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Summary
 
CAN A HEART TRULY FORGET THE ONE IT LOVES?
Like a dying woman, feeling trapped in a life she no longer recognized, Natasha Nicholls believed that if she didn’t escape, she would go crazy or simply give up her will to go on. Losing her lifelong dream of becoming a singer and an artist due to an unplanned pregnancy and a rushed marriage slowly plunged her into a life of unrelenting depression and regret that eroded the intimate relationship she once shared with her husband Marcus. 
It didn’t help one bit that he’s now a successful international best-selling author and restaurant owner with a life marked by success and recognition while hers continues to be a repeating cycle of defeat and frustration. 
When the opportunity to reclaim her dream is offered to her once again, she must choose between her marriage and her heart’s deepest desires. She must choose what she is willing to leave behind and the cost she is willing to pay. 
Can a story of forgotten love that bears the marks of bitter disappointment become a story of passionate love and desire once again?
 


 
 
 
Unrelenting disappointment leaves you heartsick, but a sudden good break can turn life around.
The Message
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Chapter 1
March 17th 8:47 p.m.
Love was such an incredible farce, and the cruellest joke anyone could endure, thought Marcus Nicholls bitterly, wishing he could be anywhere else at that moment; anywhere else but in this wretched SUV. 
With her. 
But not even that futile wish and the bleak knowing that he was lying to himself, could change the obvious fact staring him coldly in the face tonight. She just didn’t love him anymore.
 Angered by the very thoughts that filled and tormented his mind; Marcus increased the pressure of his foot on the accelerator of his Land Rover. Gaining speed, it neatly hugged the winding curvature of the road leading up the hillside county of Manderley, to the home he once lovingly shared with his wife Natasha. 
She had actually become quite good at this fake public routine, he thought, pretending that all was well with her, while keeping him at a cold arm’s length.  The casual observer would probably be fooled into thinking they were the picture of marital success, but would miss the fact that lately it was all just a show. When they were finally alone, it could not be clearer to him that this marriage was in trouble because she treated him as though he just wasn’t there, like a damned stranger. What had happened to the delightful conversations, and the passionate kisses that drove him to the point of distraction and which made it impossible for him to work or to have a clear thought after they made love? Heck, when last had they even done that? 
The silence inside of the car felt like a heavy blanket weighing down the atmosphere and despite the sleek black leather seats, and the latest in technology that graced its’ interior, it felt like a suffocating tomb without the option of escape. The silence would not have been so bad had he not been forced to leave the anniversary wedding ceremony with a bouquet of tiger lilies, a symbol of love and commitment, thrown from the hands of Courtney Belham into the hands of his wife Natasha. 
Now, as the fragrant flowers filled the interior of the car with their heady scents, it was impossible to forget that he was a man living in his own personal hell of unrequited passion and love, a man on the edge of sanity.
Every time he inhaled their gentle fragrance it seemed that they were somehow mocking him, chiding his failures, and scoffing at his shell of a marriage. He was tired of living a lie; the lie that what they had between them was still there and that all was well. He was tired of putting on a show because Natasha was a reverend’s daughter and she had to keep up appearances. He was just plain tired! 
“Are you just going to pretend you didn’t hear me ask you a question just now, Nat? Have things really become that bad between us?” Marcus asked, with a harsh edge to his voice, glancing briefly at his wife before returning his eyes to the steep road ahead. She closed her eyes for a few seconds and took a slow deep breath but that was the only visible indication that she had even heard him speak. 
Ten minutes earlier, he should have thought twice about even considering asking her anything at all, but the truth was, he still wanted to know why she even bothered to catch the bouquet. Why didn’t she just stand near the back and let the other ladies fight over it. If she knew that it would mean nothing to her at all, why bother, why raise his hopes that she actually felt something for him still? 
He remembered with gritted teeth the flash of heat and desire that had exploded from his heart and moved throughout his entire body when he saw her catch it and smile as the other ladies congratulated her. God, he missed seeing her smile and laugh, missed how good she felt pressed closely against his body as they made love, missed hearing her sing to him. She had the most beautiful voice, sensual fragrance and the most delicious tasting lips. Just thinking about how she looked with her hair tousled around her face after they made love always drove him to the brink of insanity with desire for her. He missed the feel of her body curving into his at night and having her embrace him from behind as they stood in the shower. He was losing his wife and he had no idea why!
