself from looking up, to stop herself from asking why. It was clear that they either hadn’t noticed her or didn’t care she was listening. She rather thought the first, since Brooks had dragged Nat over here, out of earshot of the others in the large space.
There was the sound of a sigh that Kate could only assume came from Nat.
“You’re thirty-two years old, Nat. You can’t model forever. Sure, you’re at the top of your game, but it’s all downhill from here. It’s harsh, but that’s the business.”
“Brooks, I–”
“No, let me finish. There are other opportunities, lucrative ones, good ones. And I keep putting your name out there. You’re this close to getting a TV gig, a recurring role. But I keep stumbling on the same issue. The stations don’t want to hire a liability. If you want a career after modeling, then you need to clean your act up.”
“I do want that.”
And just as she’d known when Nat was lying, Kate knew that this was the truth. She could hear the honesty in the words.
“Then the bad press needs to stop. The partying needs to stop. You and Jake need to settle down.”
“I’m trying.”
“You’re not trying hard enough.” A short pause. “We could check you into rehab. That might be enough to guarantee your good behavior.”
Rehab? Really? Were things that bad? A tiny piece of hardness around Kate’s heart crumbled. This woman had hurt her and hurt her badly. But that was a long time ago. And it didn’t mean that she couldn’t pity her.
“Like rehab makes good press,” Nat said. “No, I’m trying. It’ll be fine, Brooks. Promise.”
“You’re on your last chance here, Nat. I mean it. I can’t keep putting your name up for jobs only to have you turned down because of some stupid escapade in the press. Pretty soon there’ll be no one in the city that’ll hire you for more than opening a supermarket. Do you understand that?”
“Yes.”
“You need to get out of town. Get away from the drugs, the alcohol, the parties.”
“I’ll go to the Caribbean.”
Kate almost snorted at this and stopped herself just in time.
“Not what I meant, Nat. You need to get away somewhere quiet, somewhere away from the people you normally surround yourself with.”
“I’ll think about it.”
“Make sure you do.”
And just as Kate was wondering how she was going to extricate herself from this situation, how she was going to move without drawing attention to the fact that she was close enough to hear every word that had just been said, her leg twitched with cramp, kicking into a hard case and making a knock that echoed in the high ceilinged room.
She cringed and there was the sound of movement behind her. Slowly, she raised her eyes. A pair of delicate gold sandals led up smooth, tanned legs. The frayed ends of jean shorts brushed against angular knees. The tail of a white shirt covered rounded hips and her breath caught in her throat as she followed the line of buttons up to a glimpse of olive cleavage, to a graceful neck, a firm jaw. Her heart thudded inside her, so hard she thought it might be audible.
And then, gaze drawn upward against her will, she met those eyes. Those dark, liquid, cat-like eyes, flashing into hers, forcing a connection of electricity between them both. Warmth flooded through her, blood rising to the surface of her skin and she couldn’t tear her eyes away. There was a flicker of something that could almost be recognition and a million thoughts streamed through her head at once.
She should never have agreed to this, she should never have thought she’d go unrecognized, she shouldn’t be here, she shouldn’t be falling into those eyes, and why the hell had the heat been turned up ten degrees? She was physically shaking now.
“And who the fuck are you?”
As soon as the words dropped from Nat’s mouth the lens cover she’d been holding fell to the ground, clattering and spinning its way across the wooden floor.
“This is Kate, our photographer,” said Brooks’ voice from very far away.
The flash in the eyes was gone, replaced by flat boredom.
“Get on with your damn job then,” Nat spat, and turned away, stalking towards the makeup crew.
✽✽✽
 
It wasn’t until later, when the job was done and the light was turning orange and Kate, still unrecognized, was putting her cameras away that Brooks sidled up to her.
“Nice work,” he said.
“Thanks.”
She was hot and sweaty and drained from the drama of thinking she might be recognized at any minute. Her fingers hurt from pressing buttons and changing camera settings, and her back ached from bending and twisting to get the shots she needed. She wanted to go home. She wanted a shower and a drink and an evening quiet enough to bore a mid-western housewife.
“I’ll reserve judgment, of course, until I see the final shots. But from what I’ve seen already, Mel wasn’t wrong about you.”
She met his pale blue eyes again and forced herself to smile.
“Thank you,” she said as genuinely as she could muster.
His lips pushed outwards and his gaze shifted to the side. He obviously wanted to say something. She steeled herself for the inevitable pick up line, the invitation to dinner, the promise of more work. But that wasn’t what came.
“That portfolio shoot you were talking about,” he said instead. “A couple of days? Up in the mountains? Away from the city?”
She nodded, confused.
“Nat’ll do it,” he said.
“Wait, what...”
He held up both hands.
“Leave it with me,” he grinned. “Thank me later. Nat will do the shoot.”
And then he strode away, leaving her with her mouth gaping open and closed like a beached fish.




Chapter Three
White sun shone through the windows of the studio, an iced coffee cup dripped on the table. Kate rubbed her eyes and focussed again on her computer screen. Eight days had passed. Eight days during which she’d alternated between panic and elation at the thought of Nat Lee starring in her portfolio shoot. Eight days during which Brooks Lyon hadn’t called. And as the days had gone by, she’d come to realize that his word had meant nothing. Maybe he was toying with her, maybe this had been his way of hitting on her and her lack of response rendered his promise invalid. Whatever the reason, he hadn’t called, and she was resigned now to not having to see Nat again.
Except, of course, on her computer. Thumbnails of the shoot littered her screen and she patiently clicked through each one, dividing the pictures into two files, keepers and ditchers. And every time she clicked she was confronted yet again with the smooth, feline beauty of the model.
Makeup had taken an age, long enough for Kate to soothe her nerves just a little. And when Nat had finally appeared she had exuded calm, serene beauty that betrayed nothing of the red-eyed, hungover woman that had stepped into the warehouse.
“Right, left. Chin up, back arched,” Kate had barked.
Through the viewfinder she had no qualms about being recognized. The barrier of the camera between them had made Nat seem distant, untouchable. And she’d done her job, getting increasingly frustrated as Nat refused to follow her directions. Finally, she’d practically thrown the camera down, taking two steps towards the model, ready to grasp her limbs, turn her chin, pose her in the way she wanted. Only Brooks had stopped her.
“Don’t,” he breathed into her ear, clutching at her elbow. “Stop being so controlling. Trust her to do her job. That’s when the magic will happen.”
And the only reason she’d listened to him was because that brief interruption had given her time to think about what she was doing. Time to realize that she was about to not just approach Nat Lee, but to touch her, to glare into her eyes. So she stepped back behind her camera.
Without instruction, Nat had eased into the photoshoot, her poses flowing and graceful. It was these pictures, the ones taken without any direction from Kate herself, that filled the ‘keep’ folder on her desktop. It was these that were the stunning stars of the show.
“Jesus.”
She stretched again, slurping iced coffee through a straw and rubbing her eyes again. A large photo filled her screen. Nat posed profile to the camera, arm sweeping up over her head like she was about to make a courtly bow, a whisper of silk scarf trailing behind her. She was so beautiful it made Kate’s heart hurt.
How, she thought, was it fair that someone so toxic, so bad, a bully, a drunk, a junkie, got to look like that? Without thinking her hand reached up and she traced a finger down the curve of Nat’s cheekbone. A thrill started in her stomach, a bubbling of warmth that she recognized as lust but dismissed.
“So she’s hot. So what? She’s a bitch.”
The words sounded so abrupt and out of place that Kate laughed aloud, and was still laughing when her phone buzzed on the table next to her.
She picked it up and saw the words ‘unknown number’ flashing on the screen. But she shrugged. She was a freelance photographer, the days of knowing who was calling were over. If she never answered an unknown number again she’d never have new clients.
“Brooks Lyon here.”
Her heart dropped into her stomach and lay there throbbing.
“Uh, hi.”
“Is this Kate? The photographer?”
“Yes.”
“I’m expecting to see copies of the prints you’re sending to the magazine on my desk by five.”
So that’s why he was calling. Her heart pulsed back into a semi-normal rhythm.
“I’m working on them right now,” she said. “They’ll be with you ASAP.”
“Fantastic.” She heard the sound of a car horn and Brooks muttered something that she didn’t hear before his voice came back clearly. “About that other thing, the nature project, whatever it was.”
And boom, her heart went right back to palpitations. A bead of sweat tickled her hairline.
“Mm-hmm,” was all she managed.
“I’m going to need you to go over to Nat’s place and give her the details. I’ll have my assistant email you the address.”
And thankfully she wasn’t quite as mute as the last time he’d mentioned the project.
“I can send everything by email,” she said quickly.
“No, no, that won’t do. She’ll just say she didn’t get it. Face to face is best. Just go on over there and tell her what you need. I’ve booked it into her schedule for next weekend, that’s the fifteenth and sixteenth, though it’s best if you leave on the fourteenth.”
“Why?” she asked curiously.
“Because it’s a Friday night and if you don’t then come Saturday morning you’ll be dragging a comatose half-corpse up a damn mountain,” he said, words clipped and short. “Which reminds me. This is a huge favor I’m doing you.”
There was a pause where she was obviously supposed to say something.
“Uh-huh.” Eloquent, but it seemed to do the job.
“In return, I expect something from you. There’s to be no drinking, no drugs, no kind of funny business at all up there.”
Kate almost laughed. Her grandfather’s old, two-room cabin was hardly an LA club. Other than a bottle of medicinal whiskey she didn’t think there’d been contraband in the house since it was built.
“Right,” she said carefully.
“You’ll need to check her luggage,” Brooks said.
And this was where she bridled.
“No, I’m not going through her stuff. What do you think I am? Some kind of babysitter? She’s a grown woman!”
“That’s exactly what you are, a babysitter,” Brooks’ voice crackled on the line. “And don’t forget it. We’re scratching each others’ backs here, Kate. I’m fully aware that you overheard our little conversation at the shoot, so you know what’s at stake. Nat needs a detox and she’s unlikely to do it herself. You keep her clean for a couple of days, get her thinking straight, and in return, you get the best in the business doing a portfolio shoot for you. It’s a fair trade.”
Kate kept her mouth shut. He was right. It was a fair trade. In fact, she’d probably profit off this more than he would. Nat was unlikely to get straightened out in a mere two days. Kate, on the other hand, could waltz into the New York job in a sweet second with Nat Lee in her portfolio.
“I’ll take your silence as agreement,” Brooks said. “Get over to Nat’s this afternoon with the details.”
And he hung up, leaving Kate breathless and panicked yet again. Phone still shaking in her hand she took a breath, then another, began to collect her thoughts. And then she quickly typed out a text.
“Emergency lunch.”
The message bleeped as it whooshed off to Mel.
✽✽✽
 
Mel rushed into the deli, a tiny whirlwind of chaos that disrupted everything around her until she flew into a seat opposite Kate.
“So what is it?” she said. “I’ve been thinking the whole way over. A girl? No, a job. No, wait, um, hell, those are the only two things I can think of that would get you excited. Spill it!”
A waiter appeared silent as a cat and slid plates in front of both women.
“Hm, the traditional Reuben,” Mel said. “This must be important.”
It was a tradition. The deli Reubens were emergency lunch food, what they ate after breakups or job offers or new clients signing up. This situation, Kate thought, demanded a Reuben.
“Nat Lee’s going to do my portfolio shoot.”
Mel whooped loud enough that the entire deli turned to look at her. Kate felt her face blush pink, but Mel didn’t seem bothered.
“That’s a-fucking-mazing. I told you. I told you this was your break. Jesus, Kate, I’m so proud of you. You deserve this so much.”
“Hold up there,” Kate said, sipping some iced water. “I don’t know how I feel about this. I haven’t exactly agreed. Not that I had a chance to agree or not agree.”
Mel’s sandwich hovered halfway between the plate and her mouth for a second before she reconsidered and carefully put it down.
“She recognized you.”
Kate shook her head.
“Then what’s the problem? You know as well as I do that this will seal the deal with the East coast job. Or with any job for that matter.”
Kate sighed and briefly filled Mel in. She felt bad about doing it, like she was gossiping, spreading rumors. Except they weren’t rumors at all. Everything she said was true.
“I’ve heard smatterings of talk,” Mel said when she was done. “Someone over at Channel Five told me that Nat was in the running for something, but it never panned out. I suppose that explains it. So your portfolio trip turns into a flash rehab session. That’s the deal?”
“That’s the deal,” Kate said, and she took a huge bite out of her sandwich, feeling the sourness of the Russian dressing on her tongue.
“Is that so bad?” asked Mel. “Really? I mean, okay, it’s kind of a pain in the ass. But once you’ve checked her out for contraband, all you need to do is take your pictures. It’s not like she’s going to be running off to the nearest bar or anything.”
“It’s not so much that,” admitted Kate.
And Mel’s eyes narrowed. Her sandwich lay untouched, her fingers tapped at the tabletop.
“You’re afraid.”
“The longer we’re together, the bigger the chance she’ll recognize me.”
“Might not be a bad thing. I mean, you’re stuck up a mountain together. Why not talk it out? Get your revenge? Beat her to a pulp? I don’t know. Would it be the worst thing in the world if she did recognize you?”
Yes, Kate thought. Yes, it would. And not in ways she thought that Mel could ever understand. The bleak hopelessness of those two years of bullying had never really left her. But the thought of awaking those demons fully again made her feel physically sick.
“I don’t know,” was all she said.
“How did you feel when you first saw her?”
“You mean at the shoot?”
Mel nodded and finally took a bite from her sandwich. Kate considered the question. How had she felt? Scared, panicked, nervous, but also... Her eyes straying up those slim golden legs, the glimpse of soft skin where a shirt button lay undone... She prickled with warmth at the memory of it.
“Confused,” was the answer she went with.
“But not threatened?”
“No, I suppose not.”
Mel pursed her lips in thought and Kate’s phone buzzed on the table. She brushed the screen, seeing an email entitled ‘Nat Lee Contact Details.’ Her mouth went dry.
“Look, Kate, you’re being an idiot.”
She laughed.
“Thanks for your support.”
“I’m your friend, I get to tell you things like that, and you are. Frankly, you’re being more than an idiot, but I can’t currently think of a bigger word than that.”
“And how exactly am I being an idiot?”
“Two days,” said Mel. “Two days with Nat Lee. Most people would pay tens of thousands of dollars for that. You can’t tell me you haven’t noticed that she’s as hot as all hell. I’m straight as a die, but darling, even I’d switch things up for Nat Lee.”
“Irrelevant,” Kate said, though her mouth seemed suddenly even drier. She clutched at her water glass.
“Fine. But what’s not irrelevant is your career. Spend two days with this woman and you’ll be able to get any job you want. That seems like a pretty small sacrifice to me. She could be Satan personified and I’d still be up in that cabin with her like a shot if it meant I could walk into my dream job.”
“Right.”
“Right. So you’re going to have to suck it up and do it. You know that. You spend what might be two days of hell, though to be fair it might not be that bad at all, and then you get to live the rest of your life the way you want to. That’s why I think you’re being an idiot, for turning down an opportunity like that.”
“It feels like selling my soul to the devil,” Kate said, staring down into her water glass.
“More like renting,” Mel said. “It’s only two days. After that, your soul comes back, barely used.”
Kate laughed again.
“Mind you,” continued Mel. “You’re going to have to think of a way to get her to cooperate. Think she’ll behave during the shoot without drugs and drink? I mean, she might just throw a fit and refuse to come out of her room.”
“I suppose I’ll have to come up with a ploy.”
“Honesty,” said Mel. “That’s always my policy. Lay things on the table, be honest, outline what you both get out of the deal. It’s the only way to go. Works like a charm, especially in LA where no one expects any honesty at all. It’s got the shock factor.”
“The shock factor?”
Mel grinned. “You wouldn’t believe how many mouths I’ve seen hang open at a negotiating table just because I decided to lay out the facts nice and clear. Give it a try.”
“I’ll take that under advisement.”
Mel crooked an eyebrow. “So you’re doing this?”
Kate took a breath so deep it swelled her chest and then slowly let it out. Then she nodded.
“I guess I am.”
“In that case,” said Mel. “I declare this emergency lunch officially adjourned.”
Half an hour later, Kate was back in the studio. The prints from the shoot were ready. She’d already sent digital prints to the magazine and addressed an express delivery envelope for Brooks. As an afterthought, she printed out an extra set of copies. A peace offering for Nat.
She showered fast as lightening and changed into a clean pair of jeans and a cropped tank, checking simultaneously in the mirror for stray pieces of Reuben in her teeth. Then she ran her fingers through her hair and she was done.
Nothing more to procrastinate with. Her heart skipped a beat as she picked up the envelopes of pictures and her van keys. It was time to go visit the lion in her cage.




Chapter Four
The drive over was hot and sweaty and in the end she rolled the windows down despite the traffic fumes. But sweat was still curling her hair around her neck by the time she found the building she needed. She circled the block. Half because she was looking for a parking entrance and half because she wanted just a little more time.
“It’s the right thing to do,” she told the empty van. “You know it is.”
All she had to do was put up with Nat Lee for two days. And then, well, the world would be her oyster, or close enough to it. She thought about the streets of New York piled with snow, the dirty slush clotting the gutters, the bodegas on the street corners. A fashion shoot in a bodega, that was an idea. Those bright, foreign colors contrasting with a pale white or beige summer look.
“Get yourself together.”
She wasn’t shaking exactly, not anymore. She’d confronted Nat once and she hadn’t been recognized. Okay, there was no camera involved this time. But she was fairly confident that Nat would have no idea who she was. Whether she could keep the information to herself for two days without losing it with the woman was another question. She knew her temper. It took a lot to break her, but once broken she had a sharp tongue. As long as Nat didn’t try her, she’d be fine.
Turning the wheel she spotted the entrance to the parking garage and slowly lumbered the van towards it.
“Name.”
The security guard barked through the window.
“Kate,” she said, and then heard how stupid that sounded. She cleared her throat and said: “I’m here to see Nat Lee. I’m a photographer, I’ve got her pictures from a shoot.”
The guard looked down at his clipboard and obviously saw her name there because he nodded.
“Pull into a guest space to the right. You’ll find the elevator in the far corner. You want the tenth floor.”
She pulled away. The building was large, tall, but stuccoed in Spanish style on the outside and gated. It was clearly both luxurious and select, as the array of Mercedes, Porsches, and Jaguars in the parking garage showed. She pulled the battered van, more rust colored than blue now, into a space.
Her hands were sweaty as she pressed the elevator button. She could do this. It was a test, she decided. Like one of those old fashioned myths. If she passed the test, she’d please the Gods, and then she could have her heart’s desire. The thought was still making her smile as she exited the elevator.
There was only one door in the corridor. Large, double paneled. She took a breath, calmed herself, and pressed the bell. The door was opened almost immediately. So fast that she wondered if the maid had been standing there waiting for her. Probably the parking guard had called her, she figured.
“Kate S. I’m here to see Nat Lee,” she told the small dark-haired woman.
“Please come inside.”
There was the hint of an accent, though she couldn’t place it. Not surprising. Maids, she had the impression, were generally not American. A tidbit gleaned from television. Besides, looking after someone like Nat Lee would be hard work. The kind of work that you only took if you were desperate for the paycheck. If you had no other choice.
She looked around her as she was led inside. Pale white walls, deep carpeting, light furniture. The apartment was large, corridors stretching away in every direction, plenty of closed doors. And when she was shown into a living room, ceiling to floor windows showed a panorama of the city.
“Please wait here, Ms. Lee will be along shortly.”
The view entranced her, she was already stepping towards the window when a muffled sound distracted her. Turning she saw a sleeping form stretched out on one of the long couches. He half snored and smacked his lips a little. And her attention was fully taken away from the view.
Jake Allingham. Of course she knew him, of course she knew that he and Nat Lee were dating. She just hadn’t expected to walk in on him taking a nap. She froze, not knowing what to do. His perfect profile made a clean line, one that she couldn’t help but want to photograph. Sunlight traced the very edges of his skin, illuminating pale hairs. He was in every way the perfect man. The golden ratio, the symmetry, whatever it was that made a human form perfection, Jake Allingham had it in spades. A lock of his dark black hair curled over his forehead and Kate’s stomach knotted with desire. Not sexual desire, more than that, the desire to capture this perfection, the desire to preserve it for eternity.
Even as she watched his eyelids began to flicker and then slowly to open, revealing ice blue eyes framed by long, dark lashes. He saw her watching but didn’t startle, a slow smile spread across his face, dimples appearing in his cheeks, his cleft chin lifting slightly.
“Well hello,” he drawled. “Who do we have here?”
She swallowed. “K-Kate,” she managed to stutter.
“And what have I done to deserve such a beautiful woman standing over me to guard my dreams?”
His eyes were sparkling, the smile showed just a glimpse of straight, white teeth. Kate didn’t know what to say, couldn’t bring herself to speak. She wasn’t beautiful, she was assured of that. But it didn’t stop her wishing it to be true, wishing that Jake Allingham of all people believed it.
Her dream was interrupted by a harsh voice.
“Jake, you don’t need to flirt with the help.”
Nat was standing at the top of a flight of stairs leading to a mezzanine landing. A silk robe did little to cover her, but she wasn’t cowering. Instead, she stood in the sunlight proud, unashamed of her half-nakedness. She looked like a warrior, Kate thought, an Amazon, her wavy dark hair streaming down her back, those eyes glaring down at the couch. Kate’s heart skipped a beat and her stomach ached. What beautiful children they’d have, was the only thing she could think.
“The help?”
Jake was struggling to sit up and Kate only now caught the insult. Help. As though she were a servant. She bit her tongue. Better not to speak, not to ruin things this early in the game.
“She’s a photographer, she’s here for me,” Nat said, beginning to descend the stairs. “Though God knows why.”
“Doesn’t stop her being pretty,” Jake said, flashing a lightening smile in Kate’s direction.
“It’s still unnecessary.”
Okay, time to put a stop to this. Time to take control. Praying that she wasn’t shaking Kate held out her hand and Jake took it.
“Kate,” she said. “Pleased to meet you. And just for the record, the flirting was nice. Not that it would work, but flattering anyway.”
She couldn’t help but slide in the thanks, hoping to niggle at Nat just a little, to contradict her.
“It wouldn’t work?”
Jake’s face fell and Kate couldn’t help but grin. “I’m sure it’d be very effective on straight women,” she assured him. “If I batted for that team I’d definitely be swooning right now.”
He grinned back. “In that case, I won’t take offense. Want a drink?”
He looked boyish almost and she wondered how a man like this ended up with someone like Nat. Sure, they were both beautiful, but that seemed the only thing they had in common.
“I’m fine, thanks,” she said, not wanting to push her luck. She’d come here to do something, and she needed to get it done and get out.
Nat had her back turned, and the clinking of glass and ice told Kate exactly what she was doing. Jake stretched, his t-shirt rising to show clearly outlined abs.
“I’m getting out of here,” he said.
Nat turned immediately, glass in hand. “Where are you going?”
He shrugged. “Pick up some b-ball in the park. Grab a beer maybe.”
Nat’s eyes narrowed for a second and Kate could feel her calculating this, was it good or bad, did it have an affect on her. Finally, she nodded. Jake gave Kate one more grin and then loped off. No kiss goodbye, she noted. There was an obvious tension in the air. Perhaps they’d argued.
“So, what do you want?”
Nat sprawled on the couch, drink in her hand. The robe did little to cover her breasts and Kate had to force her eyes upwards, to will herself to look at Nat’s face. She lifted her hand with the manila envelope in it.
“I brought pictures from the shoot,” she said.
Nat reached for the envelope and Kate gave it over and allowed herself to perch on the edge of the soft couch. Quickly, Nat upended the envelope and let the photos slide out, spreading them with one indolent hand over the couch cushion. She took a sip of her drink and then leaned down finally putting down her glass to have a better look.
“These are good.”
The arrogance in her tone was gone. She sounded surprised.
“Very good.”
“Thank you,” Kate said. Bringing the shots had been a good idea, she was glad she’d surrendered to the impulse.
“Who represents you?”
Such an LA question. And Kate didn’t have an LA answer. “No one.”
Nat looked up, elegant eyebrows raised. “You don’t have an agent?”
“Nope.”
The model’s gaze shifted back to the pictures, her own face staring back out at her.
“You should.”
“Never wanted one,” Kate said honestly. “I’m better off deciding my own fate. I don’t like other people interfering with what I do.”
Nat grunted and picked up the photo that Kate had admired before, the one with the silk scarf.
“And you don’t have anyone taking their percentage off the top,” she said. And the thought seemed to awake something in her because she dropped the picture. “Brooks didn’t send you over here just to give me pictures.”
Kate licked her dry lips. “No, he didn’t,” she admitted. “He sent me over to give you the details about this weekend’s shoot.”
“This weekend?”
“The nature shoot? He must have told you about it.”
Nat laughed and the sound of it took Kate back twenty years. It was the same snide, affected laugh she’d heard so often as a child. Her stomach turned over.
“I thought he was messing with me.”
“No,” Kate said slowly. “He’s booked you in. You’re doing it.”
Nat’s fingers strayed again to the photos, sliding them against each other, looking through them. Her fingers were long, the nails short and oval, the moons of them glowing whitely against the olive of her skin. For just a millisecond Kate could feel those same soft fingers tracing across her skin. She had to close her eyes to get the image out of her mind.
“What exactly is it? This shoot?”
“It’s a portfolio shoot. Up in the mountains, at an old wooden cabin that belonged to my grandfather. We leave Friday afternoon, come back Sunday or Monday depending on how it goes.”
There was an eye roll that was so distinct that Kate could almost hear it.
“Me? A portfolio shoot? Like hell am I doing that.”
She picked up her glass again, ice tinkling and pushed the photos to one side. Kate thought carefully before she spoke. She remembered what Mel had told her about honesty. She remembered the hissed conversation between Brooks and Nat at the shoot. Then she cleared her throat.
“I think we can both help each other out here,” she said.
Nat scowled suspiciously, but Kate could tell that her interest was peaked. Even scowling she looked beautiful. Kate’s eyes shot down to the cleavage that was becoming more apparent as the silk robe slid further and further open. She felt a stirring inside her that she hadn’t felt for a long time. She ignored it.
“It’s easy to say what I’m getting out of the deal,” she said, looking Nat in the eye again.
“You get me,” snorted Nat.
“I get you,” she agreed. “And you’ll be the star of my portfolio. Enough to get me any job I want. One job in particular, in fact. A job in New York.”
“Eugh. What a horrible place to live,” Nat said. “All snow and rudeness. Why the hell would you want to live there?”
Kate smiled. “For all kinds of reasons. But that’s not important. What is important is what you could get out of this deal.”
“Which is?”
She had to be careful now. Very careful. She had no idea if Nat knew her conversation with Brooks had been overheard, no idea how volatile she was likely to be if her problems were put into words. But if she was going to be honest, she didn’t have a lot of choice.
“You’ve been getting some bad press,” she said. “Brooks isn’t happy about it.”
“Brooks will learn to live with it,” snapped Nat. “He always has before.”
“But it’s his job to put you up for jobs, isn’t it? And, well, I’ve been a photographer for a while now. I know how it goes. You’ve got another year or two left of modeling work, then you move into TV, right?”
“Obviously,” Nat said, taking a big gulp of her drink. “Get to the point.”
“Well, is Brooks really going to be putting you up for the best jobs if he’s worried that you, well, that you’re not, shall we say mature enough to handle them?” She held up her hands to prevent the vitriol that she was sure was about to spew from Nat’s mouth. “No, let me finish here. You need Brooks on-side. Hell, for that matter you need the TV stations on-side. A friend of mine let slip that Channel 5 was interested in you and decided not to hire you.”
She let that thought sit for a minute as Nat’s face turned from olive to pink to almost red with anger.
“But that’s not the way it should be,” Kate soothed. “Once you’re in a TV role I’m sure you’ll be able to handle it. You’re a professional after all.”
Nat’s color calmed a little and Kate wondered just when the hell she’d become so diplomatic. She wasn’t exactly lying, but then she couldn’t be telling the truth either since she had no idea how Nat would act if she was given a little responsibility.
“So, you come on my shoot,” she said. “And once it’s done, I’ll give Brooks a glowing report of your behavior. Tell him how mature and responsible you’ve been. That even though this was just a portfolio shoot you still gave it your all like the pro you are. And maybe then he’ll be just as persuaded as I am that you’re ready to move up to the big leagues, ready to go on TV.”
Nat looked down at the photos again and Kate had no sense at all of what she was thinking. After what seemed like a long time, Nat pulled her robe closer together and stood up. And Kate knew that she’d lost. Honesty was not the best policy. Shit. She was going to kill Mel. She stayed on the couch as Nat walked away, as she started to climb the stairs. Only when she was halfway up did she say anything.
“Pick me up on Friday at three.”
And then she disappeared back to wherever she’d come from, leaving Kate sitting alone in the extravagant living room.