So when she caught the bouquet, he actually thought it might be a sign that Natasha was finally ready to let him back in. But, that futile fantasy evaporated really quickly once they got back to the SUV as Natasha carelessly threw the flowers onto the back seat and every trace of the smile disappeared from her eyes.  
Marcus briefly looked at the profile of his wife once again noticing her effortless beauty and the way her long feathered earrings brushed the slender curve of her neck. She had always been a free spirit, someone who could always make him happy, but he didn’t seem to know how to reach her anymore.
As they reached the top of the hill, Marcus drove a few more blocks before turning into the driveway of their sprawling 3500 sq. ft two-storey home. Nestled in the northern mountain ranges on Derrien Island, Azure Lodge proudly sat at on two acres of land left to Marcus by his parents when they died about eight years earlier. Most people seeing the estate marvelled at the unusual architecture and lush expansive gardens and stopped to take their portraits using it as a luxurious backdrop. 
It had even been the cover feature in the Caribbean Luxury Homes digest last year. The building itself was stark white, in sharp contrast to the surrounding greenery with occasional splashes of red Hibiscuses and purple bougainvilleas. Instead of the colonial design that most houses on the island featured, this ultra-modern house with its sharp angles and flat roof revealed his creative imagination and Natasha’s decorative and artistic flair for using light to make every room appear peaceful and inviting.  Large two storey glass walls, let in an abundance of light and air into the house and those alone caught the attention of everyone who had the pleasure of visiting them here. They used to spend time welcoming the sunrise in meditation together in what they liked to call the sunrise gallery, but as time passed even that practice faded away.
 The solar lights were now activated in the garden, illuminating the path leading to the house with a warm golden glow. But appearances were often deceiving, thought Marcus. A beautiful home did not mean that the owners had an equally beautiful relationship inside. At least not lately!
As a citizen of the United States he hadn’t been born on the island but visited periodically as a young boy when his family took yearly vacations to the Caribbean. There was something so enchanting about the beauty of Derrien Island that even after his childhood was long over, he often opted to spend holidays here or on neighbouring Caribbean islands like Grenada, St. Lucia and Barbados. But of them all, Derrien Island became rooted in his heart the most because of the special memories he had created here with his family.  Although the entire island was smaller than most major US cities and offered less in terms of the modern forms of entertainment he was used to, it more than made up for it by being covered in a myriad of hiking trails that wound through lush green vegetation, white sandy beaches, secluded coves, and scenic panoramas on top of many of the hills.
 In fact, those were the main reasons why his parents purchased this lot in Manderley many years ago. The slower pace of life, the constant sunshine, and the delicious, spicy island cuisine only deepened his love for the island and its’ culture. He swore to himself that when he finished his degree at university, he would relocate here and pursue his dream of becoming a restaurant owner and dabble in his writing to eventually become an international bestselling author. 
This island provided the perfect creative setting and it was a true haven in paradise away from the hustle and bustle of New York City where he grew up. The view from their home allowed an almost 180 view of the surrounding rural countryside downhill and the capital city of Clearwater in the distance. It was another reason why many of the walls facing the landscape were also made of glass. The cliff offered them privacy as a couple, while they enjoyed an unobstructed view of the romantic and breathtaking sunsets outside. When the house was first built, he and Natasha had often snuggled on the sofa in their living area sipping on wine, talking intimately at the end of a long day. They always had some story to share or joke to tell each other. She was his best friend and his lover and he was all hers. It was pure bliss and he missed those times more and more every day.
Slam.
Broken from his brief reverie into the past by the slamming of the car door, Marcus watched in disappointment as his wife walked briskly up the pavement to the door of their home, all the while fumbling frantically in her purse for her keys. She found them quickly and disappeared inside closing the door behind her. 
 Moments ago, he was consumed with anger, but now, watching the retreating form of his wife he could only sense deep sadness and a hollow emptiness that he did not want to think about. This land and their relationship held so much promise when he first brought her up here six years ago when they first met. That was a day he would never forget, a day when everything changed for him concerning love. As he sat there in the car he allowed his mind to wander back to that time. He remembered being drawn in by her enchanting eyes...
 



Chapter 2
 
April 12, Six Years Earlier
Kirton’s Bay, Derrien Island
“It’s your turn to serve Marcus! Show us those skills you were bragging about! All we heard from you last night was how powerful your spike was, and how you and your team will wipe the beach with us today,” taunted Sheldon Archer. “Real boring stuff, in fact I’ll believe it only when I see it!”
Marcus laughed and took his place behind the line in preparation to serve the volleyball. The time had come to put a swift end to Sheldon’s taunts and empty words and he knew exactly how to do it. After four years on the inter-varsity volleyball circuit at his university, he was named MVP on a double stretch, so he had no doubt that he could make Sheldon eat his words. He did not earn the title ‘the terminator’ for nothing! His dreaded and powerful jump serve won many matches for his team because he could make the ball whizz over the outstretched arms of the players at the net, to land just within the line marker in the back court, leaving the opposing team diving in futility to save the point.
“I hope you know what you are asking for now,” Marcus mocked, as he threw the ball over his head and jumped into the air to set up his lethal jump serve. In a few seconds, he would have proved his point and his team would be the first to score. Everything was set in motion and just as his hand was about to connect with the ball, he noticed a flash of red walking across the back court of the opposing team, right in the area where the ball would land shortly. Even in motion, Marcus could see the figure of an incredibly beautiful young woman who was about to get hurt. Unable to stop his momentum, his powerful right hand connected with the ball causing it to rocket over the net heading straight for the unsuspecting woman. Silently, he prayed she would look up or somehow the opposing team would save the point but unfortunately as he planned it, the other teams’ defence was totally useless.
“Hey, watch out!” shouted Marcus in an attempt to warn her, hoping that she would hear him, but another split second observation confirmed that she was completely oblivious to him and to everyone else when he saw the cord leading from the cell phone in her hands to the earphones over her ears.  The very moment his feet touched the ground he began running toward her, hearing the thud as the ball connected with her hip followed by her surprised yelp of pain as she fell sideways onto the sand.
Marcus ducked under the net and ran past the surprised members of Sheldon’s team to the aid of the young woman. As he reached her side, she was still lying on the sand and her shoulder length hair covered her face like a black curtain of silken threads. The cell phone and earphones lay a few feet away on the sand obviously flying from her hands and head at the moment of impact.
“Hey, are you alright, I am so sorry!” said Marcus as he stooped down beside her, offering her his hand to help her up. She turned her head up to look at him and Marcus sucked in a deep lungful of air then because staring right back at him, set in a heart shaped face with skin the colour of creamy cocoa were the most startlingly beautiful pair of olive-green eyes he had ever seen.  It felt as though time had somehow been suspended as he looked into what seemed at the time to be twin emerald jewels, slowly glistening as tears began to well up in them. Her expression of surprise clouded by the obvious pain she was in, caused him to return sharply to reality.
“Here, take my hand so I can help you to sit up,” Marcus offered as he held out his hand to her. As she placed her much smaller hand in his, he felt an unfamiliar sensation course through every fibre of his body as well as an intense need to protect her somehow. It was as though he had been fooling himself that he was alive all this time, because now holding her hand he’d never felt more awake.
 As she sat upright, she winced and pulled away her hand to raise the sheer beach wrap that she was wearing around her waist, to check her leg. Sure enough, a small purplish bruise was already clearly imprinted on the side of her right thigh which received the impact of the volleyball. 
“Oh no!” she groaned as she saw the darkening bruise. 
By that time the rest of the players had gathered around and someone from the group offered to go over to the nearby drinks vendor and get some ice.
“Listen, I am sorry about that, I did not mean to hit you with the ball,” apologized Marcus again looking at her leg with growing alarm.
Natasha Mitchell looked into the concerned face of the man who squatted before her and despite the pain she was experiencing, she could not ignore that from the first time she saw him, when he offered her his hand that she felt as though all the air had left her body, for the second time. 