Chapter Five
She’d expected to have to wait. After all, being late seemed like Nat’s default state. But when she pulled the van up to the apartment building, Nat was already there. Large sunglasses covered her face, her legs were encased in tight, pale jeans, and a white shirt billowed in the breeze. Her hair was flowing free, tangled by the afternoon air. Kate’s heart beat harder.
Not that she was angry that Nat was on time for once. She’d just thought that she’d have a little more time to prepare herself was all. She’d gotten what she wanted. Nat was going to do the shoot. But that didn’t mean she was at peace with the idea. In fact, the thought of spending an entire weekend with the woman terrified her. Not least because there was every chance that Nat was going to behave like a sulky teenage for the entire trip.
“Hey.”
The window was already rolled down and Kate only had to stick her head outside. To her surprise, she was greeted by a wide grin.
“Hey yourself,” Nat said. “Let’s do this thing! Roadtrip!”
Ah, so she was going to be that kind of teenager. Fantastic. Better than sulking though, Kate supposed. Nat shifted the large straw bag on her shoulder and started to practically dance around the van to the passenger side.
“Aren’t you forgetting something?” Kate called after her.
A black travel bag sat abandoned on the sidewalk. Nat paused, looked at the bag, looked at Kate and for a quick second Kate thought the fighting would start here and now. She held her breath. But Nat simply shrugged, danced back to the bag, picked it up and reversed her path to the rear of the van to throw it in the trunk.
“Nice ride,” she said when she clambered into the van herself.
“It does the job,” Kate said shortly. “And it’s big enough to fit all my equipment.”
“As long as it gets us there in one piece,” sniffed Nat.
Getting out of the city in the late afternoon traffic was a nightmare and Kate took every shortcut that she knew. Nat stayed thankfully silent as the fume-laden air drifted in through the windows. But finally they hit the highway and Kate relaxed a little.
“What about some music?” asked Nat.
Kate side-eyed her. She was smiling. Even being polite.
“You seem full of the joys of springtime,” she said.
“No point in being depressed about it, it’s a job. Brooks gave me a talking to. He’s putting me up for an audition next week.”
“I assume that’s providing I give you a glowing review.”
“Yep,” Nat said, seemingly unconcerned by this. “Besides I like the mountains.” She must have caught sight of Kate’s expression because she added: “What? I’m not allowed to like nature? I love the city, but the fresh air is great for my skin. So, about that music?”
As they traveled Kate found her guard slowly dropping. She was less terrified, growing more comfortable. Nat was behaving herself. Perhaps Mel had been right about the whole honesty thing. It was a symbiotic relationship.
“Put on whatever you want,” she said generously, though she usually guarded the aux cable with her life. Her van, her music. But Nat seemed like she deserved some kind of reward for acting like a normal person at least.
Joyfully, Nat plugged the cable into her phone and Kate regretted her sudden generosity. In all likelihood, she was about to get two hours of thumping club music that would leave her with a headache before they even arrived. But to her surprise when Nat put down her phone she heard the familiar strains of Fleetwood Mac. She almost laughed.
Before long, her fingers were tapping on the steering wheel. Nat was singing quiet and low and Kate found herself humming. And then singing under her breath. And then Nat started giving it her all. Wind rushed through the windows, blowing at their hair, tires crunching over the smooth dry tarmac. Bass pounded and the scent of pine trees came through the vents. And Nat was singing and then Kate was too and somewhere, somehow a transition had happened. A transformation even. Kate’s heart became lighter, her smile became less forced, and perhaps this weekend wasn’t going to be so bad after all.
Nat’s voice cracked on the high notes, and she missed words in verses frequently. But it didn’t seem to bother her, so Kate didn’t let it bother her either. In the back of her head, she wondered what she was doing. She never sang in front of anyone, ever. But it didn’t seem to matter. This was... fun.
“We should do that one again,” Nat said as Songbird came to an end. “You were pretty good.” She picked up her phone and hit repeat and the music began again.
Kate relaxed into the driving seat. Almost there.
✽✽✽
 
There remained a problem. Kate was under strict instruction to search Nat’s belongings before letting her in the cabin. And as much as she didn’t want to, it was to her own benefit to do so. The last thing she needed was a hungover, doped up Nat tomorrow. Particularly when they didn’t have a makeup artist and Nat would be dealing with her own cosmetics.
Twigs crackled as Kate slowly gunned the van up the steep familiar slope. She was happy to be here, the cabin was more like home than home. But there was a tint of sadness too. Whenever she came up here she expected to see her grandfather emerging to greet her. Expected to see his face just one more time. Four years and she still expected to see him any minute. She swallowed and forced the van to go faster.
“Here we are then,” she said.
“You know, you’re not a bad singer,” Nat was saying. “Have you ever done karaoke? I bet you’d like it.”
“Hell no,” Kate said. “I’d never sing in public.”
“You just sang in front of me.”
“Not the same thing.”
She left out the part where she had no clue what had prompted her to start singing along with Nat. But the subject was changed quickly enough.
“Is this it?” Nat said, lowering her sunglasses just enough to look over the top of them at the small wooden cabin nestled in the trees.
“Yes,” Kate said guardedly. “Got a problem?”
She steeled herself for the criticism.
“It’s so cute!”
Nat jumped out of the van and Kate smiled to herself. Honestly, the girl was full of surprises today.
But as Nat was inspecting the outside of the cabin, Kate saw that she’d left her straw bag in the seat well. She glanced up and saw Nat was busy, so she took her chance.
She felt dirty. Dirty and wrong and vaguely sick as she pawed through Nat’s belongings. And even dirtier and sicker and more guilty when she didn’t find anything other than makeup, electronics and the clutter that most women carried around with them. She pushed the bag back to the floor.
Nat was peering into the cabin windows now. Kate opened her door and jumped down. The smell of the loamy soil and damp trees greeted her. Nat’s case was in the back. She couldn’t shake the sick feeling as she opened the trunk then opened the case and briefly fumbled through it.
“What the fuck are you doing?”
The words came just as her hand clasped around something smooth and cool. She pulled out a bottle of vodka. Nat’s eyes were fire as she approached the van. Kate hardened her heart.
“Brooks’ orders,” she said. “No booze, no pills, no sex. Anything else in here I should know about?”
“No.”
The question had stopped Nat in her tracks and the answer was sullen. And a lie. Kate had been considering just closing the case, but the lie made her angry enough that she continued searching, riffling through clothes until she found a small plastic bag. She held it up for Nat’s inspection, several white pills glowing inside it. Nat said nothing, her shoulders slumped.
“Best get inside then,” said Kate.
She left the case open and stepping around Nat went to the cabin door, unlocking it, vodka and pills still in her hand. When she looked back Nat was putting her clothes back in the bag. She breathed a sigh of relief. Hurrying into the bathroom she locked the door, hid the vodka in a pile of muddy towels left over from her last trip, and sprinkled the pills into the toilet before flushing it.
There. Job done. But her feeling of lightness was gone. She knew that she’d just destroyed whatever small bond had been built in the van. And surprisingly, that bothered her.
“You’re not here to make friends,” she told her reflection in the mirror.
But her blue eyes stared back at her and she hated herself for feeling bad.
“She’s a bully.”
Somehow that didn’t help either.
“She’s got problems and needs your help.”
The bad feeling eased a little. Kate nodded at herself in the mirror. What had started well was unlikely to be quite the walk in the park that she’d started to think it could be. She sighed. Time to face the music. Nat’s footsteps sounded on the wooden floor outside.
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“Dinner’s ready.”
“I’m not hungry.”
Nat was curled in a corner of the couch where she’d spent the last hour, phone in hand. Kate sucked at her teeth and counseled herself to be patient. Nat was mad. She got it. She’d be mad too if someone had gone through her belongings. She left the steaming bowls of soup on the small table and went to sit at the other end of the couch.
“You can be mad all you want,” she said. “But I’m the only person you have to talk to for the next two days, so you might want to consider snapping out of it.”
Nat just waved her phone at Kate like she was stupid. Kate bit her lip and didn’t laugh.
“There’s no cell service up here,” she said softly.
There was an eye roll and a larger than usual sigh.
“Why didn’t you tell me that?”
“Because you wouldn’t have come if I had.”
A small smile twitched the corners of Nat’s mouth. “Probably not,” she admitted.
“Listen, what I did was an intrusion, I get that. And it’s not something I’d normally do. I am sorry. But Brooks was quite definite about it, it was all part of the deal. And besides, you’re supposed to be de-toxing. It’s only for two days, Nat. Can it be that bad?”
It was, she realized, the first time she’d spoken her name.
“I suppose not.”
“You might even feel better for it. It’s worth a try. Once you’re back in the city, I’m out of your hair and you can do what you want.”
Nat nodded slightly.
“So, can we sit at the table and eat something? We should get an early night, I want to get the nice light in the morning and that’s going to mean getting up early.”
Nat didn’t answer, but she did finally stir and eventually made her way to the table.
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“...so then we hit Waves, you know that club downtown? And Rita, she’s the one I told you about that I set up with that makeup artist job, had the most amazing uppers. God knows what they were, but they made you feel like you were flying, and then...”
Kate listened with half an ear. She’d thought that asking Nat about her life in LA would be a good way of getting her to open up. Or at least a way to fill the silence. But all Nat talked about was parties she’d been to and people she’d seen. None of whom Kate knew.
The sunglasses were propped up on top of Nat’s head, and her eyes were bright in the dim light of the cabin. She wore no makeup and looked better for it in Kate’s opinion. She looked younger, fresher, healthier without the cosmetics. She’d complained about the lack of wine with dinner but had otherwise behaved herself. She was trying, Kate thought. The TV audition Brooks had promised her was obviously important to her.
“...and then this guy who none of us had even seen before latches on to the back of the group. And the bouncer is like ‘is he with you?’ and Jake, just for a laugh, says yes. So we all get into the VIP section and then this guy slips me a baggie of something...”
Every name she mentioned, other than Brooks or Jake, had to be qualified with something that Nat had done for the person concerned. Kate doubted that Nat even noticed it. But it was obvious to her that the majority of people Nat hung out with were only there because she got them jobs or drugs or gave them money. It saddened her in a way she couldn’t quite describe.
“What about Jake?” she asked, wanting to move the conversation along. “How did you guys meet?”
Nat snorted. “Uh, the official story is we met at the premiere of one of his stupid films. But I wasn’t finished, so we all walk into the restaurant and...”
Her look changed when she talked about Jake. Not in the kind of ‘girl hopelessly infatuated and in love’ kind of way that might be expected. More in a bored way. Like Jake wasn’t even worth mentioning. And Kate remembered the tension in Nat’s apartment. Maybe they were fighting. Maybe they were breaking up, keeping things together for the press while they figured out what to do. This was LA, after all.
She let Nat talk on, boast on, for another half an hour before reminding her that they really should get to bed.
“Well, since there’s no drink and no fun to be had, I suppose you’re right,” she said.
And Kate caught a glimpse of the Nat she’d known before in the words. As soon as she’d spoken though, Nat smiled.
“Actually though, it’s not been that bad. Thanks, I guess.”
“You’re welcome.” They were hardly glowing words of praise, but Kate accepted them.
“Goodnight then.”
Nat stood and hesitated, then she placed her hand on Kate’s shoulder. It was the briefest of touches but it sent a shock of warmth down Kate’s arm. The kind of warmth that she’d been able to ignore all afternoon, the kind of feeling that she’d deliberately been not thinking about. And then it was over.
Nat disappeared off to the only bedroom and Kate spent a few minutes cleaning up the kitchen before finding herself a blanket in the chest by the door and throwing it over the couch.
With the lights off the living room was dark as dark, far darker than anything in the city. Kate lay with her eyes wide open, drinking in the blackness. She was still confused. Sometimes it seemed like Nat had changed, like she was no longer the spoiled little bully she used to be. At others, it didn’t. But her life did seem so sad. And Nat obviously did have problems, the biggest of which, in Kate’s opinion, was the kind of people she chose to surround herself with.
She could feel her grandfather’s presence in the cabin, could almost smell his spiced scent. “Judge not, lest ye yourself be judged,” he’d always said. Maybe she needed to hold back on judging Nat too harshly. She was trying. Trying hard. Maybe Nat truly had changed. And she was, after all, exceptionally good at her job. The portfolio pictures were sure to turn out stunning. As long, that is, as Nat chose to behave herself...




Chapter Six
The smell of cooking woke her up. For a moment she was six years old again, lying wrapped in her blanket, waiting for her grandfather to come and serve her eggs in bed. Then the whistling started and she remembered exactly what was happening.
“Hey there, sleepyhead.”
She sat up, frowning in confusion, to see Nat standing over the small stove scratching at a pan with a spatula.
“What are you doing?”
“What does it look like, dummy? Eggs for breakfast, right?”
Nat was still whistling tunelessly and Kate glanced out of the window. The light was still grey, the sun hadn’t risen yet.
“What are you doing up?”
She’d assumed that she’d have to physically pull the woman out of bed when she was ready to get started. She’d been making a lot of assumptions recently.
“Making breakfast, I thought we’d covered that?” asked Nat, moving the pan over to two plates. “You’re not really a morning person, are you?”
“I thought you wouldn’t be,” Kate said, standing up and stretching before padding over to the table.
“Well, to be honest, I’m generally not,” said Nat, putting a plate in front of her. “But I feel fantastic this morning. Do you know, you really might have been right.”
“About what?”
She picked up her fork and dug into fluffy scrambled eggs.
“The detox thing,” Nat said. “I’m not hungover, I feel clear-headed, and just generally pretty good. I probably did need a break.”
“Just a break?”
Nat sighed and put her fork down.
“I’m not an addict, you know.”
“Isn’t that exactly what an addict would say?”
“Maybe,” Nat said, picking up her fork again. “I don’t feel like I need it. The drugs or the drink. It’s just easier to say yes than to say no, that’s all. If I’m at home and there’s nothing in the house then I don’t go out searching for it.”
“So just at parties then? Which, by the way, you seem to go to all the time.”
“It’s the lifestyle. It’s not my fault. This is what people expect me to do.”
“You can defy expectations.”
“Look, I’m feeling good, I’m in a good mood, are you really going to spoil that?” Nat asked, digging at her eggs. “I made you breakfast.”
She said that like it wasn’t something she often did, and somehow Kate thought that it wasn’t.
“Sorry,” she mumbled.
It didn’t mean that she believed her. She was still suspicious. If Nat truly didn’t need the drugs or the drink, then why had she brought both with her to the cabin? This was hardly a party.
“I know what you think of me.”
The phrase had come out of nowhere and for some reason made Kate’s heart beat harder.
“No, you don’t.” Her response came back more defensive than she’d intended.
“Sure, I do,” Nat said casually. “I’m a model. I’m spoiled, demanding, flighty, irritable. You know, model-like.”
“And aren’t you?”
Nat smiled and her face lit up like the dawn. “Sometimes. But I’m other things too.”
“Like what?”
“Optimistic, for example. I don’t see the point in dwelling on things that are already done. Like this here. Most models would be sitting around sulking and pulling faces because they’re in the middle of nowhere doing a portfolio shoot. But not me. I’ll admit that I didn’t want to do it, but it’s arranged now, so why not make the best of it? Besides, it’s kind of nice here. Quiet. Calm.”
“Okay, so you’re optimistic.”
“Generous, I like helping people. Um, I’m not shy, I can stand up for myself, and for other people if I need to.”
“You’re modest too,” Kate said.
Nat stuck out her tongue a little and Kate found herself smiling.
“You know what I mean,” Nat said. “I get it. You’re a photographer, you hang out with plenty of models. So do I. I know what the stereotype is. And it drives me crazy. We’re people too, you know, we’re all different. We’re not all snobby junkies who won’t wear the same pair of underwear more than once.”
“Do you?”
“What?”
“Wear the same underwear twice in a row?”
“No! They get washed first!”
Kate laughed again and put her knife and fork on her empty plate.
“Alright, alright, I get it. Photographers tend to be jaded about models. Fine. But on the same note, I’m a person as well. I’m not just a shadow behind a camera. Someone to be ignored, like most models seem to think.”
“Understood,” Nat said, rising and picking up both plates. “But if we don’t get to work then you won’t be anything behind a camera because you won’t have a portfolio and then you won’t have a job.”
Kate rolled her eyes but stood up anyway to take over the washing up.
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She didn’t want to like her. That was the problem. Since Mel had told her about the initial shoot she’d made up her mind that Nat was necessarily a bad person. History told her that Nat was a bad person. A bully. A bitch. She’d taken the job because she’d needed it, still needed it, but only after satisfying herself that she wouldn’t be recognized, that the old demons wouldn’t be stirred up. But that logic was now working against her.
She’d changed enough in the last couple of decades that Nat hadn’t recognized her in the slightest. And yet she’d expected Nat to still be the same person she’d always been. But she wasn’t. Perhaps it was time to put those demons to bed once and for all. What had happened when they were kids was firmly in the past. As destructive as it had felt, as it had been, it was over. And the woman that Nat had become couldn’t be blamed for the crimes she’d committed as a child.
Reasonably, this all made sense. Reasonably, she could understand this. But at the same time she found that though she was starting to like Nat, she also hated herself for it. She wanted to punish her, wanted her to pay for what she had done. She had a juvenile desire for revenge that she was trying desperately to squash down.
There was something else too. Something deeper, more personal, something unspeakable that she refused even to think about, even to consider. Something that was impossible and thrilling at the same time. Something that made her pulse run faster, made her warmer. Something she was going to squash even further down than that stupid need for revenge.
“Almost ready?” she shouted, coming back into the cabin.
The light was turning, real dawn was coming, and she wanted to be out to get that beautiful fresh yellow glow captured.
There was no answer. Perhaps Nat was already rummaging through the clothes rack in the back of the van. One of Kate’s favorite stylists had hooked her up with exactly the kind of looks that she wanted, and she couldn’t wait to see the clothes on Nat.
She was about to leave, to head to the van, when she reconsidered. Best to use the bathroom now so as not to interrupt the shoot later. She was barely paying attention as she pushed into the small room and it took an age for her to process what was actually happening.
Nat stood in the pale light from the single window. Her hair swooped down the curve of her back. Pink tipped breasts stood high and firm, larger than Kate would have expected. The soft arcs of her arms, her hips, the subtle glow of her skin, were all entrancing. In the moment that she saw her, she lost her breath, lost the ability to think, to vocalize, to do anything other than let the ignored feelings bubble up inside her. It was a heady mixture of lust, wanting, her mouth watering with desire for the figure that stood in front of her, and disgust at herself for feeling that way.
“Ka–”
The first syllable broke the spell.
“Jesus Christ. I’m so sorry. Oh, God.” She was turning and stumbling and trying to close the door behind her all at once. “Sorry, sorry. Jesus.”
Her legs carried her all the way to the couch before she collapsed, shaking and breathing in gasps. She put her head in her hands. Jesus Christ.
It wasn’t the sight of a naked woman, God knows she’d seen plenty of those. Even some as beautiful as Nat. She was a photographer, the female form couldn’t make her uncomfortable. It wasn’t that at all, and she knew it. It was the feelings that had welled up, that desire, so strong she could still taste it.
Could it be? Really be? Was she actually... interested in Nat? Interested was the strongest word that she could bring herself to use. Even in her head she couldn’t go any further than that. This was... wrong. So wrong. Nat was her past. Nat was everything she hated about her past. Nat had tormented her and teased her and belittled her for years until she could barely get out of bed in the morning. Until her life was a living hell that she just wished would be over.
“You show those girls what for,” her grandfather had told her.
And she’d known that he was trying to help, that this was the best advice he could give her. But she hadn’t known, not then, not now, how to explain that she couldn’t stand up to them. That the first thing that their teasing had done was to strip away her self confidence so that she didn’t have the strength to stand up to them. That even if, by some miracle, she had called them out, she had defended herself, then it would only have made things worse the next time.
Then this. She rubbed her eyes with her hands making sparkles beneath her eyelids. The physical response was undeniable. It wasn’t the first time. She’d had the same response seeing her for the first time at the shoot, the same response to the touch of her hand. But she’d been guarded enough then that she could ignore it. This time though, so unexpected, she’d been open and willing and the feelings had smacked her so hard between the eyes that it was almost a physical slap.
Everything else aside, there was no way this could be reciprocated. Nat had a boyfriend. A rich, famous, attractive boyfriend. Who, a little voice in the back of her head said, she doesn’t seem to be very attracted to at all. Even so, there was no way in hell that Nat would ever have feelings for her, would ever feel that mouth-watering, stomach-clenching force of wanting and needing. And that made it even worse somehow. Because as much as Kate didn’t want to want Nat, she really didn’t want not to be wanted.
A physical response. That’s all it was. And not one she needed to speak aloud, or one she even needed to bow to. She could control herself. She’d have to control herself. Christ, the bullying had been bad enough when it was just about a Walmart shirt. What would it be like if her desire for Nat ever became public knowledge?
Something made her raise her head. A shifting in the air perhaps. And Nat was standing there. She was dressed now, a sleeveless shift in pale orange that looked nearly gold against her skin. But that didn’t stop Kate seeing what was under it, imagining those curves, seeing the grey shadows of ribs, the hollows by her hips.
“Kate, are you alright?”
Pull yourself together. You can do this.
“Yeah, yeah, course. I’m so sorry though. I had no idea that you were in there.”
Nat grinned.
“You know how many people have seen me naked?” she asked. “Way too many. So don’t feel bad about it. I’m not embarrassed, why should you be?”
“I don’t know. I just...” she trailed off.
“It made you uncomfortable, I get it,” Nat said. “But it was completely my fault. There’s a lock on the door and I should have used it. Honestly, though, I’m not bothered. If you’d have stuck around for more than a millisecond you’d have heard me laughing about it.”
“Yeah, sorry. Shock. You know?”
And now she couldn’t even form full sentences.
“You did look kind of like a teenage boy caught peeping,” Nat said, grinning.
Kate closed her eyes, only for a second, only to try and get the image of naked Nat out of her mind, but it was long enough that Nat noticed.
“And you feel really bad about this, don’t you?”
She could only nod. She felt horrific about it, and in ways that she could never tell Nat. Horrific and, a squirming in her stomach told her, still slightly turned on.
“Like I said. It was completely my fault,” said Nat. “And I swear, next time I’ll lock the door. ‘Kay?”
“Okay.”
It almost ended there. It was almost an unfortunate incident to be remembered only at three in the morning when she couldn’t sleep and her brain tried to taunt her with all the embarrassing things that she’d ever done. But it didn’t. She felt Nat hesitating.
“Forgive me?”
Kate nodded again.
And then Nat was stepping closer, bending down, coming so close that she could smell coconut body lotion and sweet shampoo and something else undefinable, something that carried an edge of sea-salt and the syrupy scent of freshly mown grass. That hand was on her shoulder again and those feelings were coming back, stronger now that they’d been acknowledged, and then it came.
It was no more than a soft brushing of lips against her cheek. Barely any contact at all. But it was enough to send sparks of heat tickling across her skin.
“Won’t happen again,” Nat said, drawing back.
And then she was skipping away, opening the front door into the glorious morning, letting the smell of the woods inside.
Kate groaned. This could not be happening. Stupid body, stupid hormones, stupid libido. No. They didn’t get to control things. She controlled things. She, Kate, the brain, whatever. And she knew damn well that all of these feelings were wrong and unacceptable.
“Come on!” shouted Nat from outside. “You’re losing the light.”
And now she had to go out there and pretend that everything was just fine. When all she really wanted to do was curl up in a little ball and pretend that the last five minutes hadn’t happened at all. Well, she thought, she would just pretend they hadn’t happened. The feelings might be there, as inexplicable as they were, but they were impossible feelings so they would be disregarded. Ignored. She wouldn’t even think about them again.
“Come on!” Nat shouted again.
Kate took a deep breath before she stood up, legs still unsteady.
“I’m coming!”