“No I’m sorry, it was my fault, I have this bad habit of walking around with my earphones on,” she said trying to allay his concern by taking the blame for the accident.
“Yeah, it was as if you suddenly appeared on the court out of nowhere. Can I look at it?” asked Marcus gesturing and leaning toward the now darkening area. “Whoa, this does not look good, let me take you to the doctor to get it checked. It’s the least I can do to apologize.”
“No, no that is alright, I am sure that if I put a little ice on it the swelling will go down. Accidents happen all the time, I’ll be okay,” she protested.
“I am not so sure about that, I have seen these kinds of injuries before and it is best to let a doctor check it out to make sure that you are not bleeding internally,” Marcus countered with concern.
“Really no, it was my fault, I will be fine, I’m sorry I interrupted your game, uh what’s your name?”
“Marcus, my name is Marcus Nicholls”.
Marcus watched as she struggled to place her legs beneath her to stand. He almost admired her obvious act of bravado and wondered why she seemed to feel the need to pretend that she was okay when it was clear that she wasn’t.
“Marcus, honestly I’m fine, I have experienced worse before. It comes with the territory with us artsy types. Our bodies are present but we are always off somewhere else in our minds,” she laughed wincing slightly at the pain as she tried to place additional pressure on her leg to stand.
“Well, at least allow me help you over to that bench there and I’m not taking no for an answer! Besides sitting on the bench should make it easier for you to apply the ice,” added Marcus with determination.
“Here’s your ice,” said one of the players as he returned just then, handing her a cup filled with ice cubes.
Natasha thanked the player for the ice and surveyed the many concerned faces which encircled her, before she finally agreed to allow Marcus to help her over to the nearby bench. All of the attention was getting a little embarrassing now, especially since she’d noticed that the one called Marcus was more than a little attractive where her taste in men was concerned. Just a brief observation already revealed that he was built exactly like the type of man she’d always envisioned would be perfect for her.
“Okay you guys go on and continue the game without me. I will be back later to continue the slaughter,” he said amid the laughter and taunts of the players as they returned to the court. He ignored them and placed his hand gently under her elbow supporting her as she walked slowly over to the bench with a slight limp.
As she walked Marcus couldn’t help but notice that despite her injury she stood with an excellent posture and he wondered if she was a dancer, after all she did say that she was an artsy type. 
“You got me pretty good with that ball Marcus. I thought I was hit by a car or something else at first,” she admitted while trying to dissolve the tension with a half-joke. It was a really hard hit she’d received which meant that Marcus carried some amazing strength in his arms. Forcing herself not to check out his muscled frame at that moment she once again raised her sheer wrap to apply the ice to her thigh.
“Yeah, sorry about that again,” he replied. “That serve was meant strictly for the other team’s demise. I played inter-varsity volleyball in college and serving is one of my strong points,” explained Marcus apologetically.
“I can tell. Listen like I told you don’t have to stay here with me if you don’t want to. I’ll be fine in a few minutes. You can go back to playing your game.”
“I know, and you keep saying that. I want to stay right where I am now. What’s your name?”
“It’s Natasha, Natasha Mitchell.”
“Natasha”, repeated Marcus relishing the sound of her name on his lips. For some reason he was having a difficult time staying focused on just her injury. He already knew that he was not taking no for an answer concerning taking her to the doctor, but he decided not to press the issue any more for now. 
Right now, he was battling this feeling that he knew her even though to his knowledge he had only met her for the first time that day. 
God, she was beautiful! That first glance into her green eyes generously rimmed with thick dark lashes only invited him to gaze at her even more closely. Her heart shaped face was framed by waves of shoulder-length cascading black hair parted in the centre of her head, which shone against the vibrant beauty of her brown skin. Something about the smoothness and the colour of her skin reminded him of a cup of hot creamy milk chocolate. When she spoke she did so with eloquence revealing a set of pearl white evenly set teeth. She was beautiful enough to qualify as a celebrity and all this without any makeup on her face. Her beauty was all natural and all her.  