Chapter Seven
Nat had already started pulling equipment out of the van.
“Where do you want this stuff?”
It was enough to shake Kate’s head back to the present, away from her uncomfortable feelings.
“That equipment is expensive, be careful.”
“That’s not what I asked,” Nat said, a case in each hand. “Now where do you want it?”
“Follow me.”
It didn’t take long to set everything up in a small hollow that Kate had known for years. A tree, surrounded by crunching brown leaves, stood in the middle, grown strangely, vertical then horizontal then vertical again, so it was almost like a natural seat.
“From here, right?” asked Nat. “So that the light comes in from the side?”
Kate glanced up from setting the camera, expecting to tell Nat to move. But Nat had chosen the exact right position, the exact right lighting. Exactly what she’d have chosen herself.
“Yeah, that’s fine.”
Her fingers were fumbling with the buttons and switches, she was still disconcerted. Her legs still felt a little shaky. But her logical side was coming to the fore, trying to soothe her, to comfort her. Nat was an attractive woman. Her feelings didn’t have to mean anything at all. They were simply a physical reaction. She might be in lust with the woman, and who wouldn’t be? But it wasn’t like she was actually in love with her. That would be a disaster.
Lust. That was it. Stupid hormones crying out to relieve a biological need. Nothing more, nothing less.
“Aren’t you ready yet? The sun’s going to be setting again if you don’t get started.”
She took a deep breath and raised her camera. Looking at Nat through the viewfinder was better. Having the barrier there, the safety of the camera, made her feel more comfortable again. And soon she was snapping, lost in the images she wanted to create, in the shapes and forms rather than the person.
“Lift your head up, angle it, tilt towards the light.”
The orange shift dress almost blended into the colors of the woods, almost mimicked the light of the rising sun. Nat’s makeup was light, exactly as she’d requested. Her skin was evened out, her eyes outlined in grey, a little rouge on the cheeks, a touch of color on the lips. Nothing more. At times she seemed to disappear into the tree, at others to dance around it like some kind of wood nymph.
“Move your arm. No, the other one. Up and curve it...”
“Like this?”
In frustration, Kate let her camera go, let it hang around her neck. She stepped towards Nat, grabbing at her arm, moving it the way she wanted, before going back to the camera.
“Great, and now bend, curve your spine, almost like a ballet dancer.”
Click. Click. Click.
“No, further, make a real arch.”
Click. Click.
“Jesus, bend will you?”
Again she let the camera drop, again she positioned Nat like a mannequin, her hands sparking on warm skin, but her feelings were at the back of her mind. Involved now, she wanted only to recreate the pictures as she saw them in her mind.
“And you moved,” she said as she lifted the camera again.
Nat’s hands dropped to her side, she straightened up. She’d been silent, compliant, Kate had thought, but now she was looking irritated.
“Why the fuck do you want me here?” she asked.
Kate frowned, concentrating on changing a filter. “What?”
“You could have a damn doll here. You don’t need me.”
Now she did look up. Nat’s face looked like thunder, her cheeks reddening and her dark eyes flashing. “Huh?”
“Stop being so damn controlling. You wanted me here, so let me do my job. Make suggestions by all means, but don’t treat me like I’m some kid on school picture day. I don’t need moving around. I’ve been doing this a long time. Let me do my job!”
She almost snapped. She could feel the anger rising in her, could feel her response coming up and out of her mouth. Arrogant models thinking they knew everything, thinking... But then she remembered the last shoot. Remembered the picture with the scarf. Remembered Brooks telling her to give Nat her freedom. So she took a breath and blew it out.
“Of course.”
But Nat wasn’t done. “And just stop being so controlling in general. Lighten up. You’re not in the city. There’s nothing wrong with me touching your equipment cases. I wasn’t going to steal them.”
“I know that.”
“I was just trying to be helpful. You know what that means? Someone wanting to help you? Most people say thank you, not ‘be careful it’s expensive.’ Maybe you should give gratitude a try sometime.”
There was a heartbeat and somewhere something rustled in the undergrowth.
“You’re right. I’m sorry.”
“Just... Just try and trust me,” said Nat, her anger receding. “I’m not a kid, I’m not an idiot. I want this to go just as well as you do. Just... lighten up a bit. Okay?”
“Okay.”
Sun dappled through the trees creating moving patches of light that Nat danced between. They continued in near silence. It was easier, Kate thought, if she didn’t speak at all.
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It was approaching noon, the light growing whiter and brighter. Kate stripped off her shirt, sweat wicking into the material of her tank top.
“Almost there,” she said.
Nat lay, in white now after several costume changes, across the horizontal part of the tree. Her hair almost swept the leaves below her.
“Hold on, let me get higher. I want to get this from above if I can.”
Kate scrambled up the bank of the hollow, getting right to the rim. She was maybe six feet or so above Nat now, leaning down to capture her lying like Sleeping Beauty. Click, click went the camera.
“Beautiful, nice,” said Kate.
She was trying to be positive, trying not to criticize or control. And Nat was responding to it. She’d sunk into the natural flowing movements between poses, almost constantly moving so that Kate had to keep pressing the shutter button for fear of missing something amazing.
“Nice,” she said again, taking a step backward to get more perspective. “Just a few more, almost there.”
Nat was moving, her back was arching up, her hair descending to the ground. And as she arched Kate saw more than the pose. The movement was so overtly sexual, so intimate, that arching, that lifting of the chin, that it sent a shot of electricity running through her. Her finger still moved on the shutter button, but her legs were shaking all over again.
“That’s it,” she managed to call. “I think we’re done here.”
She straightened up, took a step back, and the world fell away from her.
It was a tangle of color and movement and pain, leaves and twigs and rocks flashing by in less than an instant. The only thing Kate could think about was the camera, clutching it close to herself, trying to protect it. There was nothing she could do. Gravity sucked her downwards as she screwed her eyes closed. Panic rose up in her throat, but no sound would come out. She seemed to move faster and faster and she tried desperately to remember what was at the bottom of the bank but for the life of her, she couldn’t. And that seemed ridiculous to her, she remembered thinking that she’d known these woods like the back of her hand since she was old enough to walk. And then she seemed to fly, to feel weightless for a quick moment of heart-lifting freedom. Then she landed. Water splashed up into the air, ejected by the force of her body hitting the surface of the creek. The breath was knocked out of her and she felt suddenly empty then terror-stricken as she gasped for breath that wouldn’t come.
“Kate! Kate! Oh, Jesus, God, Kate!”
If she hadn’t been breathless, if she hadn’t been gasping and clawing to get oxygen into her lungs, it might have been almost funny.
“Kate! Jesus! Kate!”
The scrambling and rustling and sound of sliding, the swearing and panting and cries of her name, and then Nat, face pale and sweating, curls of hair stuck to her forehead, a smear of dirt across the side of her beautiful face.
“Jesus Kate, you scared the living hell out of me.”
And the weight lifted, the darkness that was descending started to gradually lighten, and she managed to get a mouthful of air, and then another and another.
“Camera,” was the first word she said.
Nat’s hands picked the camera up, gently untangled the strap from around her neck.
“It looks fine,” she said, carefully putting it down. “Better than you do at any rate. Come on, let’s get you up. Can you walk?”
Kate tried to nod but couldn’t, so she held her hand up and Nat took it. Between them both they got her standing. She was shaky on her feet but mobile.
“Think you can make it back to the cabin?” asked Nat, her face concerned.
“Yeah.”
But every particle of her was hurting, even her insides seemed shaken up and bruised. And when Nat put an arm around her shoulders, steadying her and warming her at the same time, she didn’t object. For once she just let herself be helped, reveling in the warmness and closeness. Her stomach jolted, her heart raced, but she let it happen. Just this once, she told herself. Just for right now. Just let me enjoy this one tiny part of goodness in an otherwise shitty event. Nat squeezed her closer as they stumbled together towards the path to the cabin. I’ll never let her touch me like this again, Kate vowed. Not after this time. But let me have just this one freebie. I need it.
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“Where’s the vodka?”
The question came as soon as the cabin door was open and Kate pulled herself away from Nat’s arm. Seriously? That was her answer to this? She wanted a drink?
“Did you pour it away?” asked Nat, her eyes liquidy and soft with need. “Or is it still here?”
“I fall down a cliff and you want a drink?” Kate said, voice dripping and anger rising. “So much for not being an addict.”
“I–”
“No, don’t make excuses to me. If that’s your only reaction then screw it. Have your damn drink. I’m too wet and cold and hurt to babysit an idiot. It’s in the bathroom.”
Nat stared at her but said nothing. Then she simply turned away and went to the bathroom. So much for a connection, Kate thought bitterly. So much for making a difference, for getting through to her. So much for... for anything else. She was shaking now from shock and cold. Quickly she peeled off her wet clothes, dragging a pair of shorts and a t-shirt from her backpack and hearing the sounds of searching from the bathroom.
She crawled onto the couch, wrapped the blanket around her shoulders. She should have known better. Nat had been charming, nice, lovely even. But it was all a ploy. It was just a way to placate her so that she’d give a good report back to Brooks. Only the accident had been enough to break her fragile will power. And now she needed a drink. At least something good had come from falling, at least she could see the true Nat. At least she didn’t need to pretend...
Nat reappeared, bottle in hand and silently went to the kitchen. Kate could hear her pouring the liquor. She closed her eyes.
“Here.”
When she opened them again, Nat was standing in front of her, a single glass in her hand.
“Here,” she said again.
“What?”
“The drink,” said Nat quietly. “It’s for you. It’ll warm you. And alcohol’s good for shock. Take it.”
When Kate didn’t move, Nat put the glass on the coffee table and sat down on the other end of the couch. It was a long minute, a regretful and uncomfortable minute, before Kate picked the drink up. The first taste burned in her mouth and warmed all the way down.
“I’m sorry.”
Nat rubbed at her face, smearing eyeliner and mascara just enough to give her eyes a smoky look. “I know.”
“No, you don’t. I’m really sorry. Truly. I jumped to conclusions and now I feel like an idiot. Particularly after you helped me.”
There was a sigh.
“I feel like you’ve pre-judged me,” said Nat. “Like you feel like you know me even though you don’t. You just seem to have this idea of what I am and how I’m supposed to behave. And you base your responses, your behavior, off these ideas. I don’t think it’s very fair.”
“It’s not,” said Kate, putting the glass down again and trying not to betray the anxiety she felt at Nat coming so close to the truth.
“We’ve talked about me,” said Nat. “About how I’m supposed to be arrogant and spoiled and all that other stuff. But we haven’t talked about you. So I’m just going to go ahead and say it. Kate, you’re controlling. I guess you think that doing things yourself is easier. But you don’t see the effect it has on other people. You make others feel useless, unwanted, unnecessary. You make me feel like I’m a little kid.”
Kate bit her lip. “Okay. I understand.”
“Why are you like this? Why is it so difficult for you to let go? To let someone else help you? Or even to listen to them?”
There wasn’t a hint of criticism in her voice. She sounded honestly curious. Which was maybe why Kate’s defenses dropped for just a moment, just long enough to tell the truth. Maybe too much of the truth.
“My grandfather,” she said. “It was him, I think. Not in a bad way. He was lovely. Kind, generous. But he always taught me to rely on myself. He always said that there’s no one you can trust as much as yourself, so why would you? I think maybe that’s where it comes from. That idea that to be strong I have to accomplish everything alone...”
She trailed off, sensing something. The air had changed, the feeling inside the cabin had changed. Goosebumps prickled on her arms. She glanced over at Nat and saw that her eyes were narrowing, that her mind was turning, that something was happening and she didn’t know what. She didn’t understand at all. Until Nat spoke.
“Don’t I know you?”
Kate forced herself to laugh. “I should hope so by now.”
But Nat wasn’t laughing. “That’s not what I meant. I meant don’t I know you, like outside of all this? Haven’t I met you before?”
And Kate’s heart stopped.




Chapter Eight
Panic set in. Her vision started to cloud, her face started to blush, her breath started to come faster. And she said the first thing that came out of her mouth.
“No, of course not.”
She said it with certainty. Nat hadn’t recognized her thus far, why would she now? But Nat was still staring at her, mind still turning.
“Kate. Katie. Katie... what was it? Steinman? Stein something...”
“Steinhauser.”
The game was up.
“Steinhauser. That’s it. I would never have recognized you. I didn’t recognize you.” And Nat’s face looked almost joyful. “If you hadn’t fallen in that creek. It’s your hair. Now that it’s wet and all sleeked back, I can see it. Little Katie Steinhauser. Your grandfather, that’s what sealed it for me. I remember that. Remember that you lived with him. Katie...”
She trailed off. Kate stared at her, waiting for her to cotton on, waiting for the pieces to click into place. She was afraid and didn’t really know why. There was nothing Nat could do to her now. They were both adults. The shame of being caught lying was part of it, but there was more than that.
“Why didn’t you say anything?” Nat asked.
Screw it. Kate picked up her glass and downed the rest of the drink. She needed a drink for this. The bottle was still sitting in the kitchen and she got up to get it, moving in silence, Nat watching her. As an afterthought she bought a second glass. Probably they both needed a drink. Not to get drunk, just to smooth things along. Screw Brooks Lyon and his babysitting job. Some things were more important.
“You must have recognized me,” Nat said when Kate came back to the couch.
“Natalie Bingham. How could I forget?”
Nat smiled just a little. “There’s a name I haven’t heard for a long time. What was it, sixth grade? Oakton Middle, right?”
“Seventh too,” Kate said, pushing a half-full glass towards Nat and picking up her own.
Nat ignored the glass. “So you knew, of course you knew. Why didn’t you say anything? Remind me or something. Jesus, Kate, you’ve changed so much. You should have said.”
And the dam broke.
“Why?” Kate said, and she could hear the bitterness in her own voice and hated herself for it. “Why should I have said something? So you could make my life a living hell again? So you could diss me to the popular kids? So you could pull my hair and rip my shirt and tell me how bad I smelled?”
The words sounded so stupid, so infantile. The actions she described did nothing to show the feelings they’d evoked, nothing to describe her pain. And Nat was turning pale, her olive skin going yellow.
“That was a million years ago,” she said.
“So? So what? You ruined my life. You stripped away every ounce of confidence I had. You left me a miserable shell of a little girl. I should just forget all about it, should I? And why? So that you could be popular. So that the other girls would like you more? You climbed me to the top of the social pyramid. You stomped me down flat so that you could be more popular than me. But there was no reason for it. You were the pretty one, everyone loved you already. You didn’t have to hurt me to make them like you. You didn’t...”
Her breath was coming in hiccups and she stopped speaking, not wanting to show the weakness, drinking instead.
“Jesus Christ, Kate. I, uh, I don’t know what to say.”
Finally, Nat picked up her glass, sipping at it, grimacing at the acrid taste of it.
“This would be better with ice,” she said.
Just like that, with that touch of normalcy, Kate’s anger fled. She was simply confused now, confused and sad and hurt and a million other things.
“I was just a little kid,” Kate said, knowing she sounded pitiful. “A little kid with no parents, no money, my grandfather doing the best he could to raise me. And I was happy. Happy until you and your friends started pointing out all the things wrong with me. Until you held a mirror up to me and made me see how pathetic I was. And then you broke me.”
There was a long silence. Long enough for Kate to take two more swallows of her drink and feel them burning all the way down, the alcohol stretching out to her fingers and toes, creeping through her veins.
“I’m sorry.”
Kate said nothing.
“I know it doesn’t fix anything. I know it doesn’t help anything. But I’m so, so sorry. From the bottom of my heart, with everything I have, I’m sorry Kate.”
“It was a long time ago.”
“But it still matters, doesn’t it? It still hurts you. I still hurt you. And I don’t even know how to begin. I’m not a bad person Kate. I can see why you’d think that, I can see why you’ve judged me already. But I’m not a bad person. I wasn’t a bad kid. I was just... confused, I guess.”
Kate snorted. “Seriously? You think I should feel sorry for you?”
Nat picked up her glass again. “Maybe,” she said. “Maybe there are things you don’t understand either. I’m not looking for excuses. I’m just saying that everyone’s fighting their own battles, ones you don’t know about. There were reasons I acted as I did. Not good ones. But reasons. And what twelve year old ever has good reasons for anything? At the time it was... important, I suppose.”
“What?” asked Kate. “What reasons could you possibly have had? Huh? Why was your life so tough? You lived in a big house, obviously had plenty of money, had plenty of friends. What was so bad that you had to take it out on me?”
Nat swirled her glass in her hand. “I’ve not thought about it,” she said, carefully. “My parents sent me to boarding school after seventh grade. I tried to put everything behind, to start again, to ignore everything. I haven’t thought about this for years. I was... lonely, I guess.”
“You? Lonely?”
“You can laugh,” Nat said. “But I bet you that even with no parents your home life was a hell of a lot happier than mine. You at least had a grandfather that loved you.”
Even her tone sounded lonely. She wasn’t lying. For some reason, Kate had a sense for Nat’s lies and truth. And this was a truth. She’d never thought of Nat as anything other than a bully, never considered that perhaps she could be a victim in her own way. But of course she was. Kids didn’t act that way out of badness, they learned badness, experienced it themselves, or acted out. She felt a pricking of her conscience at this, and also a curiosity. She wanted to know why, wanted to understand. Perhaps then she could finally put all this behind her.
“Tell me about it.”
“What?”
“Your home life. Explain it to me.”
Nat put her glass down and Kate saw that it was still more than half full.
“I was an only child,” she said. “My parents were, are, rich. My father worked all the time. My mother... I guess I have to be honest right?”
Kate looked into those cat eyes and nodded.
“Well, my mom drank, played Bridge. Had affairs. Went shopping. Traveled. I used to wonder why they had me at all. I never saw either one of them. I had nannies and au pairs. Sure, there were things, presents, gifts. But they were always brought by a secretary, and assistant, the housekeeper. They were never personal, you know? I’m sounding pathetic, aren’t I?”
“A little,” Kate said, but she said it gently.
“I was lonely. And that little group of girls, me, Pamela Strick, Marcey Linton, Jen Greyson, they were my family. I still remember their names, their birthdays, hell, I can recite their phone numbers. We met in fifth grade. They sucked me into their group. I was so happy to have someone, anyone, that I didn’t realize until far too late that we didn’t have a healthy relationship. To be honest, I didn’t know what a healthy relationship was. They were all I had.”
“And they forced you into bullying me?”
She might as well ask the question, might as well turn the mirror on Nat for a change.
“No,” said Nat. “No. It wasn’t like that at all. It was more... insidious perhaps. I wanted them to like me. They were catty about others, bitchy behind their backs, so I did the same. Then one day I said something to someone, and... and it all sort of grew out of control. Suddenly I was this bully, this person that said things and did things that I didn’t like, that I didn’t want to do. I don’t know if I can explain it.”
Kate was quiet for a while, letting it all sink in, watching Nat’s half-full glass.
“It made you fit in. It was what was expected of you. Just like the drink and the drugs are now,” she said, finally.
“No,” said Nat. She paused. “Maybe.”
“Why me?”
“I don’t know. Why not you, I suppose. You were there.”
“I was an easy target.”
“And you were beautiful,” Nat said suddenly. “You were beautiful and I could see it in you. I could tell that you hadn’t recognized it in yourself yet, that you hadn’t seen it. But I saw what you were becoming and I wanted to crush it. I was the beautiful one. Beauty was my thing. It was all that I was, all that I am. My father used to call me ‘my beauty.’ I didn’t want you to have that too.”
“Jealousy.”
“Probably.”
Kate stirred. “You know, you’re not just beautiful.”
Nat laughed, but it wasn’t a real laugh, it was a sad approximation of one. “Sometimes I wonder,” she said. “My face is what defines me. It’s who I am. I’m the beautiful one.”
“But you’ve told me yourself that you’re generous, that you stand up for yourself, that you’re optimistic.”
“I am. But that’s never what people see. They just see the beauty.”
Kate took a drink. “You know,” she said. “I’m not going to feel sorry for you because you’re beautiful.”
And then Nat did laugh, a real one. “You’re probably right about that,” she said. “Sorry.”
“You thought I was beautiful.”
The thought didn’t seem real.
“You are beautiful, Kate. Jesus. Did I destroy you so much that you can’t even see that now?”
Kate shrugged. She felt uncomfortable, like a pinned butterfly wriggling under glass. Nat shifted closer. Her hand reached out, touched Kate’s leg and she wanted to recoil but couldn’t, didn’t.
“Kate, I am so sorry. I can’t say anything else. I can’t undo what’s been done. I understand if you hate me.”
“I don’t.”
The words slipped out without her thinking about it.
“Give me another chance. I don’t deserve it. God knows, if I were you, I’d want to punch me right about now.”
Kate sipped slowly from her glass. “Tell me something,” she said. “Would you do it again? Given the same circumstances, given that we were the same people now as then, would you do the same thing again.”
It took a moment for Nat to answer. A moment when the afternoon sun caught her hair and made it glow in a halo around her head.
“If I were me but taken back all those years, no. If I were the same little girl all over again, then yes.”
The honesty took Kate by surprise. She nodded.
“You really thought I was beautiful?” she asked. She couldn’t help herself. It was such a strange thing to hear.
“I did. I do,” Nat said. And she was leaning closer. Close enough that Kate could smell her again, close enough that the warmth emanating from her was tickling at Kate’s skin. “And maybe there was something else, some other reason. Some reason that I was far too young to understand at the time.”
“Like what?” Kate had to force the question out of her dry mouth.
Nat’s lips were tantalizingly close. Those eyes were half-closed and Kate could feel the energy sparking between them. She didn’t understand it, but she could feel it. All it would take would be for one of them to shift, just an inch, and then those lips would be touching hers. Her pulse raced, warmth welled up in her stomach.
“Like what?” she pressed, wanting to hear it, knowing what it was, what it could be, but not wanting to assume it.
Nat’s eyes flashed closed and infinitesimally she moved back.
“Nothing,” she said. “Nothing. Forget that I said anything.”
She turned and looked towards the window.
“Time’s moving on,” she said.
“I need to go and get all that equipment from outside.”
“I’ll get it.”
Kate was about to demur, about to say that she could do it herself, but Nat’s look stopped her.
“Please,” Nat said. “Let me get it. I’ll be careful. Let me help.”
She nodded and Nat stood up.
The cabin seemed empty without her, colder. Kate wasn’t dumb. Something had almost happened there, something that she wanted just as much as she hated herself for wanting it. Nat’s explanations had helped. Not excused, but helped. Maybe she understood just a little better now. The pain wasn’t gone, but it was soothed, duller somehow. But all of that faded against what had almost been spoken, almost been done.
“She’s got a boyfriend.”
She had to speak the words aloud to make them seem more real.
“She’s got a boyfriend and she’s not interested.”
Adding the clause didn’t help. Nat’s actions, her words, all said that she was interested. Kate just didn’t understand why. Nat knew she was gay, had heard her tell Jake that she was gay. Maybe this was just a new game, a new form of teasing, one that would end with her being just as hurt as before.
Then her anger was back. That’s what this had to be. A new way of bullying her. A new way of making her feel inferior. She swallowed, wetting her lips, picking up her glass again and downing the rest of the liquor. Nat Lee was not to be trusted. Not in the slightest.
And yet, said the voice in her head, you didn’t think she was lying, did you? Not like every other time she lied.
Kate lay down, pulling the blanket over her. It was early, but she was tired. So tired. All the thinking, the talking, the emotions, the drinking, all exhausted her. She closed her eyes. Her last thought was that this couldn’t happen. None of this could happen. Maybe she was dreaming it all.




Chapter Nine
The shoot finished without incident. Kate kept her comments to herself, tried to be less controlling, and acted as professionally as she knew how. Nat did her job, in the effortless, elegant way that she had. And Kate ignored the light-hearted comments, the hand on her arm, the attempts at conversation, until Nat seemed to withdraw back into herself.
By a little after lunchtime on Sunday, they were back on the road, and Kate had never been so glad to see the back of the cabin. Bringing Nat here, letting her memories despoil the place, had been a mistake. Letting someone else into her little private oasis hadn’t been a good thing. The trip back to the city was distant. Music played, but no one sang. Whatever fragile connection had been made was no longer there, destroyed in part by Kate’s own silence, she knew that. She missed it, missed the growing sense of a kind of bond building, but it was all for the best.
They were approaching the outskirts of the city before Nat spoke.
“Thank you.”
“For what?”
“For taking me up there. It was your grandfather’s place wasn’t it?”
“Yes,” said Kate, hoping the short answer would dissuade Nat from talking more.
“It was nice,” she said quietly. “Calm. Peaceful. You’re nice.”
Kate said nothing and Nat shifted in her seat until she was half-turned toward her.
“You calm me,” she said. “I don’t know why. I feel more centered around you. I guess because there’s no pressure. I don’t have to be... cool, I suppose. It’s a nice feeling. I’m not doing a great job of explaining myself, but I wanted to say thank you.”
Kate thawed a little, could feel the ice dripping away from her vow to remain distant.
“You should feel like that all the time,” she said.
“I’d like to.”
But Nat’s words were more than a generality. They seemed to hold a promise of something more. Something that made Kate uncomfortable again and hopeful as well, the two feelings mixing together and blending until they were indistinguishable.
“The life you lead in the city is toxic,” she said now, knowing it would irritate Nat. “The drugs, the drink, the people. It’s a toxic life and one that’s going to destroy you if you’re not careful.”
She was skirting the city now, taking the next exit, the one that would bring them out closest to Nat’s building.
“It’s the only life I know,” Nat said. “It’s the only life I know how to live. The only one I want.” She paused, then added: “I’m strong enough to get through it though.”
And Kate found herself hoping that she truly was, that Nat wasn’t going to crumble and fade into obscurity, or worse, as so many others did in the city.
“Bring me copies of the pictures?” Nat said as they were turning into her street.
“Sure,” said Kate, intending to courier them. The less contact she had with Nat, the better.
“Aw, shit.”
It took Kate a second to see what the problem was, but as she got closer to the building she saw a bright red Porsche parked outside, half on the curb. She pulled in behind it and was far from surprised when Brooks Lyon stepped out of it.
“Nat honey,” he said, swooping in to kiss Nat’s cheeks.
“Just grabbing my bags,” Nat said, escaping his embrace and walking around the van.
“She looks good.”
Kate nodded, wondering if this was why Brooks was here, to check up on them, to see if she’d kept to their agreement. Then she remembered her part of the deal. Fair was fair.
“She was amazing,” she said. “Professional, mature, the shots are looking incredible. She was a real pro, Brooks. Definitely able to handle the shoot without any... help.” She didn’t want to say the words booze or pills, so she didn’t.
Brooks grinned. “Looks like I should employ you as a full-time babysitter then,” he said.
Kate slammed the van door as she climbed back in and poked her head out of the window. “Not a chance.”
She heard the trunk slam and assumed that Nat had her stuff.
“Bye!” she called out of the window.
And then she pulled out, not waiting to see if Nat had heard her, wanting to get home, wanting her own space.
Unloading the van took forever. And as she was staggering up the studio stairs with yet another pair of hard cases she wanted, just for a brief moment, Nat to be there to help her. Wanted another pair of hands.
✽✽✽
 
“So, was it absolutely horrific?”
Mel’s blonde hair was shining in the lights of the bar. A typical Mel bar, Kate thought, as a cold cocktail was slid in front of her. All white and chrome and people so beautiful that they had to be fake. Half the women in here could barely move their faces they’d had so much work done. It all suddenly depressed her, this constant LA pressure to look good, to look young, to look perfect.
“Yes and no,” she allowed.
“Both? Hell, Kate, give me something to work with here. I need details.”
Kate sighed, and in one swift movement she tipped back the cocktail, draining it, the fruity bitterness making her eyes water.
“Jesus. She turned you into an alcoholic.”
Kate put the glass down and gestured to the waiter for another.
“The work stuff was fine,” she said. “Great. I’ve spent the last three and a half days going over the shots and doing touch ups. They’re amazing.”
“Okay,” Mel said slowly. “So what’s the hard drinking all about then?”
“She knows who I am.”
Mel’s eyes widened and her mouth formed a perfect O. She jiggled in her chair with excitement.
“Tell me all, tell me everything. What did she say? What did you say? Did you punch her?”
“No punching,” Kate said, grinning against her will.
And then she spilled the whole story, telling Mel almost every detail about the weekend. She left out only the truly personal stuff, only the feelings, only the things that she didn’t even want to think about herself.
“She sounds sad,” Mel said when Kate was done talking. “Lonely. I know she hurt you, Kate. But I can’t help but feel kind of bad for her. Imagine growing up with parents who didn’t even want you. Parents who couldn’t care a damn where you were or what you were doing. Growing up as an expensive and beautiful pet.”
Kate sighed. “I know. I felt the same. Feel the same. I don’t excuse what she did. But I’m finding it harder and harder not to... well, forgive it I guess.”
“Forgiveness is good. Forgiveness is healthy. Leave the baggage behind and move on.”
“I know, I know. You don’t have to give me the LA psychoanalysis fad of the moment,” Kate said. “Forgiveness is good, if I can actually get there. I’m not sure right now. It’s all still kind of new. I need to change an opinion I’ve held for years and years, change the way I think about something that hurt me deeply. It’s not exactly easy.”
The second drink arrived, and Kate sipped at this one.
“So what’s got you all down in the mouth?” Mel asked. She was twirling a lock of blonde hair around her finger for the benefit of a tall, dark man dressed in a tailored suit and sitting at the far end of the bar. “You’ve got your shots, you’re going to have a stunning portfolio. You’ve completed the assignment, there’s no need for you to see Nat Lee again. Everything seems to be coming up roses.”
“I worry about her,” Kate said without really thinking about it.
“About who?”
“Nat.”
Why was she doing this? Why was she saying this?
“Why?”
Kate shrugged. “This life she leads, it’s going to kill her one way or another. She thinks she’s so strong. But I’m not sure she is. She was fine over the weekend, but back in the city, I don’t think she’ll hold out for too long before she’s back to partying and drinking and popping pills.”
Mel frowned and untangled her hair with deft fingers. “Why do you care?” she asked. “It’s not like you have to see her again. Okay, so you shared a past. That doesn’t mean you need to be bosom buddies now. You got your closure, or kind of. Accept it and move on.”
And Kate’s heart started to shake and her fingers grew slippery around the stem of her glass. She needed to talk about this, needed to say the words. And Mel was the only person she could do that with. The only one.
“I’m not so sure.”
“Not sure?”
“I think... I mean, I guess, there could be...” And words failed her.
She couldn’t look at Mel, but she could feel her, sense her. It was dawning on her, she felt the crackling energy of Mel begin to understand.
“You like her.”
There. She hadn’t said the words. Mel had. Was that any better or any worse than her admitting them herself?
She took a breath. “Maybe.”
“Jesus, Kate. What the hell happened up there?”
“I don’t know. I honestly don’t. She’s not who I expected her to be. She’s not the way I thought she’d be. She’s attractive, certainly. But there’s more than that. She’s smart, asks great questions, understands the business. She’s helpful. She calls me out on my shit, tells me when I’m being controlling. She sings in the car even though she can’t hold a tune in a bucket. I don’t know. Who does know? What makes one person like another? Hormones? Chemistry? I wish I didn’t feel this way, I wish I could understand why I do so that I could stop it. But I can’t stop it. It’s just how it is.”
“Falling in love with your childhood nemesis,” Mel said thoughtfully. “There’s a movie treatment in that somewhere.”
“I didn’t say I was falling in love. I said I might like her. Against my will. Much against my will.”
“What about her will?” asked Mel.
“I’m not sure,” confessed Kate. “She’s straight. She has a boyfriend. But I thought that maybe there was something there. She was touchy-feely, but maybe that’s just her. I got, I don’t know, signals I suppose. But I might have misinterpreted them.”
Mel sniffed and emptied her glass.
“There have been rumors about Jake Allingham,” she said. “But then there are always rumors about nubile young actors with faces like Greek Gods. I never put much stock in them myself.”
“You’re saying that, what, that they’re both gay and putting it all on for the press? Seriously, Mel.” Kate stared at her and shook her head. “It’s the twenty-first century. People do not do that anymore.”
“You’d be surprised,” Mel said. “I could name three celebrity couples just off the top of my head that are in marriages of convenience. Either because one or both of them are gay or for some other reason, like the real object of their affection is someone unsuitable by LA standards. The press hold a hell of a lot of sway in this city, Kate. And a lot of people will do a lot of things to keep the fame, power and money that’s promised to them.”
“No,” Kate said firmly. “That’s ridiculous. And verging on wishful thinking. I won’t believe it. Besides, all of this is pointless. With any luck I’ll be moving to New York some time soon. I don’t want to have anything to do with Nat Lee. This whole experience was... interesting maybe, and not always in a good way. But it’s over. Any stupid emotional feelings on my part will go. I’m sure of it.”
“Whatever you say,” Mel said.
“Nothing can or will happen.”
“And yet you obviously have feelings. Why not act on them? Why not just speak up, ask for what you want? The worst that can happen is that she says no.”
Or that she leaks it to the press, or to the network of PR agents and freelance agents and magazines that Kate hoped were going to take an interest in her work. Or Nat laughed at her. That, that would hurt the most.
“Let it go. Nothing will happen. It was a learning experience and I’ve grown from it. End of story.”
“Whatever you say,” said Mel again.
Kate gave her an eye roll. “Tell me about your week,” she said.
✽✽✽
 
It was late on a Friday afternoon almost two weeks since the cabin shoot when Kate’s phone rang on her desk. She shoved her hair out of her eyes and blinked to get the images from her computer screen out of her mind before picking it up. Unknown number. She clicked ‘accept call.’
“Kate S. Photography.”
“Are you avoiding me?”
Her hand started trembling. In truth yes, she had been ignoring Nat. She just wanted her to go away. Had hoped that she would go away, that this whole thing would fade away into the past and she could get on with her life. She’d ignored the emails, had even ignored a couple of calls from Brooks.
“No, of course not.”
But the sound of Nat’s voice brought lightness to her heart even though she knew it shouldn’t. She’d tried so hard to put Nat out of her mind, which was tough to do when she’d spent hours poring over her pictures and selecting the perfect ones for her portfolio. Just four words though, and all her feelings came flooding back. Four words and her heart was throbbing and her pulse was racing and her mouth was dry.
“Good. Because you promised me copies of those pictures and I’m going to hold you to it,” Nat said through the phone. “You’re not the only one with a portfolio, you know.”
“I’ll get them couriered over tomorrow.”
“Nope, bring them over tonight.”
Kate thought fast, but not fast enough. “I, uh, can’t.”
“Why, what are you doing?”
“Working.” Not a good enough answer.
“It’s Friday night. Take a break. Bring me the pics, please? I need to work on my portfolio with Brooks and he’s called some horrible meeting at an ungodly hour tomorrow, probably to try and keep me from getting into trouble tonight. Please, Kate?”
She hated that she wanted to go. Hated that she wanted to see her. Why? Why draw all this out? Why put herself into an impossible situation? But she couldn’t think of an excuse. More, she wanted to be there. One last time, she promised herself. One time. She’d go, drop off the pictures, then leave. Five minutes max. She’d steal a memory, a glimpse of the private Nat, a remembrance of her scent, an image of the light catching in her eyes. Something to look at, to remember later, privately, when all this was less confusing. Just one last time.
“Fine,” she said. “I’ll be there in an hour.”




Chapter Ten
“I have big news.”
Kate was standing in the corridor still, the big double front door open, Nat standing framed by it. She was wearing simple cut-offs and a t-shirt, nothing special. No makeup. Her hair was looped up, kept off her face. She was breath-taking. Absolutely beautiful. Kate felt her body start to respond, worse, felt her head start to respond. And Nat was blushing and talking at the same time and Kate wanted to kiss her.
There, she’d admitted it to herself. She wanted to kiss Nat Lee. She wanted to feel those lips, to feel that skin, to sink into those eyes. And why? Because she sang badly in the car. Because she helped carry a few bags. Because she looked so badly like she needed love. Who else in Nat’s life had ever loved her?
“Big news?” she managed to echo.
“Come in, come in,” Nat said, standing aside. “First, and most important, I want you to know that I’m clean. Not a single pill or anything else since we left the cabin. Oh, I’ve had a couple of glasses of champagne her and there, but never more than two at a time. And I’ve not been in the gossip pages for almost a week. Brooks is about to lose his shit.”
“Why?” Kate was following her down the hallway.
“Because there’s no pleasing him,” Nat grinned. “It’s not enough that I’m not hitting the front pages for bad reasons, I should be hitting them for good reasons instead. I told him I was working on it.”
“Are you?”
“Not really,” she grinned again.
It was a good start, there was no denying that. But it had been all of two weeks. And even two weeks clean didn’t make Nat’s lifestyle any less toxic. The pressure she was under must be incredible, Kate thought. Maybe Nat was stronger than she’d given her credit for. Saying no to her so-called friends must be tough. She relaxed a little more, let herself draw just a little closer to Nat.
“And the best part is, thanks to your report on my performance, Brooks has put me up for an audition next week,” Nat was saying. “It’s a big part too, something amazing though I’m not supposed to talk about it.”
She had led them to a large table, chairs surrounding it, a low light suspended over the tabletop.
“That’s why my portfolio needs work,” she was saying. “And why I’m grateful for you bringing the pictures over. And obviously, grateful to you for...”
She looked up and her eyes were sparkling and Kate knew, just knew, that she was falling for her. She tried to stall the fall.
“No need for gratitude.”
“Yes, there is. Kate, you gave me the confidence I needed, you gave me strength, calm, whatever it was that happened up there. You showed me that I can do this. And you told Brooks that I could too. I owe you. Big time.”
“Don’t mention it.”
Her stomach was feeling uncomfortable, twisting and turning with emotions. She put the envelope of pictures onto the table. And Nat promptly emptied it out and bent over the shots.
Maybe a TV job would be good for her. A stricter schedule, less time to party, people watching over her all the time. A steady paycheck. Perhaps this was just what Nat needed. Or perhaps, said Kate’s little back-of-the-head voice, perhaps you’re just what she needs. I make her feel centered, she said so, I make her feel calm. Perhaps I’m just what she needs. She could help Nat, she saw that now.
There was no reason that she should want to help Nat though. Other than her obvious attraction to her. No reason why she should accept this woman that had treated her so badly back into her life. Yet Nat really had changed. Hadn’t she?
“This one and this one are the best,” Nat said, separating two shots from the rest.
Kate looked down. One was a shot that she’d already selected herself for her own portfolio. The other was one she’d quickly disregarded.
“Really? This one?” she asked, pointing to the second.
“Look at the light,” Nat said. “Look closely. Look at the juxtaposition of textures on the dress and the tree trunk. Look at the way the lines blur together and yet everything stands separately. This is a brilliant photo, Kate.”
And Kate did look more closely. She was right. The image that she’d dismissed so quickly on her computer screen was actually a wonderful one. Not just beautiful, but technically proficient as well. She made a mental note to add it back into her portfolio. Nat sorted through a few more of the pictures.
“You know, you really have to relax.”
Instinctively, Kate let her arms hang a little more freely. Nat caught the movement and laughed.
“Not right now. When you’re shooting,” she said.
It could have been an insult, a criticism. But Nat’s tone wasn’t critical. Kate thought she was being constructive. And the woman obviously knew what she was talking about. Kate had completely missed that second picture, would have trashed it if Nat hadn’t noticed it.
“Why?” she asked cautiously.
“Because you’re too controlling. Even in the way you hold the camera. You’re stiff and in charge. You need to relax and let the process happen. You can see it in this picture,” she pointed to a shot. “And this, and this. They seem almost too posed, too framed. There’s an element of spontaneity missing.”
“What do you mean?”
“Here,” Nat said, looking around and then grabbing a book that happened to be sitting close by. “Hold this like you’d hold your camera.”
Kate did as she was told, feeling stupid.
“And already you’re gripping it like someone’s going to take it away from you. You’re too stiff.” Nat was behind her now, putting her hands onto Kate’s arms, moving them. Kate almost groaned. The touch was too much and not enough. She wanted more.
“Relax,” Nat said.
She moved a little, coming around so that she could see Kate’s face. But one of her hands was still there, trailing now so that Nat was lightly holding her around the waist. It felt... good. Natural. Kate tried not to breath harder, tried to show no sign that the touch was having any effect at all.
“Have you ever done yoga?” Nat asked.
Kate shook her head dumbly.
“Okay, try this,” said Nat.
By the third pose that Nat showed her Kate was feeling a lot more relaxed, but that was mostly because she was almost hysterical with laughter. Everything that Nat could do so naturally and effortlessly seemed to end up with Kate falling on her butt. And every time she fell they both dissolved into giggles.
“That’s probably enough,” Nat said, wiping her eyes. “Else there’s a serious chance I’m going to wet myself.” She looked up and Kate caught her eyes, and then she smiled just a little. “Hey, you want to grab some dinner? It’s getting late. We could go out if you want or just order in. Whatever.”
No. No, no, no. The defenses came back. This couldn’t happen. She couldn’t stay. She was falling for Nat, whatever she’d told Mel, and that just couldn’t happen. Couldn’t happen at all. For a million reasons.
“No, I, uh, I can’t.”
“Oh. Okay.”
The hurt was evident. But Kate was saved from any further explanation by Jake, who came bounding down the stairs looking like a million bucks. Jeans tight, hair gelled back, he looked like he’d stepped straight out of a shoot.
“I should be going,” Kate said immediately.
“Don’t go on my account,” Jake grinned. The doorbell sounded. “That’ll be for me.”
Kate was already turning towards the door, looking for her escape route, so she saw exactly what happened next.
Jake opened the door. He pulled inside the person waiting. A thin, Asian man, skin like toasted almonds and hair spiky. And then he kissed him.
“Missed you.”
The man grinned.
“See you later girls,” Jake said, before hurrying the man out of the apartment.
Kate turned back to Nat, who was smiling in a sad kind of way. “Who was that?” She knew that she sounded accusatory.
“That would be Van.” A heartbeat of a pause. “Jake’s boyfriend.”
Kate felt her heart speed up. She said nothing, not sure of what to say, what her reaction should be.
“And now you know our dirtiest secret,” Nat said finally.
“But why?” was the only thing Kate could think of to say.
“Come over here,” Nat said, walking towards the couch. “You look like you might fall over.”
Kate followed her, not sure if she was following what was happening. Not sure if she was pleased or sad or... anything.
“Why?” Nat said, sitting down and waiting until Kate joined. “The same reason anyone does anything in this town. Reputation. Brooks set it up, it was his idea. Well, him and Jake’s agent too. It works out for both of us.”
“But who cares?” asked Kate. “I mean, seriously, it’s not like being gay is a problem nowadays.”
“You’d be surprised,” said Nat. “Especially for someone like Jake. His romantic comedies play well in the Red states, he’s got fans, followers in love with him. It makes financial sense, career sense, for him not to be out. And for me, well, Jake gives me somewhat of an aura of respectability, I suppose. At least that was the plan. That I look more settled, less wild.”
“How awful.”
Her words barely covered the tip of her feelings about having to hide who you were. Nat sighed.
“But now that’s out of the way, now you know, there’s something else. I’ve been trying here, Kate. Trying so hard. And I don’t know if it’s that I’m not being clear enough or if you’re just not interested at all. God knows, I’d understand if you aren’t.”
“What are you talking about?” Even though she knew full well what Nat was talking about.
“This,” said Nat. “Us. Is it just me? Or is there something here? Something starting?”
“Something? Us? What?”
She sounded like an idiot, but she hadn’t had time to process this new information, no time to sort it all out in her head. Nat sighed again and banged her head on the back of the couch in a show of frustration.
“Jesus. Okay, let’s be clear then. Cards on the table. Kate. I like you. As in like you like you. As in I’m attracted to you. And I was starting to think that maybe, possibly, you might feel the same way. But maybe I’m wrong. If I am, just say the word and I’ll leave you alone.”
“You like me?”
Nat laughed and ran her fingers through her hair.
“Kate, I’ve come so close to kissing you a half dozen times. Did you really have no idea?”
Her heart was pounding. She swallowed.
“Then why didn’t you?”
It wasn’t the question that she’d meant to ask. She had no idea what she’d meant to say.
“Because I was afraid,” shrugged Nat.
“Afraid?”
“You’re always so spiky. So in control. And I guess I’m jealous of that. Jealous that you always have things in hand. That... I don’t know. That you’re you. I mean, why would you want me?”
And now Kate laughed. It was so unlike Nat, so unexpected.
“No, I’m serious,” Nat said. “I’m beautiful, definitely. But other than that. Jesus, I’m pretend-dating a gay man, I’m not out, I drink too much and take the occasional happy pill. I’m as close to the end of my career as I can get without actually being dead, and I’ve got nothing else lined up. It’s not exactly like I have a lot to offer. Particularly when compared to someone like you. Someone who knows what she wants, someone in control of her life.”
“Are you sure you’re talking about me?”
It was happening. She was falling again. She hadn’t stopped the fall, only grabbed onto a fragile branch for a moment, and now that branch had snapped. Now, with Nat’s honesty, with her bare explanation of how she felt, Kate was tumbling back down. And she didn’t want to. She so didn’t want to.
“I’m talking about you, Kate,” said Nat quietly. “And then there’s all the other stuff. I liked you before, you know. I liked you at the first shoot we did. And I thought maybe I could get you to like me too. Then you told me about our past, about me hurting you so badly and I thought that I’d blown any chance I had. Then you came here tonight, and I thought maybe I hadn’t. I don’t know. I’m confused.”
“You’re not the only one.”
They sat quietly for a moment, the sun setting over the city through the big window in front of them.
“I liked you even before that,” Nat said eventually. “When we were kids, I mean. I don’t think I understood it at the time. I just knew that you made me feel a way that I wasn’t supposed to feel about another girl. And maybe that’s part of the reason that I did what I did to you as well. You made me feel abnormal, just when I wanted to feel a part of something, just when I was starting to feel normal again. I hated you for that.”
Nat’s hand was coming closer, was brushing her leg, and then resting on her thigh and Kate wanted to shrug it off. But she also wanted it to stay there.
“You haven’t said anything.”
“I don’t know what to say,” Kate said truthfully.
“Is there something here?” asked Nat. “Or am I just making it up?”
Kate took a deep breath then blew it out. Now was her chance. She could lie. Could leave. But she couldn’t. Nat was being honest with her, she knew that. It was only fair to give her the same courtesy.
“There’s something here,” she said.
“That’s a start,” said Nat.
“But I’m not sure how I feel about it.”
“That’s fair.”
“I mean, I don’t know if anything can happen or...”
There was a moment of peaceful quiet.
“You’re good for me, Kate,” Nat said. “You make me feel a way that I haven’t felt for a long, long time. I feel like I’d be an idiot if I didn’t at least try and see where this could go.”
“It might be nowhere.”
“I’m willing to take that chance. Are you?”
And Kate thought about it. Truly thought about it. Thought about how Nat made her feel more free. How she’d sung in the car. How she’d fallen over attempting yoga poses. How Nat somehow seemed able to crack through her shell until she behaved like a teenager. It was, she had to admit, a feeling that she liked. One that scared her. But she liked it. She knew she was close to forgiving Nat for their past, now that she understood better. Jake was out of the picture. What was stopping her?
“I might be moving to New York.”
“How about we cross that bridge when we come to it?”
It had been so long. So long since she’d had someone, so long since she’d let herself go, since she’d lost control. She wanted this. That was the truth of the matter. She’d been truthful with Nat, now she had to be truthful with herself.
“I’m willing to try,” she said slowly.
“Alright,” Nat said, her hand still on Kate’s thigh, her warmth still soaking through her skin. “Why don’t we start off easy.”
“Easy?”
“Would you have dinner with me? Like a date? I want to do this properly. I want to do it for real. So how about a date? Next week maybe. Give you some time to process all of this, to think first.”
She hesitated only for a second longer, knowing now that her fall was unstoppable that she could do nothing about it. She closed her eyes because she knew that if she looked at Nat now then she wouldn’t be able to hold back, that she’d kiss her, more, that she’d lose complete control.
“Okay,” she said. “Dinner.”




Chapter Eleven
“It’s just dinner.”
“No, it’s not. It’s more than that. It’s a date. A date isn’t just dinner,” Kate said.
She was breathing harder than she should, the treadmill under her feet just a touch too fast for having a conversation. She turned it down a notch.
“Okay, so, it’s a date. So what?” Mel said, her ponytail bouncing with each step as they ran side by side.
“What do you mean, so what? So she bullied the hell out of me. So she’s not out. So she’s supposed to be dating Jake Allingham. So she’s one of the top models in the country. So... There’s a million things, Mel.”
One after the other both treadmills beeped and automatically switched to cool down mode. Kate settled into a fast walk. Before them a window looked out onto the sunny city, heat making the buildings in the distance look distorted. Not that Kate had chosen the gym for its view, but it definitely helped.
“Tell me more about this Van character.”
Kate sighed. “Jake isn’t really the hero of this story.”
“But I’m curious. I’m assuming Van’s attractive. I’m just interested is all.”
“No, you’re fuelling your fantasies. And you can’t breathe a word of any of this to anyone.”
“As if I would,” pouted Mel. “But fine. Do you want my honest opinion?”
“Always.”
“You need to date. You need to get laid. You need to get out there and break out of this little isolation bubble that you’re in. It’s not healthy to be so alone. It’s not healthy to be so in control of everything all the time. You’re human, and humans need intimacy, at least on some level.”
“But with Nat?”
“You like her. Obviously you like her. There’s a connection there for whatever reason, so why not with her? You need to let go, Kate. And Nat sounds like she makes you let go, makes you relax.”
“I guess.”
And her breath was coming a little faster again, though the treadmill was slowing down. The thought of Nat, the thought of spending time alone with her, was deliciously terrifying. Both machines ran through their cycle and stopped, Mel climbed down, grabbing a towel and her water bottle.
“You need to trust someone else,” she said, after taking a drink. “I get why you don’t. But you need to.”
“And why exactly don’t I?”
Mel smiled at her. “You’ve told me yourself why not. Your grandfather, as sweet and generous as he was, taught you to rely on yourself. Which is all very well and good. But did you think about why he might have taught you that?”
“Because it was good for me, I guess. Because he thought it was the right way to live. I don’t know.”
Mel handed her a towel and sat down on a bench to stretch out.
“You were all of, what, five when your parents died?”
Kate nodded. She had no memory really of the accident and all that came after it. Her parents had been driving home from dinner with friends and their car had gone off the side of the road. As far as she knew there had never been any explanation other than that. In fact, she had few memories of her parents at all, other than a hazy recollection of the smell of perfume and bright smiles.
“Meaning your grandfather was how old?”
“When he took me in? I’d guess a little over sixty. Sixty-three, four or so.”
“Exactly,” Mel said, looking up at her with soft eyes. “You were five. He was over sixty. He taught you to take care of yourself, to rely on no one other than yourself, because he knew that there was a good chance that you were going to have to do precisely that at a very young age. There was every chance that he was going to pass before you were old enough to truly grow up, you’d need to be put into foster care, or at the very least you’d be left alone at an extremely young age. So he taught you to be self-sufficient, just in case.”
Kate drank deeply from her own water bottle. The conversation was beginning to make her feel uncomfortable, but she could see the sense in what Mel was saying.
“But you were both lucky,” Mel said. “And in the end, you had plenty of time together. Now you’re an adult, you’re able to make informed decisions about who to trust and not to trust, about what relationships to pursue. You don’t need to be protected by this blanket ‘trust no one other than yourself’ rule. You see what I’m saying?”
“I do,” Kate said thoughtfully.
“So go on your date. Have fun. If it works out, great, if it doesn’t, that sucks, but you’ll move on. What’s important is that you start trusting other people to enter your life.”
“Got it,” Kate said, wanting to end the conversation now. Mel was right, the advice was solid. She was going on this damn date, and she was going to try. Okay, so she wasn’t a hundred percent sure about Nat. But she was absolutely certain about the feelings Nat provoked. And that had to be a start.
✽✽✽
 
She clanged the mailbox closed. Nothing there. Not that she’d really expected anything. Her portfolio had only been sent off three days ago. Plus, she’d already checked the mailbox twice, once in the morning and again after lunch, just to be sure. So obviously there wasn’t going to be anything now. Her hands shook a little as the nerves of checking the mail began to wear off, only to be replaced by the nerves of a date that she still wasn’t completely convinced about.
By the time her Uber arrived at the appointed meeting place she was more nervous still. She took a deep breath, then another before getting out. Her Converse hit the tarmac and she rolled her shoulders. Jeans and a flimsy tank top with studded decorations, an outfit she felt comfortable in, not too feminine, but then she figured that Nat would probably be feminine enough for the both of them.
“Over here!”
Nat was waving her arm in the air to attract attention. Not that she needed to. Every eye on the street was already on her. Kate took yet another deep breath and walked over. She could do this. Except when she met Nat she froze, unsure of what her move was supposed to be. Nat stood up on tiptoes and brushed a soft kiss against her cheek. The kiss left her dizzy enough that she paid little attention to Nat’s chatter as they walked into the casual restaurant Nat had chosen.
This can’t be happening. This really can’t be happening. Her, Kate, Katie Steinhauser, on a date with a model. She could almost laugh at the ridiculousness of it.
“Feels weird, huh?”
Nat’s words caught her attention.
“Weird?”
“Me, you, a date, whatever. Being out in public. Feels weird to me too,” Nat said, and she was smiling. “Just relax. Think of this like, I don’t know, like a trial run. Nothing depends on it. We have dinner. If we have fun, we maybe do it again. If we don’t, then we don’t. No expectations. No big deal.”
Kate allowed herself to relax a little. “Whatever you say, boss,” she said.
“Hmm, ceding a little control to me, are you?” Nat said, raising her eyebrows. “Maybe we’re getting somewhere.”
She opened her menu and then looked back up at Kate who could feel herself falling into those tawny eyes and being irresistibly drawn closer, wanting to feel those lips again.
“So, tell me about you, Kate,” said Nat. “You know far too much about me. What’s your story?”
Kate was still talking about college when the waiter brought the bottle of wine she’d ordered along with two glasses. It wasn’t until he was already pouring that she wondered if the alcohol had really been a good idea. But to her surprise, Nat put her hand over her glass.
“None for me, thanks.”
The waiter nodded and left the bottle on the side of the table.
“No wine?”
“No drinking,” Nat said. “At least not much. I had my first audition, it went well. I don’t want to jinx things.”
“Impressive.”
But Nat was flushing, a look that she didn’t sport often.
“And maybe because of you,” she said, quietly.
“Me?”
Nat nodded. “What you said, about peer pressure, about doing what was expected of me, behaving the way I thought others wanted me to behave, it got to me. I never wanted to turn into a bully, Kate. I honestly didn’t. In fact, I’ve done everything I can to try and forget about that time, I’m so ashamed of myself for what I did. But perhaps you’re right, perhaps I’m falling into the same traps again with the drinking and the alcohol.”
“Standing up to people who you want to be liked by must be difficult,” Kate said carefully.
“How do you do it?”
Kate laughed. “That’s easy. I don’t want to be liked by anyone. I just don’t care. I’m not out to impress.”
“That sounds lonely.”
“Sometimes it is,” shrugged Kate. “But for me it’s easier that way.”
Nat’s eyes were clear and bright and sparked with something that could almost be sympathy. She looked away for a second, and when she looked back she was blinking a little.
“You were right about all this,” she said. “This lifestyle. I know it’s toxic. I know what happens to people like me, I’m surrounded by stories of overdoses and failure. But I want you to know that I am trying. And I honestly believe that I’m strong enough to survive this, that I’m going to beat the odds, that I’m going to be clean and successful, and... well, not a stereotype.”
Kate found herself reaching across the table, taking Nat’s hand, squeezing it gently.
“I hope you are,” she said. “I really hope you are.”
✽✽✽
 
They walked side by side down the sidewalk, close enough that their arms brushed and sent a thrill through Kate every time. The evening was warm and sticky, the sky almost dark, and they were quiet as they walked. It wasn’t an uncomfortable silence, more pregnant with possibilities. Ones that Kate couldn’t even begin to fathom.
“So, what’s the verdict?”
“Hm?”
“On the date,” Nat said. “Did you have fun? Fun enough to try again maybe?”
The evening had been fun. After a while, after they’d both settled into themselves a little. Once talk had turned to things they enjoyed, movies, music. Once Nat had admitted to knowing all the words to Fame, and proceeding to recite them until Kate was practically screaming with laughter. Once Kate had talked about her grandfather, his passing, how lonely she sometimes felt without him, and Nat had taken her hand and not said sorry, not spoken cliches, but just held it until she felt better.
“I had a lovely evening,” Kate said, honestly.
Nat slipped her hand into Kate’s, and Kate let it happen, unable still to believe that she was walking hand-in-hand with Nat Lee.
“So did I,” said Nat. “In fact, I’d like to do this again.”
“We’re not even done with the first date,” Kate said. “And you’re already planning a second.”
She was teasing, joking, but Nat stopped and turned and suddenly they were face to face. And Kate was looking down into those eyes and almost disappearing into them and her heartbeat pulsed and her hands quivered and she could barely breathe.
“We’re not finished with this date?” Nat said, stepping a little closer. “Are you planning something else? Some other activity?”
The words were soft and sultry and Kate could feel her control slipping away, sliding out across the sidewalk and trickling into the gutter. Nat’s warmth was so close, those eyes were so close, those lips were too close. The night faded around them. The traffic noises dulled, the streetlights dimmed. All it would take would be one movement. One of them to move just an inch. But it couldn’t be her, it couldn’t be Kate. For all her controlling instincts, this was one thing that she just couldn’t start. She was still so afraid that it wasn’t what it seemed, that Nat was just waiting for her to make a move so that she could laugh, say that she’d never been interested, say that it was all some evil prank.
Nat untangled her fingers from Kate’s. Kate missed their touch. But the hand came up, stroked against her upper arm. And suddenly Kate knew. She knew this was real, knew that Nat felt exactly the same as she did. She allowed her eyes to half close, her head to start to tilt so that when Nat moved forwards she was ready and their lips met perfectly.
And that kiss. A swirling of heat and softness, a matching of lips and tongues and pulses that turned two entities into one creature. It went on and on and Kate had no sense of time, no sense of what was right or wrong, it was all simply this. Her world narrowed down to the sensation of Nat’s mouth on her own, to the feelings that began to rise inside her, to the wrenching of her breath in her lungs, the spinning of her head, and the soft warmth of Nat’s body as it began to press against hers. And to the growing want inside her, the desire to do more than this, the desire to surrender herself completely.
It was Nat who pulled away. Nat, flushed and disheveled and panting and smiling, her lips red and swollen, her eyes glazed.
“Thank you,” she said. “Thank you for the perfect date. And the perfect ending to a perfect date.”
“Will I see you again?” Kate managed to croak, her brain too busy dealing with her body’s responses to worry about sounding like an idiot or sounding needy or desperate.
“Try and stop me,” Nat said. “I’ll call you tomorrow.”
She was already turning and leaving before Kate realized that she hadn’t even known that they were in front of Nat’s building. She’d been so engrossed in her feelings, so busy thinking about Nat that she hadn’t known where they were. She watched as Nat walked up to the gates, watched as the gates opened and she stepped inside. And then Nat turned, outlined against the lights, and Kate knew she was smiling though she couldn’t see her face. Nat waved and then disappeared into the building.
Kate stood for long minutes watching the gates. Not wanting to move, not wanting to destroy anything or change anything, not wanting to break this moment. This perfect, glowing, frightening moment.