Her skin was impossibly smooth and her body was well toned like someone who exercised regularly. She carried an air of confidence about her but yet, he could see that she was not overbearing or proud. Case in point, he was quite aware that this situation could have turned out very differently. She had every right to be angry with him right now and in fact, if he was at home in the US, he could be looking at a potential lawsuit. But he knew that people tended to see life much differently here on Derrien Island and were much more tolerant of the mistakes of others.
Natasha could sense the warmth of Marcus’ lingering gaze on her face as he said her name slowly and she had the odd thought that somehow he was savouring it like one would slowly savour the taste of a bite of chocolate until it melted. It was very disconcerting to have such manly eye candy sitting so close beside her stripped to the waist and wearing only a pair of black and gold board shorts, with a leather chain with a sharks’ tooth pendant around his neck.  At first she thought he might have been a local because of his dark brown skin, but when he spoke, his American accent was unmistakable. He was about six foot three and when he stood; her head barely peeked above his strong looking, broad shoulders. He was muscular but not bulky and when he moved his muscles flexed smoothly along his neck and arms. Strangely enough, she did not feel threatened under his gaze but rather a sense of curiosity about who he was in addition to simply admiring him. His deep-set hooded eyes radiated a good nature with a touch of mischief and were widely spaced below a deep forehead and thick, black eyebrows. He had high cheekbones and a large well formed nose. When he smiled his lower lip appeared fuller than the top lip, revealing even white teeth. He was completely shaven but she could see the slight shadow of a full beard and sideburns beneath his skin. His entire body glistened with a thin sheen of sweat obviously produced during his volleyball game. 
“Are you here alone?” he asked breaking into her thoughts. She hoped that she had not been staring at him with the same open-mouthed wonder she was beginning to feel inside.
“No, I came here with my girlfriend Ashley. I left her down at the other end of the beach while I took a walk by myself. Sometimes I like to just come here during the day to relax and listen to my favourite songs. You know, to swim, walk and sing. I find it to be a great way to escape and just let loose and be me. Here at the beach there is nothing to stop me from just having a good time. But why am I telling you all of this?”she said suddenly thinking that she was taking it for granted that he was interested in listening to her babble about her hobbies. She laughed nervously while lowering her eyes.
“I don’t mind hearing about it at all,” replied Marcus noting how her eyes sparkled as she spoke about her love for her the outdoors and her music.
Instead of continuing to speak about herself, she shifted the conversation and asked, “Are you a tourist Marcus?”
“Yes and no. I was born and grew up in New York but I recently relocated here to Derrien Island,” said Marcus with a swell of pride. “Moving here was my dream for many years and I made it come true early last year. There is nowhere else in the world I would rather live than right here on this island.”
“Wow, really?” I think that is so interesting because for most people here, the dream is to leave the island life behind and go to the big city. You know, to live the American dream?”
“Not for me. I have been visiting Derrien Island since I was a child and I just fell in love with the place. It really is so beautiful here and I think that anyone who has the chance to settle here is really lucky,” he replied with genuine admiration.
“I guess living here all my life has caused some of that degree of attraction to wear off for me, but I can see why you might feel that way,” Natasha replied.
“I don’t think the attraction could ever wear off for me,” said Marcus at that moment looking into Natasha’s eyes. On the surface he was talking about Derrien Island, but somehow he knew that his words were directed at this unique green-eyed beauty who sat before him. 
“I don’t mean to be so forward with you but, your eyes are such an unusual colour Natasha. Where is your family from?”
“I get that question a lot actually. Both of my parents were born right here on Derrien Island but we believe we may have a Dutch European ancestor we don’t know that much about,” she replied laughing as she tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. My mother also has green eyes.
The sound of her laughter stirred something so deeply primal and almost possessive in him, and he knew that he did not want this conversation to end just as yet. Just as he was about to respond to her, a shorter but attractive lady in a yellow bikini approached them and sat beside Natasha on the bench.
“There you are I was looking for you everywhere. I almost thought you got lost!” she said jokingly.
“Oh hi Ashley, no, I’m, not lost and as you can see I had a little accident ...