Chapter Twelve
When it came it wasn’t a letter at all. It was a phone call. Why she’d expected anything else, Kate had no clue. She was in the van, on her way back from a particularly lengthy shoot and exhausted. So she seriously considered not picking the phone up at all. But there was a parking space just down the block and she pulled in anyway.
She couldn’t quite believe it. Not at first. She made the woman repeat herself twice before finally coming to her senses. She was smart enough at least not to give an immediate answer, and the woman seemed to understand.
“I’ll need to know by the end of next week.”
“Of course,” Kate promised. “Not a problem at all.”
She ended the call and leaned her head back against the seat not caring that the van was heating up, that she was starting to sweat. Maybe six months from now, she thought, she’d remember this heat fondly as she was shivering in a New York winter. New York. Her heart hammered, a grin stretched her face. She’d got it. Really got it. No more scratching around for freelance work, a steady paycheck, taxes deducted, healthcare included. And New York. The city that never slept.
Her fingers itched to call Nat. It was almost her first response. She wanted to call her, to tell her. She was still cautious. Three dates down, all good, all fun, no pressure, nothing more than goodnight kisses. Kisses that were becoming more heated to be sure, but nothing more serious. Nat had been truthful when she’d said she wanted to do this right. And Kate was beginning to trust her, to want to trust her, to want to see her night after night.
But this changed everything, of course. As much as her response was to want to call Nat and share her joy, this news meant that something was going to have to change. And she didn’t know what. Her in New York, Nat in LA. Nat had said they’d cross the bridge when it came, but they were now barrelling along the highway at top speed, the bridge right around the corner. Her chest tightened. Not a call, she decided. She needed to do this in person.
She reversed out of the parking space and began driving towards Nat’s apartment wondering what she wanted. This job meant everything to her. Or it had done. Now it would mean giving up Nat, or potentially giving her up, and she found that she was unwilling to do so.
The words hadn’t been said. She hadn’t spoken them and neither had Nat. But for better or worse Kate knew that she was in love with Nat Lee. She still didn’t particularly want to be, but that didn’t change anything. When she woke Nat was her first thought. When they spoke on the phone it was only sheer force of will that stopped her finishing a call with the words ‘love you.’ When she saw her it was like the first time every time, her heart stopped, her breath got stuck in her throat.
She turned a corner, provoking a flurry of beeps from the car behind her that made her realize she’d forgotten to indicate. Okay, so they weren’t a couple, not yet. But it was coming, she could feel it coming. It frightened her but delighted her at the same time. The more time she spent with Nat the more she could see how this might work. How her control and strength could help Nat survive the life she needed to lead. How Nat’s free spirit and sense of fun could break through Kate’s controlling exterior and cool shell. They were good for each other, they could help each other. They could grow together.
Not that she expected letting someone into her life to be easy. But then she’d never wanted to let anyone else in before, not before Nat. Now that she’d finally begun, now that she was open to the idea, the thought of being alone again, completely alone, was no longer quite as tempting. No one to call. No one to ask how her day had been. No one to stop her heart with a smile. Why the hell did this all have to be so confusing?
She pulled into the parking lot, flashing a wave at the security guard who recognized her van well enough by now to let her glide right on in. She didn’t know how all this was going to work, she didn’t have a clue what was going to happen. But, she realized as she pulled into a parking place, she wasn’t willing to deal with this alone. She wanted, needed, to talk to Nat about it. It was a novelty, a problem that she wasn’t intending to solve all by herself. A sign, she thought, of the effect Nat was having on her. She climbed out of the van, slammed the door, and mashed the elevator button until the doors slid open.
✽✽✽
 
“Well, where is she?”
The maid shrugged. “I have no idea. Miss Lee does not always inform me of her whereabouts.”
Kate sighed. She’d prepared herself for this, steeled herself for a difficult conversation. And now Nat was nowhere to be found. She was supposed to be here. Nat had told her that she’d be home all evening, invited her to drop by if she felt like it. Informal, casual, a date without planning, something that Kate had thought was a next step in their relationship. An evening at home rather than an evening in a restaurant. And now she wasn’t here.
“Can you give her a message if she happens to come home?” Kate said.
But before the maid could answer, Jake padded down the corridor.
“Looking for Nat?” he asked.
“You know where she is?”
“Haven’t spoken to her, but last I heard was that she was at Morena’s. It’s a bar on...”
“I know where it is,” Kate interrupted. “What’s she doing there?”
“Drinking, I guess,” said Jake.
And she considered letting things go. Honestly considered just walking away and letting it all be done. If Nat was drinking again then she hadn’t changed, had she? She was just falling right back into her old ways. A month had passed since their time at the cabin, all the time it had taken for Nat to fall off the wagon again.
She stomped away from the apartment, not even saying goodbye, lost in her anger, in her thoughts. But when she got in the van again she found that she was driving towards the bar. She was not, she told herself, afraid of confrontation. She was not going to run away from this. And perhaps she should use more care. Perhaps Nat wasn’t drinking at all. Perhaps she was meeting someone or eating bar snacks, or whatever the hell people did in bars when they didn’t drink. Perhaps she should be more trusting. Give Nat the benefit of the doubt.
✽✽✽
 
How did you know that someone was drunk? What was it about them that even from a distance, even from the door of the bar, ensured that you knew they’d been drinking? Kate pushed her way through the crowd towards Nat’s table. There were others there, but she had eyes only for Nat. And Nat, it seemed, was as observant as ever. Because as soon as she saw Kate coming towards her she stood up, swaying only slightly, and hurried to meet her.
“What the fuck?” were Kate’s first words.
But they were lost in Nat’s hair as she threw her arms around her and Kate hated that her body was responding to the contact. She was angry and wanted to remain so.
“What the hell are you doing here?” she asked, pushing Nat away.
Nat’s eyes weren’t as glazed as she’d imagined them, but they were a little red. Then Nat smiled and a wave of fondness swept over Kate quite unexpectedly. People make mistakes, she reminded herself. People aren’t perfect. She took Nat’s hand, pulled her down to sit at a table nearby, a table for two.
“What’s going on?”
“I got it,” Nat said. “I got it.”
It took Kate a second to understand, and when she did she grinned. “You got the audition? The part?”
Nat nodded, beaming. “And I know, I know, I’m not supposed to drink too much. But I swear, Kate, I’ve had half a bottle of champagne. I was going to call you, but I knew you were working. I thought I’d have time to take a nap before maybe we grabbed dinner or something.”
Kate looked over at the table of people, still drinking, still talking, still laughing without Nat. So these were her so-called friends.
“Congratulations,” she said, as warmly as she could. “You deserve this.”
“Thank you. That means a lot, Kate. Really it does. And please, the drinking, it’s a one time thing. I swear to you. This won’t become a habit. It can’t now. If I’ve got to be at the TV studios bright and early every morning, I can’t be wasting all my time partying, right?”
The table of Nat’s friends was getting rowdier, a waiter served them more bottles. The party didn’t look like it would be ending anytime soon, and Kate wondered if Nat would really have been able to walk away from it. Then she turned her attention back to Nat.
“I have news too,” she said. “I just found out. I got the job. The one in New York.”
And Nat looked truly happy, truly pleased. She was smiling and her eyes were shining and she squeezed Kate’s hands tight.
“Which is exactly what you deserve,” she said. “So we’re both deserving people. Maybe we should celebrate?”
Kate flashed a glance back at the table, then shook her head.
“We need to talk about this, Nat. Talk about what we’re going to do. You in LA, me in New York, I’m not sure it’s going to work.”
“Do you want it to work?”
Nat was sitting up straighter, she moved her hands so they were no longer touching and Kate could see how her words were being misunderstood. And it scared her. Scared her to be close to losing Nat.
“Yes,” she said as honestly as she could. “I want this to work.”
“Are you sure, Kate? Because you’re the one with relationship issues. I’m not trying to nit-pick here, and I’m not criticizing. I’m just being open with you. If you want to end things here and now, you have to tell me that.”
Was Nat afraid? Was that what this was? And Kate could see it in her eyes, could see the darkness, the worry, and it cracked her just a little. She’d been worried about Nat toying with her, but she could see now that Nat was just as fragile as she was, just as worried, just as scared at whatever was happening between them. She took Nat’s hands now, held them tight.
“I’m absolutely sure I want this to work,” she said. “Sure enough that there’s something I want to ask you.”
A small smile stroked the corners of Nat’s mouth. “I swear to God, Kate, if you ask me to marry you right here, right now, I might just say yes.”
She was joking and Kate knew she was, but that didn’t stop her heart skipping a beat. Not marriage. Definitely not marriage. That was far too soon. But maybe there was something else, something not too soon.
“Will you come to New York with me?”
There, she’d said it.
“What?”
“I mean it. Move to New York. Come with me. We don’t have to live together if you don’t want to, or we can get a two bedroomed place, whatever works. You’re rich, Nat, you don’t need to work. You’ll find something in New York. I’m serious enough about this that I’m asking you if you want to come with me.”
There was a silence between them. The party continued, the laughter continued, but between Kate and Nat there was a moment of promise. Then Nat shook her head.
“I can’t, Kate. You know I can’t. My life is here. I belong here. I need this TV job.”
Kate let go of the breath she’d been holding. “I know,” she admitted. “I knew when I asked. But I needed to ask anyway.”
“I’m glad that you did,” said Nat, smiling at her. “It told me just how serious you are about us. And I think that we can make this work. I mean, we’re both busy people. But we can do weekends, we can do long distance. When the show isn’t shooting I can come and stay in New York for weeks at a time. We will make this work, Kate. We can do this.”
“Maybe.”
Taking Nat to New York would have been the perfect solution. It would get her away from these people, from the lifestyle she was falling back into. It would keep her close. But it was, Kate could see, just another attempt to control things. It was better that Nat had said no.
“Maybe?” asked Nat. “You don’t think we can do this?”
Kate sighed and rubbed her eyes. “I don’t know. Maybe we can,” she said. “I’ve never done this before. Never had to consider another person when making a decision before. This is all new to me.”
“It bothers you to have to consider me?”
And Kate didn’t catch it, didn’t quite get the underlying tone in the question. She was being honest, open, and hadn’t expected a loaded question.
“It was just easier when I was on my own,” she explained. “Easier when I didn’t need to consider someone else in my decisions. That’s all I meant.”
Nat leaned forward.
“Maybe you need to think about what you really want,” she said. “Because I’m not hearing anything from you that makes me feel confident that you’re willing to try and make this work on both our terms. Sure, you offered to take me to New York. But those are your terms. Being with me means working around what I want as well as what you want. And you don’t seem terribly sure that you can do that. The only thing you’ve said right now that you sounded sure of is that things were easier when you were alone.”
Kate’s stomach sank.
“That’s not exactly what I meant,” she said.
“Then figure out what exactly you do mean,” Nat said. “Because you sound selfish. You sound like the only way you’re going to put an effort into making this work is if I do things your way. And that’s not going to happen. So think hard, Kate.”
Abruptly, Nat pushed her chair out and walked away. Kate watched her go, watched her rejoin the table of friends. She thought about saying something, thought about walking over there. But she couldn’t do it. She couldn’t open herself up in front of anyone but Nat. Certainly not the people sitting at that table.
Slowly she stood up, turned, and on shaking legs walked out of the bar. Did she really sound so selfish? It hadn’t been her intention. It truly hadn’t.
She sat for a long time in the van before she drove away. She felt terrible. Misunderstood, sick, lonely. All because of a fight. A stupid, short, unimportant little fight. Which was ridiculous. She and Nat weren’t even a couple. They weren’t even together. Not really together.
She could call. She knew that. She could call and apologize and everything would be alright. She could fix all this in moments. But she didn’t. Because Nat was right. She needed time to think about what she honestly wanted. Time to decide what she was willing to risk, what price she would pay, what compromises she could make to make this work. Time to decide just how important Nat really was to her.
The van stumbled down the street, the streetlights blurring. Kate tried to blink them back into focus. It was a minute before she realized that she was crying.




Chapter Thirteen
“It’s not that hard, Kate.”
“Yes, it is.”
She was lying on her mattress, the streetlights painting the ceiling, hoping that Mel would have answers for her. The phone was pressed up against her ear.
“What do you want?”
“I want to go to New York. And I want Nat to come with me.”
“See, that’s exactly why she told you that you sounded selfish.”
“Well, you asked.”
Mel sighed. “Listen, I’m proud of you Kate. You’re obviously trying hard to let this woman into your life. But maybe on this occasion, you might have gone a little fast? I mean, three dates and asking someone to move in with you?”
“It’s a lesbian thing,” Kate said, crossing her legs one on top of the other. “You know, we bring U-Hauls on the first date.”
There was a laugh. “Okay, okay. So, here’s the real question then. You can’t have exactly what you want. Nat isn’t going to move in with you. At least not in New York, not yet. So either you don’t go to New York, or you do the long distance thing for a while and see how it works out. Or, alternatively, you end things now.”
“Jeez.”
“Yeah, life’s full of tough choices, girl. Maybe we need to be a little more fundamental. Do you like her?”
An easy one. “Yes. I mean, I’m infuriated with myself for it. But yes, yes I do. She’s smart, funny, she makes me relax. I think she’s good for me. I know that I’ve been a bear about letting her into my life, and I know it’s not going to be easy. But I definitely have feelings, and I definitely want to see how things turn out.”
“I think you’ve answered part of your own question then. You know that you want to be with her. The rest is just window dressing. If it’s meant to work, then it’ll work. No matter where you are or where she is.”
Kate closed her eyes. Why she’d needed Mel to talk her through this, she didn’t know. But Mel had called first, having inevitably heard about the New York job through the grapevine before Kate had had a chance to tell her.
“Do you charge for the guru stuff?” she asked.
“Five hundred bucks an hour,” Mel said. “Fortunately for you, the first hour is free.”
Kate was laughing when she hung up, feeling better already. It had been a small argument, that was all. And all couples argued. She tried to tell herself that she and Nat weren’t a couple, but they were, or were turning into one.
She rolled over. Nat was changing, was trying to change, and she had to give her credit for that. She’d slipped up and been drinking, but it was a mistake, an exception. And that had to be okay, it had to be okay for them to make mistakes. God knew, Kate was more than likely to make a few of her own. Particularly if this was developing into a real relationship.
And perhaps, there was a sneaking thought at the back of her mind, perhaps Nat had helped her get this dream job anyway. Her modeling, plus her advice on which shots to choose, could well have made a big difference. Regardless, Nat had helped her career. More and more freelance jobs were coming in, more than she could handle. Just that morning she’d had to turn down a shoot, the third that week.
Okay, okay, first things first. She wanted many things in life. The first thing she wanted right now though was Nat. There, she could admit it. The rest, as Mel had said, was window dressing. She picked up her phone and tapped in a text.
“I’m sorry. Dinner tomorrow?”
The answer came back immediately.
“My place. Seven.”
And Kate grinned. She was going to work on this. She was going to make every effort to change, to make this a real relationship, in the same way that Nat was working to change. And a weight lifted off her shoulders.
✽✽✽
 
She was nervous again as she rang the doorbell and she wondered if the nerves ever went away or if she’d feel this way whenever she was about to see Nat. The nerves dissolved into excitement as Nat opened the door. Kate took a deep breath.
“I’m sorry. I’ve had time to think. I want you.”
There. Three simple sentences. Nat was smiling and the shine of it took Kate’s breath away. She stepped closer, reaching out, hoping that Nat was going to accept her touch, hoping she hadn’t done too much damage by being selfish.
“You’re trying to change. I need to change too. I need to accept that compromise is important. I’m not doing things for myself, I’m doing things for both of us. That means taking your needs into account.”
She needn’t have worried at all. Nat slid into her arms, her face rising and tilting, her eyes half closed until Kate bent and let her lips brush softly against her cheek. A thrill rose in her stomach. Searching now, her mouth found Nat’s, the sweet softness of it, the warmth of it. Their lips met and melted into each other and Nat’s hand came up to tangle in Kate’s hair and pull her in closer and Kate could no longer breathe and really didn’t care.
Her hands were moving, skating down the curves of Nat’s body. A deep hunger filled her, a heat bubbled up inside her and her legs were suddenly shaking. She pressed back, pushing Nat inside the corridor, fumbling until she found the door without opening her eyes, slamming it closed and pressing Nat back against the wall.
Nat’s breasts pushed against her, she could almost feel her heartbeat there. Her hands had a mind of their own, slowly pushing up, raising the tail of Nat’s shirt, gripping onto her hips. Her thumbs caressed the waistband of her pants, finally edging upwards until they felt the gentle touch of skin. Kate’s heart skipped a beat as Nat drew in a gasp of air.
This. This was what she wanted. She hadn’t planned on it, hadn’t thought it was going to happen so soon. But now it seemed right, natural, and her body was crying out for it. Blood pulsed through her, oxygen barely reached her lungs. Nat was sighing into her, pressing against her and they fit together like puzzle pieces. A part of her had missed this, had missed connecting with another person, a part that she hadn’t even known she had. But standing in the long corridor, her body molded against Nat’s, it felt like she was coming home.
The control was still there, she was still hanging on with by a thread, she could still stop as much as she didn’t want to. And then Nat’s hips pushed towards her and the intimacy of the movement pushed her over the edge.
She dragged herself away, pulled against the magnetic force drawing her to Nat, and took Nat’s hand in her own, taking her towards the living room.
“Are you sure?” Nat asked, breathlessly.
“Unshakeably certain.”
The large windows showed the city splayed out beneath them, bathed in orange and yellow light as the sun sank down. But Kate saw only Nat. She hesitated for a moment, a brief second. Not because she didn’t want this, but because she wanted to remember Nat like this. Nat with the orange light in her hair, with her cheeks flushed and reddened and her lips swollen. Nat longing for her just as much as she did for Nat.
And then Nat stepped forward and their lips met again and all sensible thought disappeared into a chaotic chasm of sensations and movements.
Kate remembered in snapshots. The arching of Nat’s back, reminiscent of the photoshoot they’d done at the cabin, the movement familiar and new all at the same time. She remembered the whisper of silk touch against her skin as Nat stroked down her body, the sharp spark as Nat’s tongue teased her nipple.
She remembered the exact feeling of her fingers sinking into Nat’s wetness, the smooth, velvety motion of it. And then the burning necessity of thrusting her hips towards Nat’s hands as Nat surely and confidently took her to the edge of what she could control and back again and again. Until she was going to scream. Until Nat took pity on her and took her to the edge and then pushed so that she floated out on a screaming cloud of pleasure that came over her in pulses and waves.
There was the sound of Nat’s sharp breaths, coming faster and faster until they stopped in a moment of stillness that Kate could hear. And then the groans that escalated until they became words, Nat moaning her name again and again as Kate’s fingers teased her and tempted her. Nat flying off that cliff herself, her body taut with pent up energy, shaking as in one final release that energy spent itself and rushed out of her.
It was a swirl of motion and color and sensation that was so intertwined that Kate didn’t know where she ended and Nat began. It was the sound of gasps, the smell of sweat on skin and perfumes and creams, the taste of salt and citrus, the sight of eyelashes sweeping a cheek, of a raspberry bright nipple peeking from a half closed shirt. It was beyond any linear narrative, a heady mixture of bodies and energies that seemed inexhaustible.
And then it was night, the darkness of the sky reflecting the bright lights of the city below them. Stripes of orange and white lighting the darkness of the living room, illuminating scattered clothing and pale skin juxtaposed against olive skin, soft curves and shadows.
“We never got to dinner,” murmured Nat.
“Complaining?” smiled Kate.
Her hands were already in motion again, loathe to leave Nat alone even for a second. Now that the barrier between them had been broken Kate found that she couldn’t bear to stop touching Nat’s body.
“Not really,” Nat said, nestling against her chest. “But we should maybe think about sustenance sometime soon.”
She nibbled on Kate’s breast as though to prove her point, and Kate felt a pang of need rush through her.
“Soon,” she said, bending her head, letting her fingers slide down the softness of Nat’s thigh. “Soon.”
✽✽✽
 
Half-empty cartons of Chinese food littered the coffee table, a candle guttered in a holder. Kate felt her sheet slide down to bare her breasts but did nothing to cover herself. Nat offered her a spring roll and she took a bite, tasting the powerful saltiness of it.
“I want this to work,” she said, still chewing.
“So do I,” answered Nat. “I mean, I think we’ve proven that we’re physically compatible.”
“You think?” asked Kate. “I thought we should probably try again a couple more times to be sure. Better safe than sorry.”
Nat laughed and pointed her chopsticks at Kate. “You interrupt me before I’m done with this sesame chicken at your own peril.”
“I’ll have to remember that,” said Kate. “Dangerous to come between a woman and her food.”
“Damn right.”
She looked down at her own chopsticks, clicked them together, wondering how to put this into words. Wanting to say it, but not wanting to ruin the moment.
“What?” asked Nat, mouth half full.
“What, what?”
“You’re thinking something. You get this look on your face, half kind of constipated, half sort of like a kid trying to work out a math problem. So whatever it is you’re thinking, just spit it out. The worst thing that can happen is that I don’t agree with whatever it is. And if you don’t speak then I can’t read your mind. So say it.”
Kate rubbed her nose. She was sure about this. Really sure. Fine.
“Would you be my girlfriend?”
Nat laughed so hard that Kate was afraid that noodles were going to come out of her nose.
“What? Jesus, why are you laughing at me?”
Nat wiped her eyes with a napkin.
“I’m sorry, I’m sorry. You just sounded so much like a scared fifteen year old. It was adorable. I didn’t mean to laugh, I swear.”
Kate shifted uncomfortably, half laughing herself but not sure why.
“Kate, I kinda thought that we were already in a relationship if I’m being honest. I kinda thought that you were already my girlfriend. So in answer to your question, yes, I’ll be your girlfriend.” She paused for a second, then said: “Um, will you be my girlfriend?”
Kate laughed. “I think that’s the only way this is going to work.”
The candle flickered a little again as Nat reached out to take Kate’s hands in hers.
“I don’t want to say it yet. You know what I mean. I don’t want to jinx things. But that L word. I think I might be getting there.”
Kate smiled.
“I think I might be getting there too.”
“Too soon to say it?”
“Maybe, a little.”
“Then I’ll save it for another time. When we’re ready. Really ready.”
There was something else though, something that Kate had no right to ask. But Nat was right, if she didn’t speak what was on her mind then it would never be heard. So she took a deep breath and turned to Nat.
“This thing with Jake,” she said.
“Is only a ruse, you know that.”
“I know. The thing is, it bothers me. Kind of a lot. I know it shouldn’t, but it just does. I’m not saying that you need to come out or anything. Definitely not until you’re ready anyway. But I would really like you to consider ending this charade with Jake.”
Nat put down her chopsticks. “Would it make a big difference to you?”
Kate nodded. “I don’t like the idea of being with someone else’s girlfriend. Even if it is a fake relationship. I don’t like the idea of people potentially thinking that I stole you from him, or that I’m cheating. I’d like there to be as much honesty as possible. I know that’s idealistic, but it’s important to me.”
Nat’s face was unreadable. “I can talk to Brooks about it.”
“Would you?”
“Yeah, sure. No guarantees. I’m not sure he’s going to like the idea of me and Jake breaking up. But I’ll see what I can do.”
That would have to do, Kate guessed. She really hoped that Brooks would agree. Even though she knew that Nat wasn’t really with Jake, it still bothered the hell out of her. Without honesty then the relationship would never work, especially if they were going to be so far away from each other. She wasn’t going to push though, not yet.
“Here, try the chicken.”
Nat was holding out her chopsticks and Kate bent to allow her to put the chicken into her mouth. It was velvety and sweet and savory all at the same time. Just like Nat. Kate grinned. If a fake relationship with Jake Allingham was the worst thing she had to worry about, then maybe things weren’t so bad after all.




Chapter Fourteen
She hadn’t meant to spend the night. But curling up next to Nat had been just too tempting. And now the dawn was streaking in through the windows and Nat was breathing deeply beside her and Kate knew she had to get up. She had an assignment and needed to stop by the studio. Still, she lingered for as long as she dared.
This was all... perfect. So beautiful, so comfortable. And partly that scared her, because she’d learned that perfect shouldn’t exist. She was just waiting for the other shoe to drop. But Nat had said that they were a couple, Kate had wanted them to be a couple. She’d even promised to talk to Brooks about Jake. So what was bothering her so much? The move to New York? Maybe.
With a soft sigh, she slid out of bed, careful not to wake Nat. There was no reason for them both to be up so early. She pulled on her clothes and eased her way out of the bedroom. The kitchen was on the way, and she stopped off to pour herself a glass of water before she snuck out of the apartment.
She was just up-ending the empty glass onto the draining board when a laugh sounded.
“Caught red-handed.”
Turning, she found Jake, hair wet after his shower. He pulled his own glass from the cupboard and opened up the refrigerator.
“You’re up early.”
“Got a shoot starting today,” he said. “Always best to start off on the right foot, be on time, all that jazz.” He poured juice into the glass. “And I’d ask what you’re doing here, but I think I can guess.”
Kate blushed and bit her tongue. She wasn’t attracted to Jake, but he was certainly attractive. Charming. There was something about him and she could see why women fell in love with him on screen. He turned to her and gave her his trade-mark grin.
“I’m glad,” he said.
“Glad?”
“You and Nat. I think you’re good for her. She seems calmer somehow. Better. God knows, she could use someone. It’s not easy being in the public eye, you know. It’s nice to have someone to ground you every now and again.”
“Like Van?”
He raised his eyebrows, then shrugged and nodded.
“Like Van.”
“Have you guys been dating long?”
“A couple of years now,” Jake said, chugging his juice. “I don’t know what I’d do without him.”
Kate watched the way his muscles rippled under his skin. She wanted to say something but wasn’t sure what, wasn’t sure how.
“So are you and Nat an item now?” he teased.
She smiled, his grin really was infectious. “Yep.”
“I’ll have to watch my step then.”
That was opening enough. Kate leaned back against the kitchen counter.
“Why do you do this?”
Jake laughed. “I’m not the only one doing it. These relationships of convenience are all over the city. It’s an arrangement and it’s got mutual benefits.”
“So I’ve heard.”
“Alright, I’ll admit I wasn’t mad about the idea when my agent mentioned it first. But it’s working out well. It’s a hell of a lot better than being paranoid that I’m going to get outed at any second. Nat’s like my security blanket, she’s my cover. And we don’t hate each other.”
Kate wasn’t entirely sure about that. The only times she’d seen Nat and Jake together they’d seemed ambivalent at best.
“This place is more than big enough for both of us,” Jake continued.
“And what about later?” tried Kate. “What happens a year from now, five years from now?”
Jake shrugged. “Who knows?”
“Don’t you want to be with Van?”
“I am with Van.”
“That’s not what I meant.”
Jake ran his fingers through his still-wet hair. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but isn’t it a little soon for you to be interfering like this? I mean, you don’t even know if things are going to work between you and Nat. Do you really have the right to be trying to turn her life upside down?”
“Turn your life upside down, you mean.”
He looked at her under his long eyelashes, then grinned again. “Maybe I do.”
“It must be painful,” Kate said now. “Not being able to be yourself, having to pretend all the time.”
“I’m an actor, pretending is my job.”
“Not being able to go to the awards ceremonies with the person that actually matters to you.”
He paled a little at this. And matters were made no better when the sound of soft footsteps came down the hallway and Van himself appeared.
“We haven’t met,” he said, smiling at Kate. “I’m Van.”
“Kate. Photographer.” She thought for a second, then added: “Nat’s girlfriend.” The words sent a little shiver down her back.
“Kate was just trying to persuade me to come out, I think,” Jake said to Van.
“A woman after my own heart,” smiled Van. “We keep talking about it. And then Jake keeps putting it off.”
Kate pulled herself together. “I’m not necessarily telling you to come out. I guess, I’m... I don’t know.”
“You’re telling me to back off from Nat,” Jake said, but he was still smiling a little.
“Maybe,” said Kate. “Yes. A bit. Please. But I’m also saying that maybe it’s time to be honest. There isn’t enough honesty in this town. You should live your life the way you want to. Be yourself. And screw what other people think.”
“Other people pay my salary,” said Jake. “It’s ticket sales that keep my face on that screen.”
“And some people will hate you for being gay,” said Kate. “Some people will hate you for having dark hair instead of blonde, for being American rather than French, for all kinds of reasons. There are always people who’ll hate you. Besides, if you want to make a splash, want to hit the front pages, then what’s better than coming out?”
“I’ve been telling him that for months,” Van put in.
“It’s not easy,” Jake said.
“What is?” asked Kate. “But you should think about it. This arrangement with Nat can’t last forever.”
Not least because Kate wasn’t prepared to live her life undercover. This wasn’t a conversation she’d had with Nat yet, wasn’t one she was ready to have. But it was one that would have to happen eventually.
“And this arrangement with me can’t last forever,” Van said softly, coming to stand by Jake’s side. “I’ll wait for you, you know that. I’ll wait for you to be ready. But I can’t wait forever.”
Jake rubbed his face. “You know, you guys really know how to bring down a morning.”
Van touched his arm. “We’re not ganging up on you.”
“We’re not bullying you,” Kate said.
“But you have to think about the future. You have to think about the impression you make. Sure, there are people out there that won’t like that you’re gay,” said Van. “But what about all the people out there that won’t care? And what about all the people out there that could use a role model, someone like you, to show them that it’s okay to be who you are?”
Jake held up both hands in surrender. “Okay, okay. I’ll think about it. I’ll think about ending things with Nat and I’ll think about coming out. But I won’t be pushed into it. Not by either of you.”
Van turned and half-smiled at Kate, who took it as her cue to leave.
“Thank you for thinking about it,” she said to Jake. “And it was nice to meet you,” she added to Van.
✽✽✽
 
“Can we turn that god-damned phone off!”
Kate blushed and fumbled in her pocket. The magazine had sent a producer for the shoot, of course they had. And though he wasn’t speaking to her directly, it was only a matter of time before he realized that it was her phone that kept ringing. She switched it to silent and shoved it back in her pocket.
“Right, just step a little more into the light,” she said.
The model did as she was told, turning as she did so. A shadow cut across her face. Kate pushed her irritation down.
“Try and stay in the light itself, no shadows,” she instructed.
The model twisted a little and though the light was now right, the pose was not. She looked awkward, unnatural. Kate took a deep breath, put her camera down and stepped into the light so that she was enough to the model that no one else would hear her.
“You need to relax,” she said. “Do some deep breathing. Just do what comes naturally.”
The girl was young, seventeen maybe, her hair a waterfall of gold, and plainly nervous. Kate wanted to pose her, wanted to dictate and position her. But Nat had taught her better. Nat had taught her that it was the natural poses that worked, the ones that got the best shots.
“You’re beautiful,” she tried again. “And you’re a professional. You know how to do your job. So ignore everyone else, and do it. Do what feels right.”
The girl took a shuddering breath then managed a smile.
“Alright.”
Kate felt her phone vibrating in her pocket yet again. She ignored it as she stepped back behind the camera.
✽✽✽
 
Five missed calls and a whole bunch of emails. Kate sat in the front of the van and scrolled through the messages. All freelance clients, all people trying to book her. Business was booming. Even as she was scrolling through the messages, her phone began to ring again. This time she recognized the number though.
“Hey.”
“You’ve turned into LA’s little golden girl,” Mel said. “Your shoot with Nat is out, and people are loving it.”
“And you’re calling to tell me that?”
“Nope, I’m calling to tell you that I was at lunch today and Joss Harper stopped by my table.”
“Joss Harper? The agent?”
“The one and only. But he wasn’t interested in me. Oh no. He’d heard that I knew you and wanted your personal phone number. I, uh, didn’t give it to him. I got his instead. I’ll text it to you. He says to call ASAP. He wants to talk representation.”
“Jesus,” was all Kate could say.
“Jesus indeed.”
“Uh, thanks, I guess.”
“Not a problem,” said Mel. “Just you make sure that you’re making good decisions. Don’t let all this attention go to your head.”
Kate laughed. “Never.”
She hung up the phone and tapped her fingers on the steering wheel. Just as she was about to leave, LA was really taking off. An agent. Clients. Shoots. Bookings. Nat. The reasons not to go to New York kept piling up.
Why, she wondered, had she let Nat in? Why had she abandoned being alone? She wasn’t regretting it. But two months ago she’d never have considered staying in LA. And that was exactly what she was doing right now.
Yes, she had feelings for Nat. Hell, she loved Nat, she could admit that in her head even if she hadn’t said it out loud yet. And Mel’s advice had played a part. She wasn’t a little girl anymore, she didn’t need to be so careful. She understood that her grandfather had taught her to be self-reliant for good reason. But that was no longer necessary. What was necessary, she saw, was building a relationship. Those first connections, those first bridges to other people, they left her feeling stronger somehow, better. She liked herself more when she was with Nat.
Nat, of all people. Nat the bully. Nat the party girl. But the Nat she saw was neither of those things. Nat was sweet and kind and beautiful. Nat made her feel like a better person, a better photographer even.
She turned the ignition key, hoping that the van’s decrepit AC would at least cool the air a little. This relationship, she realized, was important to her. And she needed to start sharing more, start cooperating, compromising, if it was ever going to work.
Nat had to stay in LA if she was going to work. It wasn’t a lifestyle Kate approved of, and it still wasn’t one she was sure that Nat could handle. Not without her help anyway. But they could hardly move an entire TV show to New York.
Kate, on the other hand, had two opportunities. One here, one there. And LA, now, with Nat, didn’t sound so bad. Being represented by Joss Harper didn’t sound so bad. Being the talk of the town didn’t sound so bad. Even the damn heat didn’t sound so bad.
She wasn’t decided. Not exactly. But the more the idea turned in her mind, the more she thought, why not? Why not stick around. Why not see what happened? Even if nothing worked out, even if she wanted to move a year from now, two years from now, with an agent like Harper and a portfolio like the one she could build from clients in LA, well... She’d walk into another New York job.
It was a possibility.
✽✽✽
 
“I miss you,” the text said.
Kate lay in bed, beginning to text back, when the phone rang in her hand.
“I miss you,” Nat said.
“I miss you too.”
“Tell me about your day.”
So Kate did. She went through the shoot, told Nat about Harper. The whole thing. And then Nat told Kate about her day. And by then more than an hour had passed and Kate had barely realized it, barely thought about the time.
“Sleeping alone sucks,” Nat said.
“Agreed.”
“Wanna sleep over tomorrow?”
“My place?” asked Kate.
“No, my place,” Nat said. “Come whenever. I’ll be back by five, but the maid will let you in if you’re earlier.”
It took a long time to say goodbye. Longer than she’d have believed possible. But when Nat’s voice was gone Kate suddenly felt very, very alone.
Being independent had been a good thing. It had got her far. But now, she was beginning to realize, she needed more. She needed to be with someone. Someone like Nat. She was letting Nat in because she needed to. She needed to grow, to change, to let herself open up.
And all of that might mean sticking around in LA for a while. It was, Kate thought, not the biggest sacrifice in the world. And maybe it was worth it. Worth it to stay with Nat.




Chapter Fifteen
It was hot, the small studio steamy and sticky. Nat had her hair looped up and was sitting cross-legged on the floor.
“I got this,” she said.
“Just put the full sized prints in first and...”
“I got this,” Nat said again. “Go get your errands done. I’ll be finished by the time you come back.”
Kate took a deep breath and nodded. She dropped a kiss on Nat’s forehead and walked out of the studio. The first time she’d ever left someone else there alone. Not only that, but someone alone who was currently sorting through her photos. It was a big step for her, and she wondered if Nat realized that.
An itch of worry started in her stomach, but she clamped down on it. She could handle this. Besides, it was hardly the biggest step of the day. She’d finally come to a decision. And today was the day she was going to tell Nat.
As quickly as she could she picked up the film she needed and grabbed some milk from the store. Then she hurried back to the studio. Not that she was worried. Except that she was, a little. She breathed easier when she unlocked the door.
“All done,” Nat said, brushing her hands off and standing up.
Kate looked down into the cartons. Perfect. Exactly as she would have done them herself. She grinned. Worrying was stupid, she reminded herself. Doubts were normal.
“Perfect.”
“Now what?” asked Nat.
“Now we start our day for real,” Kate grinned. “We’re both free all day, so I figured we should make the most of it. Ready?”
Nat stepped forward, her hand reaching out and stroking down the curve of Kate’s waist, her fingers making contact with skin where her t-shirt didn’t quite meet her jeans. Kate’s heart started to thud and her mouth watered a little. She pulled Nat closer, kissed her soundly and slowly, lingering to taste her sweet scent. Then she pulled away.
“Later,” she promised. “Now we’re going out.”
Nat pretended to sulk for a second, then grinned. “Out we go then.”
✽✽✽
 
They’d driven out towards Santa Monica, leaving most of the smog of the city behind them. Nat had sung in the car, and Kate had joined in, their voices rising up and ringing out of the open windows. And when they saw the ocean they’d both yelled out with glee.
“Park it just down here,” Nat said. “I swear to God, this place has fish so fresh it’s practically still swimming. You’re gonna love it.”
Kate did as she was told. She jumped out of the van while Nat was still adjusting her sunglasses, and held open the passenger side door.
“Ma’am,” she said, bowing slightly.
Nat accepted her hand to exit the van. But when Kate caught up with her after locking up and tried to slip her hand into Nat’s, Nat drew back.
“Not on the street,” she said softly.
Kate looked around at the crowds of beach-goers. No one seemed to care much. Nat’s recoil had stung a little.
“No one’s going to recognize you,” she said.
“Wanna bet,” said Nat, with a wry grin.
Kate bit her lip but withdrew her hand.
“I’m sorry,” Nat said, as they walked. “I know this is difficult. I’ll work on it. One day we’ll walk down the street holding hands. Promise.”
And her half-smile was so lovely, so fragile and beautiful that Kate scolded herself for being childish. Here she was, walking down the street with Nat Lee, who was she to sulk because she couldn’t hold her girlfriend’s hand?
“Oh. My. God. Is that Nat Lee? It is, isn’t it? Are you Nat Lee?”
If the timing had been any better, Kate would have sworn that Nat had engineered the entire situation for her benefit. A teenage girl had her hand over her mouth and was babbling to her friends, then heads turned and suddenly there were eyes everywhere. Kate turned to Nat, not sure what to do, how to respond. But Nat was already turning toward the many cameras, already starting to smile.
Kate hesitated, then took a step backward, going into the shadow under the restaurant’s awning. Nat’s smile was widening, she was taking a pen, she was signing a paper, she was instinctively turning to whichever camera was closest. This, Kate realized, was Nat in her element. This was what she thrived upon. The attention, the flash of the camera, the squeals of excitement. She watched as Nat became a professional, as she smiled at little girls, teased men. This was her life. This was why she’d never leave LA.
And this, here in the cool dark of the shade, was where Kate would have to be. At least for now. At least until Nat came out. Was she okay with that? She leaned back against a cool wall. Would she be happier up there in the crowd with Nat? Because that was the other option. She felt panic start to rise in her stomach, the nerves coming back.
“Are you alright?”
An older woman was sitting shaded under the awning. Kate hadn’t noticed her.
“Fine,” she said shortly.
The woman turned her large dark sunglasses on her. “You don’t look fine,” she said. She turned back to look at the chaos surrounding Nat. “Friend? Lover?”
“Girlfriend,” said Kate.
The woman smiled an old smile. “Tough, isn’t it?” she said. “Sharing them with the public like that.”
And Kate frowned at her until the woman laughed.
“And tough to believe that I used to be as beautiful as you, my dear. No, I’ve dated my share of fame way back when. The thing you have to remember is that they’re two separate people. The public person and the private person. Two completely different people. That girl there, she’s not your girlfriend. She’s... whatever she is. Actress?”
“Model,” Kate said.
“She’s a model. Your girlfriend is the one that eats dinner with you every night. The one that laughs at your jokes. Keep them separate and you’ll be just fine. Get jealous of the other woman, the public woman, and you won’t last three months.”
Kate watched as Nat began to fend off the crowd, turning towards her, smiling just for her, a smile different to the ones she gave the camera. Two different people. Yes. That she could do, that she could understand. Probably.
✽✽✽
 
Three times their lunch was interrupted. Each time, Nat was graceful and charming though she made sure the fan didn’t linger. By the time they got to the beach and were lost in a crowd too busy to notice who was in their midst, Kate wondered just how the hell Nat dealt with all this.
“It’s part of the job,” Nat said, laying her towel down on a rented sunbed. “Here, put this on for me.”
She handed Kate a tube of high factor sun cream and Kate squeezed some out onto her hands.
“It’s not the worst part of the job either,” Nat continued. “In fact, it’s quite nice sometimes. They’re fans, people that like me, it’s flattering.”
“Like you?” asked Kate, smearing sun cream onto the smoothness of Nat’s back. “They don’t even know you.”
The cream was cold against the warmth of Nat’s skin and Kate’s insides trembled as she slowly stroked the lotion onto her. Just touching Nat was enough to set her aflame. Touching her like this, here, in public, with eyes everywhere, was almost more than she could take.
“Jealous?”
The word cut right to the heart of the matter, briskly and openly. It was something that she liked about Nat, that ability to wade through the bullshit, to get to the point.
“A little,” she admitted.
“Of the fame?” asked Nat. “Because the reception you’re getting now means that you’re going to have fans of your own, you know. Have you considered that?”
She hadn’t and didn’t particularly want to. “Not of the fame,” she said, capping the sunscreen tube. “Of the way they approach you, I guess. Of how they think they know you. Of the interruption.”
Nat turned around so that she was facing her and Kate dug her toes into the burning sand.
“It’s part of my life,” Nat said. “I can’t tell you that it’s going to change.”
“It’s something I have to deal with.”
“Yes,” said Nat. “That sounds harsh, but it is. People know who I am. Anywhere I go, people know my name.”
“You looked... in your element,” Kate said, looking down at her buried toes.
“Kind of,” said Nat gently. “Some of it’s practice, some of it is just my job. Part of me likes the attention, I suppose, or I wouldn’t do it. But I don’t always love it, no.”
“You don’t?”
“Are you kidding me?” Nat said. “Outside of my apartment, nothing is mine. Anything and everything I do can be photographed, examined, reported on. I have to be constantly on guard. Drinking makes it easier because you can forget that you’re being watched all the time. Other than that, well, yeah, it makes you kind of paranoid sometimes.”
“Sounds horrific,” Kate said, glancing upwards again and seeing Nat’s dark eyes watching her.
“It’s the price you pay to play.”
“And the price I’ll have to pay too, to be with you.”
Nat nodded and Kate sighed.
“Nat, we’ve got to talk at some point about making this public. About you, well, coming out. I can deal with the pictures, with the people, the fans, or at least I think I can. I can’t deal with lying. I need as much honesty as we can get.”
“I know,” said Nat. And she reached out, put her hand on Kate’s leg and Kate’s pulse quickened. “I’ve been thinking about it.”
“You have?”
“Of course, I’m not an idiot. But this isn’t just my decision. If it were, I’d scream it out loud right now, I swear to you. It was never important before, at least not important enough to care what other people think. But now it is.”
“Why?”
“Because it’s important to you, Kate. But like I said, it’s not just my decision. I’ll have to work with Brooks, and with the show and the TV station on how and where and when this can happen. I don’t own my public life, Kate. As weird as that sounds, there are other people that depend on me, on how I appear and how I act.”
Kate raised her eyebrows and Nat laughed.
“I know, I know. Sounds weird coming from me, right? But it’s a lesson that I’ve learned. Learned because of you. The bad press, the partying, it affected more than just me. It affected those that work around me as well. I get that now.”
“Really?”
“Really,” Nat said. “And I know that this is hard for you, and I appreciate you sticking with it. It’s an issue that I’m dealing with, and one that I hope will be solved as soon as possible. I want this, Kate. I want you, I want us. But I also want my career. I want this job, I want to be on TV. And some part of me wants the fans and the attention too, I can’t deny that.”
Kate swung her legs around so that she was lying rather than sitting on her sun lounger. She felt lighter now that they’d talked. Better. The situation wasn’t perfect, but every couple had to deal with issues. Theirs were just a little more public than most people’s. And she was about to tell Nat what she’d decided. Almost about to do more than that, about to tell Nat her real feelings. Something just felt right about the moment, the sun, the light, the openness. But before she could speak someone else did.
“Are you Nat Lee?”
Two teenage boys were standing by the side of Nat’s sun lounger, one holding out a phone. Nat looked at Kate, then smiled at the boys and nodded. Kate took a deep breath then stretched out her hand.
“Want me to take a picture of you guys with Nat?” she asked.
Nat flashed her a grin as the boy handed over the phone.
✽✽✽
 
It was late that night, Nat’s bedroom dim with clothes scattered over the floor, before the moment felt right again. Nat was snuggled against her, warm skin against warm skin, her breathing still hitched, her body still tremoring slightly. Kate was warm, relaxed, sated.
“I have something to say,” she said into the darkness.
“Give me five minutes,” groaned Nat. “I need to recover a little first.”
Kate laughed. “No, not that.” Nat’s hand moved up her leg. “Okay, maybe that,” she said. “But first I need to tell you something.”
Nat’s hand stopped moving.
“I’m not taking the job in New York.”
And suddenly Nat was moving, sitting up, her eyes wide. “You’re not?”
“I’ll call tomorrow and tell them.”
Nat rubbed her face, disbelieving. “But... but this is what you wanted. This was your dream job.”
“Dreams can change.”
“Are you doing this for me?”
Kate took a deep breath then shook her head. “No, I’m doing it for me. For us maybe.”
“Please don’t make big sacrifices for me, Kate. That leaves me indebted to you. I’m not sure I could handle that.”
Kate reached out and took her hand. “Listen. Since my shoot with you, I’ve got more work than I can handle. I have a meeting next week with Joss Harper about representing me. There’s plenty of work in LA for me now. And if it doesn’t work out, well, with Harper as my agent and a portfolio full of pictures of you I don’t see any trouble in getting any other job that I want. So it’s not a huge sacrifice.”
“Okay,” said Nat slowly.
“But I also want to stay here. I feel like this, us, we’re working. I want to see what happens. I want to be with you. And to be honest, I was worried about going to New York, about how that would affect us. I wasn’t sure I could handle long distance. And now I know that I can’t. Even going for a night without sleeping next to you is tough, Nat. I don’t want to be without you.”
“You’re sure about this?”
“I’m sure.”
And Nat was bending down to kiss her, taking her face in her hands, tilting her chin up for the softest brushing of lips. The kiss deepened and Kate’s body started to respond, the warmth starting to rise inside her again as Nat’s tongue flickered into her mouth. She reached up, pulling Nat closer, but Nat drew back.
“I’m so glad you’re staying,” she whispered.
“Me too,” Kate said. “Me too.”
And curling back into Nat’s arms, feeling her fingers stroking down her stomach, smelling her spiced and citrus scent, hearing her breathing, Kate knew that she’d made the right decision. She was staying in LA. Staying with Nat.
✽✽✽
 
It was a bright morning when Kate made her way back to her studio. The boxes that Nat had packed with pictures to store were still sitting in the middle of the floor. She kicked them to one side. Plenty of time to deal with them later. She needed to shower and then get to her shoot. She dragged clothes from the mezzanine into the bathroom, started the water running and brushed her teeth.
She was just stripping off her t-shirt when her phone rang.
“Kate S. Photography,” she answered, without bothering to look at the number.
“Kate, it’s Mel. Are you alright?”
“Perfectly fine. Why?”
“Jesus. Get online. Now.”
“What? Why?”
But she was already flickering her computer to life.
“Just get online. Check out Stars-Signed.”
Kate’s fingers quickly typed the address. And then her heart stopped.
Lee and Allingham to Marry.
Her eyes jumped down through the paragraphs, looking for information, sure this couldn’t be true, not wanting to believe it. But the truth was there. Nat and Jake were engaged.




Chapter Sixteen
Her hands were sweating as she dialed in the number, but she was internally calm. As calm as she could be.
“Yes, this is Kate Steinhauser calling for...” She scanned down the email for the name of the HR person she needed. “Calling for Jennifer Bryan.”
“One moment please.”
She closed her eyes, not wanting to see the studio, not wanting to see her life as it was.
“Jen Bryan.”
“Hi, this is Kate Steinhauser, the photographer.”
“Ah, yes, Kate. Hi. What can I do for you?”
“I’ve decided that I’d love to accept your job offer.”
“Fantastic.”
Ten more long, eternal minutes of discussion. Papers to be signed. Accommodations to be arranged. But when it was done, when she hung up the phone, she felt empty. Empty and lonely and sad.
“Kate!”
There was hammering on the studio door, louder and louder and she could hear Mel yelling her name. For a moment she thought about not answering, not opening the door. But she couldn’t. She didn’t have the strength to listen to Mel outside, to ignore her.
“It was unlocked,” she said, pulling the door open.
“Kate. Jesus. Are you okay?”
And she realized that she’d hung the phone up on Mel without a word after she saw the news. That she’d sat for a long hour or more just staring at the computer screen. That she had canceled her shoot. That there was nothing for her here now.
“I’m fine,” she said, obviously lying.
“No, you’re not,” Mel said, bustling inside. “Did you know about this? What the hell happened Kate?”
“I’m going to New York.”
Mel took a breath, then pulled out two chairs, sitting herself in one, and pulling on Kate’s hand until she sat in the other.
“You’re going. You’re sure?”
Kate nodded.
“Kate, this all might not be what it seems. It could all just be publicity. Trust me, I know.”
“It doesn’t matter.”
It didn’t matter. Her bubble had been burst, her world had changed, and as certain as she’d been just hours before, the doubts had crept in again and this time she’d let them take over.
“This whole time,” she said. “This whole time I was waiting for the kick. I was waiting for it to turn out to be another cruel joke, another tease, a way to laugh at me, to prove me inferior. And this could be it.”
“And it could not be,” Mel said.
“Maybe it’s not. I just don’t know.”
“Then perhaps you should talk to Nat before you go making any rash decisions.”
She’d thought about it. Truly thought about picking up the phone, about driving the battered blue van over to Nat’s apartment. But she couldn’t. Because the more that she thought about this, the more she couldn’t face being dragged into it. Joke or not, real or not, it didn’t matter.
“No,” she said. “No. I don’t want to talk to Nat.”
“But Kate, if this is all just publicity, if it’s only gossip, scandal, then shouldn’t she have the chance to speak for herself?”
“She should,” Kate allowed. “But I can’t hear it. I don’t want to hear it. Because whether all this is true or not, and honestly, I don’t doubt that it is, I can’t do this, Mel. I can’t live like this. I don’t want to live like this.”
“Like what?” asked Mel gently.
“As part of this lifestyle, part of this big LA game. I can’t do it, it’s not me. I’m not an idiot, I don’t believe that Nat loves Jake. I know she doesn’t. But in the end, what does it matter? If marrying Jake is what it will take to keep her job, to keep the public happy, then she’ll do it. She’ll explain it to me, reasonably, and I’ll try to understand, and maybe I’ll live with it for a while. And then I’ll be in too deep, I’ll be too invested, too much in love, to escape. I can’t live a life that’s designed by publicists and agents, a life that’s constantly watched, regarded like a soap opera.”
“Did you know?”
Kate shook her head, then laughed bitterly.
“Not only did I not know, but I’d talked to both of them about it. I thought Jake was thinking about coming out. I know that Nat was thinking about it too, just waiting for this TV job to get off the ground. Or at least that’s what I thought. I thought I could trust them both to do the right thing. But that’s not how it works in this city, is it?”
And Kate could see that Mel wanted to lie, but she couldn’t.
“No,” she said in the end. “It’s generally not.”
“They’ll both do whatever furthers their career the most. Whatever’s right for the press, for the role, for the fame. And I can’t be that person. I thought I could. Or I thought I could change her, that I was good for, that she was changing to become more... normal. Less LA. But I was wrong. I can’t be in second place, Mel. I can’t come second to a career, to the great public, to a TV show, or to anything else. I don’t deserve that.”
It had come to her immediately, like a lightning bolt striking between her eyes. The news, true or not, real or not, had shown her exactly what she would be agreeing to, exactly what she’d be giving up. And she couldn’t do it.
“You don’t deserve that,” Mel said.
“I’d just told her that I was staying,” said Kate. “That I wasn’t going to New York. That I was staying here, for us, for this to work. Just last night.”
Mel sighed and took both of Kate’s hands in her own.
“I’m not going to change your mind,” she said. “If this is what you need to do, then you’re going to have to do it, I guess. I understand your reasoning. I understand why you don’t want to be part of this life. But I still think you should talk to Nat.”
Kate shook her head. If she talked to Nat then she’d change her mind. If she saw her, heard her words, felt her touch, then her commitment to leaving, to herself, would be gone. And she couldn’t risk it.
“Okay. That’s your decision,” said Mel. “But I don’t want you to be alone. Why don’t you come and stay with me for a few days?”
Kate looked around the studio, looked at her life, and then she nodded. Yes, getting out of here was exactly what she needed. Maybe Mel could help fill some of the emptiness inside her.
✽✽✽
 
A week and she hadn’t changed her mind. Nor had she spoken to Nat. And now she was in the studio packing up her life and it was taking far longer than she’d thought.
She was right. It hurt, but she was right. As long as Nat stayed in LA, as long as she was working, she would live the same kind of life. A toxic life. Maybe that would be drink and drugs, maybe the wrong kind of people, maybe her agent running her life. It didn’t matter. What did matter was that as much as Kate loved Nat, and she truly thought she did, she could not play a part in that kind of life. And that meant leaving. Maybe Nat had changed, maybe she wasn’t the same bully that she used to be, maybe she was strong enough to survive LA. But Kate wasn’t.
She taped another box closed and started pulling pictures off the wall. So she’d go to New York. She’d start over. Not from new, Mel had warned her. If nothing else she had to take the lessons she’d learned here and build on them. But she still had the sneaking suspicion that she was better off alone, that trusting and hoping had done her no good at all.
“You’re alive.”
Kate didn’t have to turn around, she didn’t need to see the face. The door was open to let in the breeze and she hesitated, not wanting to see what she knew she was going to see.
“I’m alive,” she said finally, turning around.
“But you haven’t answered my texts, my calls, my emails. You haven’t been here,” Nat said, leaning a hip against the doorway.
“No,” Kate agreed, pulling another box towards her.
“And now you’re packing. New York?”
“Yes.”
It physically hurt to look at her. It hurt to see her outline in the doorway, the jeans hugging her hips, the t-shirt skirting her waist revealing a glimpse of olive skin, the hair pulled up on top of her head.
“May I come in?”
She didn’t sound angry. Sad. And Kate had little choice, she was already here, so she nodded.
“Kate, you know that this isn’t real, don’t you? This engagement. Me and Jake.”
“I know now since you just told me.”
“It’s not real. And I’d hope that you’d have more trust in me than that.”
Kate said nothing.
“I didn’t know about it. Not until it was announced,” Nat said. She leaned on the back of a chair, her knuckles turning white with the grip. “The TV station demanded a last minute guarantee before the contracts were signed. Some good press. So Brooks set this up. He tried to call, tried to tell me. But I was with you all day. I had my phone switched off.”
“I see,” was all Kate said.
“That’s all you have to say? I tried to call you a million times, I wanted to explain things to you. None of this was my fault, Kate. I honestly didn’t know about it.”
“And would it have made a difference if you had?” Kate asked now, looking up and almost sinking into those dark eyes. “If it had all been discussed and talked through, would you have put your foot down and said no, I won’t do it?”
She saw the hesitation, felt it in her soul.
“It wouldn’t, would it?” she said. “Because this is how your life works, Nat. And this has nothing to do with trust or love or belief, or anything else. It has to do with the lifestyle you lead. With this toxic, terrible, manipulative game that you buy into. And I’m not willing to play.”
Nat turned the chair, sat on it, her face pale and serious.
“Kate, this is my life. You know that. You know what I have to do. And I’m not ruling anything out. I’m not saying that I’m not going to come out, that I won’t be seen in public with you. Nothing like that. Not even that I’m marrying Jake. I’m just saying that I need to wait for the right time. That I don’t decide things alone. Can’t you understand that?”
“I understand. I understand all too well. There’s no honesty in your life, Nat. No truth. And I can’t play a part in that. I can’t live like that. Not for a year, not for a month, not even for a day. I won’t have my life be arranged by someone else’s whim, someone else’s needs.”
“Not even mine?”
And now the anger was coming, Kate could see it in the flash of an eye, in the flush of a cheek.
“I lead an honest life,” she said, deflecting the question. “And I don’t want to be part of a lie.”
Nat laughed, a crazy, high pitched sound. “You’re insane.”
“Why? Because I’m true to myself? Because I think you should be too? Because I don’t want to play a game, to lie, to manipulate people’s perceptions of me?”
“Because you’re unrealistic!” Nat stood up, the chair scraping against the ground and wobbling before deciding not to tip over.
“I’m unrealistic? You’re the one that lives a lie.”
“So what? Don’t we all?” Nat said, her voice tight. “We all lie, we all try to affect people’s perceptions of us. We all manipulate. Even you, Kate. No one can be honest all the time. Life doesn’t work that way. It just doesn’t.”
“But it does,” Kate said, standing now so that she was just feet away from Nat, able to reach out and touch her though she didn’t. “Or it should.”
“No,” Nat said. “No. There’s no complete honesty in the world. Not from anyone.”
“There is from me,” Kate said, and she was breaking now, her temper was getting the better of her. It sounded like Nat thought she was a liar and that she wouldn’t take. More than anything she was honest.
“No, Kate, not even from you.”
Her veins pulsed with blood, her mouth tasted like metal.
“You want some honesty? Huh? Well how about this,” she spat. “Your life is toxic and it’s killing you. I know you think you’re strong, but what makes you so different from all the others? Huh? You’re living a lie, Nat, and you know you are. And all these lies, all this toxicity, it’s going to catch up with you one day.”
“No–” Nat’s face was crimson, her mouth was crooked, she looked ready to cry, but Kate wasn’t finished. If she was going to be honest then she was going to tell the whole truth.
“It will. That’s what the drugs and the drinking are all about. You’re trying to make yourself feel better, soothe yourself, trying to forget that you’re living a lie. And all this will crumble, Nat. One day. Maybe not today, but soon. And then what? You’ll be a statistic, just like all the others. You’ll be an alcoholic, you’ll be dead from an overdose in a seedy motel room. You’ll be washed up and gone, just like that. Because that’s what happens in this city.”
Nat’s lips were trembling.
“And I will not watch that. I will not aid it. I will not be a part of it.”
“Kate.”
“No, I don’t want to hear it. You cannot survive here, Nat. If you’re not willing to leave LA, then it is going to eat you alive. Because you need to live your truth, and you can’t do that here. There are no compromises. Just the truth.”
She was turning away, trying to hide her tears and Kate wanted to reach for her but didn’t. She couldn’t, not now. She needed to stay strong. For herself.
“I’m going to New York,” she said, less angry, more softly. “I’m leaving. And I don’t want to see you again.”
Seconds ticked by before Nat moved. And when she did, she walked towards the door never turning back.




Chapter Seventeen
The studio was hot with bright lights beaming onto the white set up that Kate had arranged. Simple, elegant, perfect. Except it wasn’t perfect, not in the slightest.
“What the hell are you doing?”
The model’s eyes turned to the production assistant.
“Don’t look at her, look at me,” Kate snapped.
She was still pressing the button, still taking shots, hoping to capture what she wanted even if only by accident. But the model’s shoulders slumped and she gave up, flinging the camera down so that the strap around her neck flicked taut.
“No, no, no. It’s simple enough that a child could understand it, so why the hell can’t you?”
She strode over, grasping the model’s arms, positioning her under the lights, turning her, angling her head just so before going back to her position. Three pictures later, seconds later, the production assistant crept up to her side. She didn’t speak, but Kate could feel her eyes watching, could feel the presence next to her.
“What?”
“We need to take a break,” the assistant said. “Chloe needs to stand down for a few minutes.” She didn’t wait for Kate to agree or disagree, but shouted to the room in general: “Take five!”
“No!” Kate dropped the camera yet again. “No, I say when it’s take five. And since I’ve just got Chloe in the position I want, we’re continuing. In fact, we’ll go on until I get a decent picture. We’ll stop when I say.”
“Kate, there are rules, we uh...”
“We ‘uh’ nothing,” Kate growled, going back to her camera. “If Chloe had learned to pose properly we’d be done by now. Since she didn’t, this is all going to take a little longer. Sit on it for half an hour, we’ll break then.”
She looked through the viewfinder and saw that the model had moved.
“Jesus Christ.”
Stalking over she positioned the girl once more, but in tilting her face she saw tears in the model’s eyes. She swallowed then sighed.
“Fine,” she said defeated. “Fine. Take a break. Ten minutes tops.”
And she walked away.
She was plugging the camera into her laptop to see if she could salvage at least a few shots when the production assistant came once more to skulk by her side. Lynette, that was her name, Kate suddenly remembered. Short, plump, pathetically cheery.
“What now?”
“Nothing,” Lynette said. “It’s just, well, maybe you could lighten up a bit. Chloe’s young, she hasn’t been doing this long, and, well...”
“Then she shouldn’t be here,” was Kate’s response. “If she’s not a pro she doesn’t belong here. Send her back to the minor leagues and she can come back when she can do the job.”
A look of darkness passed over Lynette’s face, but she said nothing, just nodded and walked away.
✽✽✽
 
“You’re expected in the office.”
There was a gleam of satisfaction in the assistant’s eyes. Kate was well aware of the fact that she wasn’t exactly liked around the magazine. And that was fine. She wasn’t here to make friends, she told herself. Still though, it would have been nice to have been able to ask the assistant what she was wanted for and to get an honest answer. She nodded in reply.
The office. That’s what they called the vast expanse of space that Jeannie occupied. Crowded with shelves, littered with magazine covers, and with windows on all sides so that Jeannie could oversee both the city and her busy little empire inside. No one went into the office for good reasons. If Jeannie was happy with you, she took you to lunch. Kate sighed. Jeannie had seen her come in, there was no escaping this. She took a deep breath before she knocked on the door.
“Ah, Kate, so nice to see you.”
The tone did not match the words. Jeannie Tulane, editor in chief, was dressed in a suit so perfect it could have been painted on. She was tall, with unnaturally dark hair. Glasses framed her eyes, lines framed her mouth, and her neck was draped with a fine silk scarf, hiding the wrinkles that she was so vain about.
“Take a seat.”
Kate did as she was told, perching on the edge of an uncomfortably small chair. She knew that every eye in the office was on her, that they were all out there watching her through the windows. But she kept her gaze firmly on Jeannie. She wasn’t going to give anyone the satisfaction of thinking this bothered her.
“You’ve been here six weeks,” Jeannie said, leaning back in her own large chair. “And you’ve done some nice work. Not great work. But nice.”
“Uh, thank you,” Kate said, confused.
Jeannie steepled her hands in front of her, elbows on the desk, red fingernails glowing in the light from the window.
“We were expecting more,” she said. “From your portfolio we were expecting more... innate artistic talent perhaps. Something better than nice.”
Kate’s stomach started to turn, she could feel a flush creeping up her neck.
“I understand that you’re getting used to a new place, a new studio, new models. I’m willing to give you a few more weeks to prove yourself,” Jeannie was saying. “However, there’s something that concerns me more.”
She wasn’t going to show emotion, wasn’t go to let anyone see what she was feeling or thinking. She kept her mouth firmly closed, her eyes forward.
“I’m getting reports that you’re... temperamental. Difficult to work with.”
Kate bit her lip. Keeping her mouth closed was becoming more difficult. There was so much that she wanted to say. But she didn’t quite dare.
“I understand, of course, that many artists are temperamental. You, however, are not an artist. You are a staff photographer. Whatever eccentricities you were able to get away with in California will not, as they say, fly here. I’ve had complaints from models, from production assistants, from the art director. You’re stubborn, uncooperative, and most of all, controlling. These are not characteristics that can be condoned.”
And she could hold the words back no longer. She wasn’t sure whether she wanted to apologize or to defend herself, but she couldn’t just sit here and take it.
“I–”
“No,” said Jeannie, leaning forward a little now. “I don’t want to hear it. I have no interest in any reasoning or justification. You are still in your probation period. I have not yet made a decision on signing your permanent contract. However, I will tell you that should your behavior continue as is then I will not be signing it at all.”
She leaned back again, dark eyes carefully watching as Kate didn’t dare to say a thing. Kate was sweating, shaky, her breath was coming faster than she wanted it to.
“I must say, I’m disappointed. I’d heard good things about you, Kate. I personally talked to models you’d worked with. And I’ll tell you something else, Nat Lee herself called me to recommend you. Obviously, a personal recommendation from a model that well-known in the business went a long way towards getting you this job.”
And now Kate felt like the floor had moved from under her feet. Nat had done this. Nat had called here. Nat had recommended her. She closed her eyes momentarily, Nat’s face flashing into her head. She’d tried so hard not to think of her, so hard to focus on something, anything else.
“You have nothing booked for tomorrow or Monday.”
Kate’s eyes opened again.
“No, I checked your calendar myself. I suggest that you take that four day weekend to decide what you want and change your attitude,” Jeannie said. “Do not come into the office. You have a lot of potential. If I didn’t think that, I would never have hired you. However, we will be parting ways sooner rather than later if you don’t buckle down and become a part of the team. Understood?”
All Kate could do was mutely nod her head.
✽✽✽
 
She had no idea how she got out of the office, no idea how her legs had carried her through the staring eyes, past the assistant, past the receptionists, into the lobby, out onto the street. All she knew was that now she was outside, her jacket wrapped around her against the chill of the New York autumn. Traffic honked and the air smelled of smoke and fall and fumes.
Nat had got her this job. In every possible way. She’d sat for the portfolio, she’d advised on the pictures, she’d called the magazine editor. She’d done everything possible to get Kate the job of her dreams. She’d never even hinted at the call, never mentioned it. And now... and now Kate could hardly bear to think of her.
She walked the streets, paving stones uneven beneath her feet. She’d done everything to forget Nat. She’d done what she had to, she’d told herself. She’d made her decisions. Lingering over them, examining them, analyzing them, would make no difference at all. So she’d tried to fill her head with everything else, anything else.
But Nat was always there, just out of sight, just out of touch. Like a phantom limb, something that should be there, that almost was, yet wasn’t. She took deep breaths of the cool air. This was perfectly normal. Breakups weren’t supposed to be easy.
There was a small news-stand on the corner of the street and something about it caught her eye. Her gaze strayed to the gossip papers, as it always did, both hoping and dreading seeing Nat’s face there. And yet again, she didn’t see Nat. But what she did see made her take a step back so fast that she bumped into someone walking behind her.
“Sorry!” she turned to say, but the figure was already walking away muttering.
Her hands shaking a little she picked up the top magazine that she could find examining the cover more carefully. Then another issue, then a different magazine altogether.
“Hey, you buying or just looking?”
Kate shook her head, put the magazines down and turned down her street pulling out her phone as she did so. She clicked on every site she could think of. But they all said the same.
“Yo, watch where you’re going!”
She bumped into yet another passerby. But she didn’t care, was too engrossed in the news. It was true, it had to be. Jake Allingham was out. There were pictures of him and Van on every gossip site she could find. And she couldn’t help but smile, couldn’t help but be glad for him. His grinning face, the way his eyes looked at Van. He’d done it, finally done it.
Her small bite of happiness for Jake lasted long enough for her to get up the stairs and unlock her front door. Then her heart sank again.
Boxes stood piled around the tiny living room, dirty glasses and plates on the bar separating the living room from the kitchen area. The couch was covered in clothes, shelves stood empty. Nothing was in place, the walls were bare. Six weeks and all she’d done was work, watch movies on the big screen TV, and sleep. That was it.
She dropped her keys, shrugged off her jacket and collapsed onto the couch.
What was her life coming to? She felt like her world was crumbling. She was alone, lonely. She was on the verge of losing the only job she’d ever wanted. She couldn’t even unpack a box of books. Next to the couch an old landline phone flashed with messages. Messages she’d never even bothered to listen to. Her life was falling apart.
And the only connection, the only thing that hung all of this together, was Nat. Nat had tamed her, made her less controlling, made her a better person, a better photographer. Nat had got her the job she wanted. Nat, she could see now, Nat had been everything. And she’d turned her back and walked away.
She was empty inside, a hollow shell that echoed whenever she thought. For the very first time she wondered if she’d made a mistake.
“I should have tried harder,” she mumbled.
She should. She should have tried harder to understand, tried harder to support Nat. Okay, so she didn’t agree with the lifestyle she led. But Nat was supportive enough of her dream that she’d called Jeannie Tulane for Christ’s sake. And Kate couldn’t even let Nat have what she needed. So she wasn’t out, so what? It wasn’t the end of the world. So she had an agent that planned her life, so what? Kate could win a battle of will against Brooks Lyon, she was sure of it.
More than that though, so much bigger, looming and monumental in her head, was the fact that she, Kate Steinhauser, loved Nat. The feeling hadn’t gone away. It was still there glittering and gleaming at the bottom of her heart. Time hadn’t dulled it, distance hadn’t stopped its glow.
And now everything was crumbling and without Nat to prop things up, without Nat as a foundation, she didn’t know what to do. She wanted to weep for it, wanted to cry and bawl and scream. Because she didn’t think she could undo what had already happened, couldn’t unsay the words that had already been said. And because she didn’t think she could do this anymore alone.
The phone rang. The mobile, not the landline. Since tears wouldn’t come and the effort of trying to cry was just too frustrating, she decided to answer it, crawling on the floor to grab her jacket and finagle the phone out of the pocket.
“Kate, Jesus, do you ever check your messages?”
Kate looked over at the landline. “No.”
“I’ve been trying to call you for weeks. I thought you were ghosting me. Are you alright?”
Kate hesitated for a second. There was nothing Mel could do. Nothing she could say. Lying was easier over the phone.
“Fine,” she said.
“Listen,” said Mel. “I’ve got news. But I’m not sure if it’s something that you want to hear or not. So just tell me if not and I’ll shut up, won’t say a word. It’s not in the press yet, God knows how Brooks kept it out of the papers. It’s about Nat.”
The name drove a spike through her heart and her body felt strangely more alive.
“What about Nat?”
“Listen, I get it if this means nothing to you. But I thought you should know, at least know the truth before it hits the front pages, okay?”
“Okay.”
“Jake Allingham came out.”
Kate’s breathing slowed a little. Was that all?
“I know,” she said.
“Yeah, but Nat didn’t exactly take it well by all accounts. I don’t exactly know what happened, I’m only piecing together rumors here, Kate. But she’s had some kind of break down, I think. When Jake came out she went off the rails. She went on a bender. Word has it that Channel Three has fired her already. And anyway, long story short, she’s in the hospital.”
“Hospital?”
“Drug-related overdose,” Mel said.
But Kate was already picking up her jacket, already grabbing a bag from on top of a pile of boxes.




Chapter Eighteen
What the hell was she doing? What about her vows not to take part in this life? Her desire not to play a role in what Nat was doing? Her need not to be dictated to, her passion for honesty? The security line moved forward a step and Kate unbuckled her belt, pulling it through the loops of her jeans.
She hadn’t thought. Hadn’t given it a second of hesitation. She’d grabbed her bag, her keys, her wallet and ID, and left the apartment, Mel still on the phone with her. And when she’d told Mel that she was headed to the airport, all she’d said was:
“I’ll get as much info as I can. Call me when you land and I’ll tell you where to go.”
Just like that. So simple. No judgment, no persuasion, not even a second of questioning Kate’s motives. It had all felt so right. It still felt so right.
She got a plastic tray, dumped her belt, bag and keys inside it and pushed it along the conveyor belt. As she stepped through the gate the detector beeped and she got caught up in removing items until she was deemed safe. And then she was walking towards her gate. No, hurrying towards her gate, because the flight was ready to board and she didn’t want to miss it.
“This is stupid,” she kept repeating to herself as she stepped on and off moving walkways. “So stupid.”
Except it wasn’t. Not at all. Her first thought, her first glimmering glimpse of light when she heard the news was that she needed to be there. Was that Nat couldn’t do this alone, didn’t deserve to do this alone. And all the pieces had fallen into place. Her life was falling apart, Nat’s life was falling apart. And why? Because they didn’t have each other. Because they needed each other. She was sure of it. All she had to do was convince Nat.
She had a window seat. The last-minute ticket had cost more than she could afford. She fastened her seat belt, her stomach still shaking. She had to do this, had to be there. If Nat turned her away, that was her right. But she had to try to fix all of this. Though God only knew what the solution was. Nat wouldn’t leave LA. Maybe Kate needed to leave New York. Maybe moving at all had been the mistake.
No, not moving. Running away. Running away because things weren’t going the way she wanted. That’s what had happened.
“You alright, dear?”
Kate looked over at the elderly woman seated next to her. She almost smiled, remembering the old lady at the restaurant out in Santa Monica, the one that had advised her to see Nat as two separate people. Perhaps she had wise old women following her around, she thought. Not that it had proven particularly helpful if she did.
“I’m okay,” she said.
“You look nervous. First time flying?”
Kate shook her head. “No, it’s not that.”
“Then what is it? You can tell me. A trouble shared and all that.”
Her grey hair was swept back and wrinkles showed the shape of her face when she smiled. Kindly. Grandmotherly. Kate didn’t remember her own grandmother.
“I’m just on my way to visit a friend,” she said. “She’s in hospital.”
“And you’re worried about her.”
“Worried about her and worried about how she’ll react to me showing up,” Kate admitted. “We had a fight and, well, I left town.”
The lady smiled. “I wouldn’t worry about that dear. It’s not the fights that matter. It’s showing up that matters. Actions speak louder than words, you should know that by your age.”
“I, uh, yes, you’re right. I know that.”
“And take it from me, it’s those that do things without being asked, the ones that show up, the ones that expect nothing in return, those are the ones you keep in your life. Something worth remembering that.”
“I think I’ve made mistakes,” Kate said quietly, leaning her head against the window. “And I don’t know how to undo them.”
“She’s more than a friend this one?”
Kate nodded and the woman patted her hand.
“What is meant to be, will be. You can’t force love to happen. But on the same note, you can’t force it not to happen either. You go visit her. You show up. If you’re meant to be together, then that’s how it’ll end up.”
Kate wasn’t so sure. She couldn’t see a solution to this. Not if Nat didn’t want her. And after what she’d said, what she’d done, there was a good chance that Nat wouldn’t even want to see her. But the thought of being there, seeing her face, feeling her touch, made Kate feel better than she had in weeks. It made her want to be alive again. Not the sad, work laden, movie watching life she’d been leading, but an actual life. It filled up the emptiness inside her, the thought of Nat, even just her smile.
She closed her eyes, took deep breaths as the plane taxied down the runway. There was no turning back now. She should have said something when she had the chance. She should have told Nat that she loved her. Maybe it was too late. Her stomach wobbled again. She had no idea what kind of state Nat would be in. And she refused to think about it. Nothing could have gone that wrong. Please God, let nothing have gone that wrong.
“Here you go, my dear.”
The old lady was pushing something into her hand. Kate took it and opened her palm to see half a small white pill sitting there.
“It’s a valium,” the woman said. “No point in you sitting here for the next six hours worrying about something you can’t change yet. And take it from me, you’ll need the sleep. Hospitals aren’t comfortable places to take a nap. You’ll want to be fresh when you arrive.”
The promise of some sort of release was enough that Kate swallowed the pill.
“Thanks.”
The woman patted her hand again and Kate closed her eyes.
She needed Nat. Just as much as Nat needed her. This job in New York, it was nothing. She couldn’t even do it without Nat to counsel her, to advise her. She was drifting into sleep, the edges of the world closing in on her. If Nat would have her she’d stay in LA. She’d abandon the job, the apartment, everything. As long as Nat was okay, as long as she wanted her back. That was her promise. Her promise to God, fate, whoever the hell was listening. Just let Nat be okay.
✽✽✽
 
The rental car bumped along the street. Kate had a vague idea of where she was going. Mel had been true to her word, somehow managing to get hold of not only the name of the hospital that Nat was in, but what name she was checked in under. All Kate had to do was get there.
“Don’t think. Don’t think. Don’t think,” she repeated to herself.
Not that it helped. Her palms were sweaty on the steering wheel as she finally turned into the hospital parking lot and got a ticket.
“Whatever happens will happen.”
Even spoken aloud the words couldn’t soothe her. What it came down to, she thought as she got out of the car, was that she had to try. She had to show up. She had to see Nat’s face. Even just a glimpse of her would be better than nothing. Just knowing that she was alive and somewhat okay. If that was all she got, then that would be just fine. Painful, but fine. Because this world needed Nat Lee in it.
She hurried into the hospital, dodging a security guard and running up to the desk.
“Can I help you?”
“Yes, I’m here for Natalie Bingham.” Checked in under her real name. Smart.
“One moment please.”
The place was swanky, private, cold and white and sterile. But that seemed comforting in a way. The hospital gave off an aura of confidence, it screamed ‘people here know what they’re doing.’ Kate’s mouth was dry and every part of her seemed to tremble. But she had to know. Had to know that Nat was okay.
“You’ll need to go up to the third floor, take a right out of the elevator and check in with the nurse’s station there,” the smiling blonde receptionist said finally.
And Kate took off as fast as her feet could carry her, sneakers squeaking on the clean white floor.
When the elevator doors slid open she didn’t want to step out. After wanting to see Nat for so long, suddenly she was afraid. She forced herself to get out just as the doors were sliding shut. She turned right and came face to face with an empty nurse’s station. Not a soul in sight. Swallowing, she looked around, and then made a decision, turning down a long corridor.
She heard before she saw.
There was the sound of voices, of laughter, and she knew without needing to see that at least a couple of the people in the room were drunk or high. She closed her eyes for a second, tried to gather herself, and then walked a few steps to peek into a window. She knew damn well what she’d see.
Nat’s bed was surrounded by people. The same people she’d seen in the bar, Nat’s so-called friends, her hangers-on. Nat herself was in the bed, a drip coming out of one hand. She was pale, naked of makeup, but she had half a smile and her eyes were open. Kate’s hands relaxed a little. She was alive, she was herself. That was as much as she’d asked for. As much as she could ask for.
Now what? She stood undecided in the middle of the corridor. She could come back later. She could walk away. She’d got what she demanded, a Nat that was living and fine. But now she wanted more, now that the universe had fulfilled its part of the deal, she wanted even more. Still she hesitated, stomach spinning, mind whirling, mouth dry and hands sweating. She couldn’t just walk in there. She couldn’t do this.
A man sat by Nat’s side. He was tall and thin, his hair shaved close to the scalp, his nose bony. Nat said something, and the man reached into his pocket. Kate saw the spark of light shining on cellophane plastic as he palmed something and passed it over to Nat who held it carefully in her hand.
And something in Kate broke. No. Not like this. Not Nat. No.
She pushed into the room, screaming as she went.
“Out! Out! Out! All of you! Out!”
There was motion, heads turning, mouths opening, but Kate ignored it all.
“Get the hell out of here. Are you fucking deaf? Get out.”
People started to stand. Whether because she sounded crazy or authoritative, Kate didn’t know and didn’t care.
“Get out! Leave the hospital!”
And there were questions and comments and angry looks and she didn’t know what to do but knew these people had to go. She said the only thing she could think of.
“The police are coming, get out.”
With a rapid flurry of movement, jackets were picked up, feet hit the linoleum, the door swung open, and people were leaving without bidding goodbye. Until Kate was standing in a near empty room, the door still shaking with movement, the quiet enveloping her.
“You came.”
Kate was shaking so hard she could barely see. She turned around.
“What’s in your hand?”
Nat frowned but opened her closed hand. A small package of tissues sat in her palm. Kate’s legs gave way and she stumbled to a seat.
“I thought...” she began then took a breath. “I thought he passed you something else.”
“Drugs.”
Kate nodded. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that. I should have trusted you. I shouldn’t have thrown everyone out. I... I shouldn’t have come.”
Even the words sounded shaky.
A hand reached out, pale and tremoring, reaching for her until Kate could finally move and grip its coolness.
“You came.”
It wasn’t an accusation, it wasn’t angry, it wasn’t anything other than relief. Pure and simple relief.
“I came.”
There was a sound that Kate didn’t recognize. And when she looked she saw tears on Nat’s face, marring the perfect beauty of her, tracing down her cheeks. She didn’t know what to do. She wanted to take her in her arms, wanted to hold her close, but didn’t know how, couldn’t make herself move.
“Kate, I’m scared.”
She gripped the cold hand tightly. “You don’t have to be afraid. You’re in the right place. You’re getting help.”
“I’m afraid. This was all so easy. It happened so fast. I almost died, Kate. And you were right. That was the only thing I could think. You were right. Jed didn’t pass me drugs, but he could have. He had pills in his top right hand pocket, I could see the bag. All I had to do was ask and he’d have passed them over.”
Kate looked into the pain of her eyes.
“Kate, I can’t do this. I’m not strong enough for this. Please. You have to help me. I know you don’t want to be here, I know you don’t want to play any part in this. And I have no right to ask for your help. But I don’t know how else to do this, I don’t know who else can help me.”
It wasn’t the begging. Kate knew full well she’d have helped Nat anyway. It was the relief in Nat’s voice when she said ‘you came.’ It was the sound of a hope, a dream, a fantasy, being fulfilled. And Kate knew then that they’d both been going through the same thing, that they needed each other and no one else. She held tight onto Nat’s fragile hand.
“Ma’am, what are you doing in here?”
She tore her eyes away from Nat for long enough to see a uniformed nurse standing in the doorway. Then she grinned.
“I’m checking Ms. Lee out,” she said, turning back to look at Nat.
“I’m afraid that won’t be possible, Ms. Lee is about to be transferred to our rehab program. Mr. Lyon was quite determined about that.”
“Brooks Lyon doesn’t make the decisions around here,” Kate said, eyes still fixed on Nat. “Ms. Lee does. And I’m under instruction to take Ms. Lee to a different rehab program.”
“A different program? That’s not in the records, I’m afraid...”
“It’s a little place up in the mountains,” Kate whispered and Nat’s eyes lit up. “A place where you can relax, sort things out.”
Nat grinned right back at her, knowing exactly what Kate was proposing. Then she turned to the nurse.
“I’m not a child. Mr. Lyon does not hold any authority to make decisions on my behalf,” she snapped. “Bring me my clothes. I’m checking out.”
And the nurse scurried away.




Chapter Nineteen
The cabin was always best at this time of year. When the leaves started to change color, when the light softened and muted, it always looked like a fairytale come to life. A woodsman’s cottage perhaps, at least in Kate’s childhood imagination. And with a low fire burning in the fireplace against the slight chill and damp in the air it was cozy inside, warm and safe.
The drive had tired Nat. They hadn’t spoken. Nat had been quiet, and Kate had left her to her thoughts and shown her to the bedroom to nap as soon as they arrived. Kate herself was unsure of what was happening here. She’d planned on helping Nat, sure, but not taking care of her in such a literal way. Yet it had seemed the best thing to do, bringing her up here.
She was bound, she knew that. Bound in some inextricable way to Nat and to how all this was going to work out. She couldn’t explain it in the same way that she couldn’t explain why she’d fallen in love with Nat. It was just a fact. Something that was. Their lives were intertwined and forcing a separation had done no good for either of them.
“Smells good.”
Nat looked thin as she stood in the bedroom doorway. Kate smiled at her and stirred the pot on the stove.
“Just soup,” she said. “Nothing fancy.”
“Still smells good.”
“Sit down and I’ll bring you a bowl.”
She served out two bowls, carrying them carefully to the rickety wooden table. Nat’s arms looked so fragile, the bruises visible on her skin, injection sites, blood draws. She pulled out a chair and sat opposite Nat.
“Why did you come?”
It was an obvious question, but one that didn’t have an obvious answer. Not really. Kate shrugged.
“Because I had to.”
“I didn’t call. I didn’t ask for your help.”
“No, you didn’t.” Kate picked up her spoon. “I didn’t have to come for you. I had to come for me, I think. Or maybe for us.”
“There’s an us?”
Nat’s eyes were watchful and she wasn’t eating. Kate put her spoon down again. Enough was enough. Enough dancing, enough playing, enough avoiding the important conversations. She’d got the healthy Nat that she’d wished for. In return, she needed to lay her cards on the table.
“My life’s falling apart,” she said.
Nat laughed, a cracking, bitter sound. “Tell me about it,” she said.
“Without you, I’m failing,” said Kate honestly. “I’m about to be fired from my new job. All I do is work and sleep. I can’t even think straight. It took me a while to realize it, but I’m failing because you’re not there. You calm me, make me better at what I do. When you’re not there I fall back into the same controlling patterns, so no one wants to work with me.”
“You need me?”
Nat seemed to be shaking a little, her eyes were brimming with tears and her voice was so small, so disbelieving that Kate wanted to wrap her up in her arms and never let go. Instead, she nodded.
“I need you.”
Nat picked up her spoon now, blew on the soup, ate a little. She was quiet and Kate didn’t push things. Let what will happen happen in its own time, she thought. They were both here, both at the table. There was all the time in the world.
“Jake came out,” Nat said finally. “I guess you know that already. Everyone else in the world does. He never told me. I don’t think he told anyone. He just did it.”
“I’m proud of him.”
“So was I,” Nat said. “Honestly, I was. I was jealous, but proud too. He deserves to live his own life, Van deserves to have someone who loves him in public and in private. I was happy for them.”
“Then what happened?”
There was another long silence as Nat ate more.
“I was living a lie. You told me that, you told me it would break me. And it did.”
“How?”
Nat sighed. “I was pathetic. I mean, that’s how people saw me. They felt sorry for me, they wanted to know if I’d known. Everyone treated me as though Jake was about to be my husband and had suddenly dropped this bombshell. Which, of course, is the way everyone thought it was. And I couldn’t tell them. I couldn’t tell them the truth, I couldn’t say that I knew, that I wasn’t hurting in the way they thought I was. I just had to keep agreeing, keep looking sad, keep accepting their pity.” She hesitated. “It was so hard, Kate. So hard to walk into every room and feel it weighed down with pity for me.”
“I can’t imagine.”
“I didn’t mean to do it. I wasn’t... I wasn’t trying to hurt myself, Kate. I need you to believe that. But with you gone it felt like the world was unstable under my feet, like there was nothing centering me. I was empty and lost and sad. Then Jake happened. And then, just one night, just one time, I told myself that it didn’t matter. Someone offered me something, I took it wanting to... deaden the pain perhaps, feel something else, I don’t know. It was a moment of bad judgment, just one. I drank, I took something else, I don’t know, it all spiraled from there. Then I woke up in the hospital.”
She looked up, her eyes haunted and dark, her hair framing her face so that she looked like a child.
“Kate, it was so easy. So terrifyingly easy. I could be dead. I feel like I’m a ghost now.”
“You got a second chance.”
“They don’t come often.”
“No,” Kate said. “They don’t.” She smiled a little. “But sometimes they do. Sometimes you get to try again, you get to fix your mistakes, learn from them.”
“And this, right now, right here, you, is this a second chance?”
“Maybe,” Kate said, her heart skipping. “If we want it to be.”
Nat smiled a little. “I’ve lost my job, my career, my reputation, such as it was. I’ve lost you. I’ve lost my fake boyfriend and fake wedding. The only constant in the last few weeks, the only unchanging thing, has been my feelings for you. That’s the only part of me that feels the same as before you left.”
And strangely at that moment Kate remembered what Jeannie Tulane had told her. It came to her in a flash and she blurted it out unthinking.
“You got me the job,” she said. “The magazine job. You called and told them to hire me. I had no idea. I just found out yesterday.”
“You deserved it,” Nat said. “And you wanted it. Of course I helped. I always help when I can. But...” She bit her lip for a second. “I thought you knew. I mean, I didn’t realize that they hadn’t told you.”
“If I’d have known, I’d have thanked you.”
“Most everyone I know wouldn’t have bothered,” Nat said, tucking her hair behind her ear. “This is LA. You could have just taken it as your due, gotten what you wanted out of me, no need to say thanks.”
Kate bristled a little at this. “That’s not me, I’m not like that and you know it.”
“I know,” Nat said simply. “I know you, Kate. I can’t help it. I don’t know why but I just know you. I know when you’re lying, I know when you’re telling the truth.”
Kate smiled but said nothing. Since the beginning she’d been able to sense when Nat was lying.
“I know that you’re controlling and obsessive sometimes,” Nat continued. “But I also know that you’re lonely even though you won’t admit it. That you need love. That you need truth and openness. That you’re generous and loyal and beautiful.”
Nat’s hands went back to her hair, pushing it back, feeling it. She shook her head.
“I must look awful,” she said. “I don’t remember the last time I washed my hair.”
“You could shave your head and you’d still look beautiful to me,” said Kate. “And I prefer you with no makeup if I’m being completely honest. You look younger, more innocent, more like you.”
Nat laughed a little, a real laugh this time, and rolled her eyes. “Right.”
And that somehow touched Kate more than anything else. That deprecation, the lack of belief in herself. She leaned forward, her hands coming up and without hesitation cupping Nat’s fragile face.
“You’re beautiful,” she said, looking straight into those dark eyes and feeling herself sinking into them. “You’re beautiful with no makeup, you’d be beautiful with no hair, you’ll be beautiful when you’re seventy. You are the most beautiful person that I know, Nat. And it has nothing to do with your makeup or your bone structure or anything else. You’re just beautiful.”
Looking into Nat’s eyes, feeling her heart rate speed up, feeling her stomach start to pulse with need, Kate was finally absolutely certain about one thing. She should never have left. Because she loved Nat Lee. With all her heart. There was nothing left to do but speak the words, and they came so easily, so naturally that it surprised her that she’d never said them before.
“I love you.”
And the tears that had been lingering in Nat’s eyes finally started to drop, to flow warm down her face, to trickle onto Kate’s hands.
“Even like this?” Nat whispered. “Even with nothing?”
“Especially like this,” Kate whispered back. “And there’s something else. I’m not going back to New York. I’m staying here. With you, if you’ll have me.”
Nat took her hands, held them in her own across the table. “But what about the lifestyle? My job? My world?”
“I told you that I thought you weren’t strong enough to survive here,” Kate said, feeling shame inside. “But together we could be strong enough. Together we could figure all this out.”
Nat shook her head. “No,” she said. “No.”
And Kate pulled her hands back. She was shaking, her mouth was getting dry again. She’d laid her heart on the table and Nat wasn’t going to take it. She felt the emptiness creeping back into her, the darkness, the loss.
“It won’t work, Kate,” Nat was saying. “It can’t work. You were right.”
“We can try?” It shouldn’t have been a question, but it sounded like one, wavering and brittle in the air.
“No, we can’t try.”
Kate pushed her chair back a little as if trying to make room for all the pain inside her, as if physically distancing herself from Nat would make it hurt less. And Nat caught the movement, frowned, then looked into her eyes, direct and calm.
“I don’t think you should stay here,” she said.
Kate thought she might throw up. Her throat tightened.
“I think you should go back to New York,” Nat said. There was the briefest second of blinding pain, and then she added: “And I’d like to come with you. If you’ll have me.”
It took a second for everything to catch up, for the world to start spinning again, for the words to sink into Kate’s head, for her feelings to change. She blinked.
“Are you sure?”
“If I’m going to change, this is what has to happen,” Nat said quietly. “I need to leave all this behind. The friends, the parties, the drugs, the work. Everything. I know that now. I know that I need you, and I need to find my truth, to live my own life. I need to go. And more than anything, I’d like to go with you.”
Could she really live with someone? Could she really trust someone enough with her whole life? Enough to let her in without reservation? Kate was breathing hard, almost panicking. Then she looked into Nat’s eyes. They had changed. They were not children anymore. And they both needed to learn to be adults, to take responsibility for themselves, to master whatever damage had been done to them, intentionally or otherwise, when they were children. Living with someone would be difficult, challenging, but she realized that she was ready for it. That she wanted to do this.
“You really want to come to New York with me?”
Nat nodded. Kate felt her lips twitch, a smile start to grow, until a wide grin was spreading across her face and her heart was filling up.
“Then let’s do it,” she said.
Nat was standing up, her chair clattering to the floor, pulling at Kate’s hand. And then she was pulling closer and closer and Kate felt herself be drawn in, felt Nat’s body against her own. For a while she just held on, wrapping Nat up, feeling their bodies twined together, silent and happy and hearts beating loud and clear. Then Nat pulled back a little.
“Kate,” she began. “No. Katie Steinhauser. I love you.”
Kate smiled a little. “Katie Steinhauser was a little girl and she’s long gone.”
Nat shook her head. “No, she’s not. She’s still there and she’ll always still be there. Just like Natalie Bingham is still there. We’re all who we are, we just build new pieces on from time to time, but that doesn’t change the essential nature of who we are. You might not like it, but you’ll need to learn to live with Katie Steinhauser just as much as you live with Kate S. And with Natalie Bingham just as much as you live with Nat Lee. Think you’re up to it?”
Looking down into those cat-like eyes, that olive skin, the perfect nose, what could she say?
“With you, I think I could handle just about anything. As long as we do it together.”
“Together,” agreed Nat.
Kate smiled. “In that case, Natalie Bingham, I love you too.”
She had to bend only a little before their lips brushed. As soon as they touched, a current ran through her. She held back just for a second, and then she lost herself in their kiss.




Epilogue
Kate felt like she couldn’t breathe. The long, sleek dress was tight around her chest and she could barely catch enough oxygen to keep her walking down the red carpet. The shoes weren’t helping either, tall and teetering with long, slim heels. Though on the bright side, if she needed to stab anyone in the next four hours she was more than prepared.
“Smile,” Nat whispered.
She formed her face into some kind of grin and kept walking.
“There,” said Nat, when they stepped over the threshold. “That wasn’t so bad now, was it?”
“Speak for yourself,” grumbled Kate. “You’re used to this kind of thing.”
“The cameras weren’t interested in me,” Nat said. “If you’re out of the limelight for more than a month no one cares about you anymore, and I’ve been gone over a year now.”
“Miss it?” Kate asked, grabbing at a passing waiter and taking two glasses of champagne from his tray.
“I’d be lying if I said no,” Nat smiled. “But I don’t miss everything that came along with it. Besides, I love what I’m doing, and there’s a lot to be said for that.”
Kate passed Nat a glass. She’d been afraid that coming to New York would mean boredom for Nat. But Nat hadn’t let that happen. Initially, she’d signed herself up for a twelve step drug program, and from there had begun volunteering with addicts. And then a few months ago she’d called on her contacts and started her own beauty video channel. A channel that was growing by the minute. No, Nat certainly hadn’t had time to be bored.
“I’m proud of you,” she said. “I don’t know if  I tell you often enough. But I’m so proud of you.”
Nat took her hand and squeezed it. “Tonight’s about you,” she said. “Not me. So just for once, let me be proud of you, okay?”
Kate pressed her lips together and nodded. “Right.”
She didn’t recognize half the people in the large open foyer. But then she hadn’t really expected to. These were the best and brightest in the world of journalism, people whose work she read but whose faces she just didn’t know. But then she saw a model that she was familiar with and gritted her teeth. Time to play nice.
“Gotta go mingle,” she said. “You’ll be alright?”
“I can look after myself,” Nat said with a grin.
✽✽✽
 
Nat was talking to someone and laughing and Kate’s heart still skipped a beat when she saw her. The soft profile of her face, the curve of her arm, all so familiar now and yet still so tempting. She was smiling to herself, making her way across the room towards her when she saw Nat picking up another glass from a tray and her stomach flipped a little. She took a breath and then forced a smile before walking up to Nat.
“Would you excuse us for a moment?” she asked the tall man that Nat had been talking to.
She pulled Nat by the arm, not harshly, but enough to turn her.
“How many of those have you had?” she asked, pointing at the glass in Nat’s hand.
Nat’s eyebrows rose in surprise.
“Really? You’re going to do this now? Here?” she asked.
“How many?” Kate felt the anger building up inside her, angry because she was scared because she wanted so badly to protect Nat and knew that she couldn’t always.
“Five,” Nat said. She paused, then added: “But only the first was champagne. The other four were sparkling water. Care to check?” She held out the glass for inspection.
Kate closed her eyes for a second then breathed out.
“Jesus, I’m sorry.”
Nat stroked her arm. “I get it,” she said quietly. “But you’re going to have to trust me at some point, Kate. We’ve got to be partners, this can’t just be you looking after me. We’re equals in this relationship, and that means trusting each other. Trusting me not to drink when I’ve told you I won’t. Trusting me to put away your pictures properly. You can’t control everything, you can’t control me.”
“I know, I know.” She saw the hurt on Nat’s face. “I know,” she said again. “I’m working on it. Promise.”
“That’s all I ask,” Nat said, smiling. “Now, I think they’re going to start giving out awards soon. Think we should go grab our seats?”
Kate sighed. “I’m terrified I’m going to fall over on stage,” she confessed. “These heels are killer.”
“You’ll be just fine,” Nat said, taking her hand.
They were walking towards the double doors into the theater, following the flow of people, when a photographer stepped towards them. Kate vaguely recognized him, she’d seen him around, paparazzi, a freelancer who sold shots mostly to the tabloids.
“Excuse me,” he said. “But you’re Nat Lee, aren’t you?”
Nat glanced at Kate, then nodded. “Sure I am.”
And the clicking started as the guy grabbed a few shots. Kate stepped back, out of the pictures, but before she could disappear, Nat was pulling on her arm, pulling her closer, wrapping an arm around her waist.
“And who’s this?” asked the photographer, still clicking away.
“This is Kate S.,” Nat said. She glanced once more at Kate, then stared firmly back at the camera. “My girlfriend.”
The floor wobbled a little as Kate’s body seemed to go weightless. Girlfriend? Really? Not that she wasn’t. But this was the press, this was the public. And this was absolutely the first time Nat had ever called her girlfriend in public. Nat was holding her close enough that she could feel her shaking a little. She turned, pulling Nat with her, making her way towards the doors as the photographer took his last shots.
“You didn’t have to do that,” she said as they walked into the theater.
“I know I didn’t,” Nat said, guiding them towards their seat. “I wanted to do that. I’m not hiding anything, Kate. Not anymore. I love you and I don’t care who knows it.”
Kate said nothing, but her heart was hammering in her chest. She’d been waiting, for what she didn’t know, but right now she understood that the time had come, was coming. She said nothing, letting Nat find their seats. One thing at a time. Get this damn awards ceremony out of the way first.
✽✽✽
 
“And now for the award for fashion photographer of the year. And the nominees are...”
“Take your shoes off,” Nat hissed.
“What?”
“Take them off. Go barefoot. You can’t fall over barefoot.”
“I’m not even going up there.”
Nat looked at her and even in the darkness of the theater she could see those dark eyes sparkling.
“You’re going to win. Trust me,” said Nat. “So take off the damn shoes. It’s better that you go up there confident. No one will see your feet under your dress anyway.”
But Kate was already kicking off her shoes. Her name had already been announced as a nominee. The MC was already opening the envelope. And she knew with a certainty even before he spoke that she’d won. She trusted in Nat’s instincts, she realized, even as she was preparing herself to look surprised. And when her name was called she jumped up, Nat squeezed her hand, and then she was going, walking up onto that stage, climbing the stairs in her bare feet, accepting the cold award in one hand and bending towards the microphone.
“Thank you,” she said. And she wasn’t even thinking about anyone else in the room. She didn’t care that there were hundreds of people watching her. All she cared about was that Nat was out there, watching her.
“I’ve got a lot of people to thank and not much time,” she said. “The magazine, obviously. The model you can see in the pictures here.” She gestured towards the backdrop behind her. “That’s Chloe, and she’s amazing. Remember her name. Jeannie Tulane, of course, for taking a chance and hiring me.”
She took a brief second to take a breath.
“But most of all, I need to thank Nat Lee.”
There was the smattering of applause at the sound of a familiar name. And Kate owed everything to Nat. It was Nat that had come to shoots with her, Nat that had talked her down. Nat that she called when she thought a shoot was going badly. Nat was the reason that she’d not only kept her job but thrived at it.
“Nat.” She leaned closer to the microphone. “You’re my inspiration, my calm, my light. But more than that, you’re my love. There is no one in the world that I’d rather have standing beside me. I love you, and thank you for everything.”
✽✽✽
 
“That was quite the speech.”
They were back in the foyer, Kate’s shoes firmly on her feet, her award firmly in her hand.
“I meant every word.”
“Ah, Kate, congratulations!”
“Uh-oh,” Kate said under her breath.
Nat took her arm as Jeannie Tulane swept up to them.
“I knew I was not wrong about you,” she said, dropping air kisses on everyone’s cheeks. “Pencil yourself in for lunch with me on Thursday.”
Kate didn’t say a word, she didn’t have time. Talking with Jeannie was quite often like being attacked by a tornado. You just stood there open-mouthed and let it happen, powerless to do anything.
“And Nat, my dear, so lovely to see you again,” Jeannie was saying. “Do say that you’re going to do a shoot with us. You’ve been out of the public eye for long enough.”
“I don’t model anymore,” Nat said quickly.
“Such a shame, with a face like that. Do it for us. Do it for Kate. Her work with you is really exceptional.”
Nat just shook her head, but Kate turned to her. “What about the channel?” she said.
“What about it?”
“Well, what about if we did a spread on the channel, you’d be in it, obviously, but you wouldn’t be modeling.”
Jeannie’s mouth pursed in thought. “Yes, yes. I like that,” she said. “I’ve been hearing good things about this channel you’ve started. I’ll be honest and say I dismissed it at first since you weren’t in front of the camera yourself. But your name could sell it. Let’s talk. I’ll have my assistant call you.”
And then she was sweeping away again leaving Nat staring after her.
“It’s a good idea,” Kate said. “The channel could use the publicity. And you can’t hide away forever you know. As soon as the channel takes off you’re going to need to do interviews, all kinds of things. You can’t stay anonymous.”
Nat paled a little but nodded. Kate took her hand and held it tight.
“But I’ll be with you the whole way,” she said. “You won’t have to do it alone.”
She knew that Nat had found the calmness and serenity she needed away from LA, and that she was afraid of becoming a public figure again. But she also knew that Nat was stronger now than she’d ever been. And that she loved the attention, missed it.
Nat shook herself, then grinned at Kate. “So what now, Ms. Winner? After-party? Drinks? You call the shots.”
“What about a walk?”
“A walk? In those shoes?”
“Humor me,” Kate said.
She knew what she wanted to do, and she knew that it couldn’t be done here. So she escorted Nat out of the front door and into the warm city night. They walked the streets, neon lights shining, people talking and laughing, cars zooming past them. Hardly romantic. But this couldn’t wait.
“Nat, I love you,” she said.
“And your feet hurt?”
Kate grinned. “Let me finish up here, ‘kay?”
“’Kay,” Nat said, taking her arm.
“Nat, I love you. And without you I’m half a person. You complete me and I don’t know how or why, I just know that it’s true. Once, a long time ago, you destroyed me.”
The arm tightened around hers, but Kate kept going, kept walking, kept talking.
“But now you’ve come full circle. You’ve put me back together again. I don’t know why things had to happen that way. I don’t care, not really. What I care about is you.”
She stopped now, turned so that she was facing Nat, so that they were standing in the middle of the street, people parting to move past them. Kate took a deep breath.
“Nat, will you marry me?”
Nat’s eyes widened a fraction.
“Marry you?”
“Yes.”
Nat took her hand, pulled her along, kept them walking.
“I don’t know the first thing about being married,” she said.
“Me neither,” said Kate.
“And even the idea of it terrifies me. I mean, excites me, but also terrifies me. It’s such a big thing.”
“Me too. Committing like that, it’s scary. But, and here’s the thing, I think I can do it with you. I know it’s going to be hard, I know we still have things we need to work out. But I trust you, I don’t always show it, but I honestly do. So I’d like to trust you with my heart. I’d like to marry you, Nat.”
“Together. Forever.”
“That’s the idea.”
This time it was Nat that stopped. She stopped and stood on tiptoes and planted her lips right onto Kate’s and kissed her until Kate was dizzy with the taste of her.
“It’s crazy. And scary. And exciting. And it’s going to be hard work,” murmured Nat against her lips. “But yes. Yes, I’ll marry you.”
And New York carried on as though nothing had happened. Taxis honked and people yelled and lights shone down and no one cared. But Kate felt the last piece of ice drop away from her heart, felt it melt down inside her. Alone wasn’t better. Alone was never better. She kissed Nat with everything that she had, wanting to disappear inside her, and Nat kissed back.
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Full of Grace: A Monday’s Child Romance
Chapter One
She could hear the footsteps crunching over the gravel parking lot. A shadow flitted across the ground. Sam’s heart beat hard enough that the sound filled her ears. But her training kicked in and she stifled her ragged breathing, eyes wide and sharp, waiting for her opportunity.
The car she was crouched behind had patches of rust around the wheel arch and she had an overwhelming urge to scratch her nose. Focus. Focus, she told herself.
It came slowly, not suddenly. A change in the direction of the sound, a twisting noise that meant that the man had turned. She glanced under the car, saw his feet pointing away from her, and knew that this was her chance.
Fast and smooth, that was what they’d taught her in training. Like it was all one movement, graceful, like a dance. The muscles in her legs bunched. She pushed up from the ground, her right hand already reaching down to her gun holster, her mouth already opening to form the words.
“Drop your weapon!”
She’d barked the order before she even realized what was happening. Before her hand dived into the empty holster, before her stomach sank down through her boots, before she could process the fact that she was, quite inexplicably, completely unarmed.
The man started to raise his hands, started to turn, but halfway round saw that her hands were empty. Then he laughed.
“Nice try, sweetheart.”
And his gun was leveled at her. She could have drawn an arrow-straight line from the barrel to her heart. Sweat slid down her back, her stomach clenched, her mouth dried up. So this was how it ended.
His finger tightened on the trigger. His face was nothing more than a blur like he’d been censored out of the film of her murder. She didn’t want to die. Not like this. Not like anything. She didn’t want to just flicker out of life like she’d never mattered.
And though she could see no evidence of it, she could feel the weight of something else. Someone else was dead. Someone else was unprotected. Someone who had been her responsibility. She’d failed again. And now she was going to pay the price.
Sam squeezed her eyes tight shut, opened her mouth, and began to scream long and hard.
She woke with her own scream ringing in her ears. The sheets were soaked with sweat and she was tangled in them. Tangled enough that it took a moment of struggle before she could sit up. Her hand was shaking as she reached for the glass of water on her nightstand.
“Only a dream,” she muttered between gulps of water. “Only a dream.”
It was five long minutes before she could trust herself to get out of bed without her legs buckling under her. Then, with a sigh, she thumbed on the light and began stripping the sweaty sheets from the bed.
A pile of fresh sheets lay already prepared on the dresser. Sam made quick work of the military corners as she re-made the bed.
✽✽✽
 
The music thrummed through her body, her muscles taut as she flew up into the air and seemingly floated back down to the ground. She fought to make her movements appear effortless, knew she was succeeding, despite the burning in her thighs and the crackling pain in her feet.
Rudy was there, waiting, poised. She trusted in him as she allowed herself to fall, felt the grip of his hands on her waist as he propelled her upwards one last time. The other women fluttered onto the stage, surrounding them as Rudy twirled her sedately around. Ali held the pose, still as stone, revolving like a statue as the music crashed and crashed and finally, resonantly, came to an end. And still she held it, Rudy’s fingers digging into her skin, the whole stage still now, like a breathing painting.
It was a relief when the applause started. It always was. There was always that moment of silence. A moment during which Ali knew the audience was trying to process what they’d seen, where the spell that had hung over the theater all night was being broken, where reality was creeping back in. But it was still a moment she dreaded, that silence hanging there, those few seconds where they could hate her, where they might laugh or jeer. As the clapping started, she finally allowed herself to breathe.
“Fucking brilliant,” Rudy muttered through clenched, grinning teeth as they took their final bow. “Missed that third lift at the beginning of the second act though.”
“No one noticed, we picked it up again,” Ali muttered right back. “We’ll go over it in practice again tomorrow.”
He squeezed her hand and dropped down into a bow, and Ali took deep breaths as she smiled and smiled and smiled.
The envelope was propped up against her dressing room mirror, surrounded by roses and carnations and makeup. It looked heavy, the paper cream and high quality. And Ali barely noticed it at first.
Her body was tired but sparkling with adrenaline still. She knew that she needed to take off her makeup and head home to crawl into bed. But she couldn’t quite persuade herself to sit down, not yet. Her muscles were conditioned to action, and relaxing was difficult.
She picked up the envelope without really thinking about it, her fingers searching for something to do.
“Coming downstairs for a drink?”
She half-turned, still opening the envelope, to see Greta standing in the doorway, still in costume with her bright pink cheeks and smooth blonde bun.
“Sure,” she said. “Why not?”
So much for an early night. Not that she could afford to drink much anyway. A single vodka and tonic was all her strict diet would allow for. She fumbled a card out of the envelope.
“I’ll see you down there then,” Greta was saying.
But Ali was already lost in the words, trying to get them to make sense and then praying that they didn’t make sense at all.
“I said, I’ll see you down there,” Greta said again.
But those evil, hateful, horrible words were still there, swimming around in front of her eyes and making her incapable of answering, of saying anything, doing anything. Her hand began to shake.
“What?” asked Greta’s voice from far away. “Ali? What is it?”
And hands were taking the card away, dragging it from her fingers. A heartbeat of stillness, then those same hands were on her skin, helping her towards a chair, sitting her down, pushing a bottle of water into her hand.
“I’ll get Jean-Luc,” whispered Greta, scurrying away.
Why her? What had she ever done to deserve words like those? She could almost laugh. The idea was laughable. She was a dancer, she’d never hurt a soul. She’d never been scandalous, she’d never done anything that could warrant this kind of attention.
Okay, so she’d had her share of crazed fans. Especially after she’d agreed to go on that TV show. Winning Dance of the Stars had been fantastic for her career, for bringing a little attention back to ballet as an art-form. But it had also led to a fair amount of unwanted attention. Nothing like this though. Never anything like this.
It was a relief when Jean-Luc swept into the room in a cloud of cologne. He took one look at the letter then shouted for security before pulling Ali up into his arms.
“Do not worry, little one,” he murmured, his French accent soothing and melodic. “We will find who did this.”
She let him hold her for a second only before pulling away. Having the company’s director take her into his arms wasn’t exactly how she wanted to end this evening. She’d worked hard never to give Jean-Luc the wrong idea.
“I’ll need a car to take me home,” she said abruptly.
Her voice didn’t shake and she was secretly proud of the fact.
“Bien,” said Jean-Luc.
Behind him, Greta smiled at her. “I’ll come with, if you want?”
Ali took a deep breath then shook her head. No. This was nothing. Some idiot trying to scare her. She wasn’t going to let it get to her. She had a life to live, after all.
✽✽✽
 
Jonas pounded around the corner of the track, sweat gleaming and making his buzz-cut hair sparkle in the morning light. Gritting her teeth, Sam put on a burst of speed and rounded the corner herself. Breath tore at her lungs and she was grateful that Jonas slowed his pace as she caught up.
“So, you up for it?” he asked.
“Ugh,” grunted Sam. Her lack of breath wouldn’t allow for anything more.
“It’s a job, Sam. And you need it. After what happened on the Allingham job, you need every break that you can get.”
“I know, I know.”
She was finally gulping down oxygen, her legs burning.
“I can refer them to someone else if you like?”
She managed to swallow, then sniffed. “Nah, I’ll take a look, see what’s what.”
It was nice of Jonas to recommend her for the job. Probably nicer than she deserved. Still, he’d always been nice. They’d served together, and it had been Jonas who’d been the first to jump to her defense, the first to have her back, the first to call her after they’d both come back home safe and left the army. The sound of his voice on that morning, when she’d been missing the structure and comradery of her squad, had been more life-saving than he knew. And, of course, it had been Jonas that had got her into the private security gig.
“Why does a ballerina need a bodyguard?” she asked, as they jogged down the straight.
“Death threats is all I know,” answered Jonas.
He sped up and Sam groaned but forced herself to keep pace with him.
“Any more nightmares?”
He’d reached their water bottles first and tossed hers over as they began their last circuit, walking now to cool down. Sam said nothing. Jonas was the only one that knew, but she couldn’t bring herself to admit last night’s weakness in the cold light of morning.
“You know,” Jonas said. “You came out of the army, came back from Afghanistan, a hell of a lot better and luckier than most people I know.”
“I know.”
And she did know. She’d been lucky. Seriously lucky.
“But this whole Allingham thing, it’s got to you, Sam.”
She snorted, took a long drink of water, and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.
“A guy got shot whilst I was supposed to be protecting him,” she said. “No, not just a guy. One of America’s favorite actors, one of the most familiar faces in the country. I was responsible for him, and he was downed on my watch.”
Jonas took a deep breath and blew it out. “You should see someone,” he said. “Get a little help. You know your insurance will cover it. Only the best for vets, you know that.”
She grunted.
“Think about it, Sam.”
Another grunt. She could see him shaking his head from the corner of her eye, could see his half-grin as he decided to let the subject drop for now.
“So, about that job?”
“I told you, I’ll go take a look.”
Her voice was kinder this time, less spiky. It was a miracle that anyone was willing to employ her after what happened with Jake Allingham. She was lucky on plenty of counts, and doubly lucky that she had someone like Jonas to look out for her.
“They’re expecting you at eleven thirty,” he said. “Don’t be late.”
“As if.”
She flashed him a grin and then capped her water bottle. The morning was cool and bright, but it was going to be a hot, smoggy LA kind of day. She could already feel the beginning of heat in the air. Still grinning she took off, feet pounding down the track.
“Last one back pays for coffee,” she shouted over her shoulder.
✽✽✽
 
“Well, what is it?”
Ali knew that she sounded brusque, angry even, that her voice had a screeching tone. And she knew that her attitude bugged the hell out of Jean-Luc. But just at the moment, she didn’t particularly care. She was spoiling for a fight. A close to sleepless night, a line so long at the coffee shop that she hadn’t had her morning espresso, and now this.
“Take a seat,” Jean-Luc purred.
He wasn’t going to rise to her. She narrowed her eyes.
“What the hell could be so important that you pull me out of morning practice?” she spat. “You know as well as I do that we need to work on that third lift for the second act. Want your show to crumble around your ears? Think tumbling dancers is the way to please the audience? Huh?”
He leaned back in his chair, steepling his long fingers, his hair making graceful waves around his face. He’d been a dancer once too, one of the best. Which made it hard to argue with him when he laid down the law about what would and wouldn’t happen in his company.
“Alena, you know as well as I do that you perform the lift wonderfully. It is Rudy that needs the practice, and he can practice just as well with one of the others.”
He always used her full name and it irritated her.
“So what do you want then?”
“We are to have a little visitor, you and I. I think this will be helpful. I want only the best for you, Alena.”
“A visitor?”
He smiled in a self-satisfied kind of way that made him look almost wolf-ish.
“A visitor,” he agreed. “Your new bodyguard.”
She didn’t have time to speak, didn’t have time to even think about what the word meant, before there was a knock on the door and it opened. And standing there was a woman. Compact, was the first word that came to mind. Compact with deep olive skin and fine bones, short dark hair slicked back of her face, hard green eyes the dark color of old bottle glass. And Ali found herself swallowing whatever she’d been planning on saying. Her pulse was racing and she was damned if she knew why.
✽✽✽
 
She was going to go in and be all business. Short, professional, to the point. That was the plan. She’d given the assistant a firm, dry handshake. She was feeling in full control of the situation. And then that door opened.
There was a man, she registered briefly. Sitting behind a desk, his hair longer than it should be, almost feminine looking. But he was swiftly dismissed.
It was the woman that took her attention, the woman that pulled at her gaze, that forced her eyes to stare, that made her heart throb in her chest and a familiar but unwanted warmth pool in her stomach.
She was lithe and thin, with muscles sculpted under her pale skin. Her blonde hair was piled messily on top of her head, her tights had holes and sweat still gleamed on her body. A fine-boned nose and eyes of the darkest blue she’d ever seen. Eyelashes so long that they had to be fake, except Sam knew instinctively that they weren’t.
She swallowed, her mouth dry. She wanted to reach out and shake hands, wanted to introduce herself, wanted to make only the best impression. But she couldn’t. Because she also wanted to take the woman and bend her over the desk and do unspeakable things to her. She wanted to intertwine their legs, wanted to push herself against that strongly muscled thigh, wanted to...
“Good morning.”
It was the man that spoke. Sam blinked away the pictures in her head. The job. The job was the important part. She cleared her throat.
“Sam Weaver,” she said. “Weaver Security. I’m the bodyguard.”
Her voice was shaking and she wanted to disappear right through the floor. Those blue eyes stared right through her and Sam cursed her stupid hormones.
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