“Accident? What happened?” asked Ashley with alarm. “Your parents are going to flip when they hear about that! You know how they get about their one and only daughter!”
“Calm down Ashley, there is no need to bother my parents, it’s just a small impact bruise,” said Natasha lifting away the hand holding the cup of ice so Ashley could see that it wasn’t that bad. 
“I was walking with my earphones on as usual and accidentally wandered onto the beach volley ball court, and I got hit pretty hard. Actually, Marcus is the culprit who did the damage,” she said as she turned her head to face Marcus with a trace of humour in her eyes.
Marcus was utterly mesmerized! Natasha was simply breathtaking and he wondered if she could tell what a potent effect she was having on his pulse rate. Not only was she was just injured but she could still find a reason to laugh about it. The women he knew in the past would have been screaming curses at him right about now for ruining their perfect tan or hair! But Natasha was taking it all in stride and that alone was more than a passing curiosity for him. The movement of her hair across her shoulders, her gorgeous eyes and her obvious sense of humour were extremely attractive to him.
“Oh hi Marcus, I’m Ashley” she said with a small wave.
‘It’s nice to meet you too Ashley,” Marcus replied. 
“So Natasha, how does your leg feel right now?” Ashley asked redirecting her attention to her friend.
“The stinging sensation is fading but the bruise looks a bit dark,” said Natasha.
“Hmm, I think you had better get that checked out.”
“Ashley, I could not agree with you more”, interjected Marcus quickly. “I’ve already offered to take Natasha to see a doctor but she refused. Maybe you will have more luck convincing her than I did.”
 “He’s right Natasha! That looks really purple! Are you still sure about refusing his offer?” asked Ashley.
“To tell the truth I am considering it now, because my leg has swollen a little since I got the impact,” Natasha replied with a groan.
“I think you should take Marcus up on his offer. Stand up and let me see!” demanded Ashley.
Natasha stood up but not before her friend Ashley saw her wince as she did so.
“Okay, no buts or arguments, you are going to get that checked out right now,” said Ashley. 
“You sound like my mother!” said Natasha.
“Well someone has to do it! You can be so stubborn sometimes, but I love you anyway,” replied Ashley in a bossy tone, resting her hands on her hips.
Sighing forcefully, Natasha knew that continuing to fight both of them would be an uphill battle that would take up far too much of her energy and Ashley knew that she hated to fight. In fact, she would do all that she could to avoid fighting. 
“So Marcus, you’re not some kind of axe murder or serial rapist right?” asked Natasha in a resigned tone.
Caught off guard by her question, Marcus laughed out loud but then seeing the twin serious expressions on both her face and Ashley’s he sobered up quickly.
“No, I am not an axe murderer nor am I a serial rapist. Here’s what, I can let you take my picture with your phone’s camera and you can also ask someone else to do it so that someone else has evidence that I was with you. Would that make you feel safer?”  Marcus asked. 
Both Ashley and Natasha looked at each other and spoke in a way that Marcus could only describe as telepathic before Natasha shouted across to the other volleyball players who were about forty feet away.
“Hey, is Marcus an okay guy? Can we trust him to take us to the clinic?” shouted Natasha.
Everyone playing stopped and looked around and paused and finally Sheldon began jogging toward them.
“Is this man harassing you?” asked Sheldon teasingly.
“No he’s not, but we want to know if we would be safe with him taking us across to the medical centre.”
“There is nothing safe about Marcus Nicholls, this guy is a total jerk and a shameless playboy!” joked Sheldon. 
“Sheldon!” warned Marcus through gritted teeth.
“Okay, okay, okay, sorry, I just can’t help sticking it to my friend here, that’s how we roll. Marcus is a decent guy; in fact he is pretty well known and is the assistant manager at that popular seafood restaurant, Shores in Cedarville. He is too well known to do anything stupid! You will be fine.”
“I offered to let them take my picture for evidence too,” added Marcus.
Natasha could see that Marcus was telling the truth but knew that it was better to be safe than to be sorry. So she gave Sheldon her phone a brand new Sony Ericsson with combined camera, and mp3 player, to take the picture.
“Hey, I heard about these all-in-one phones, I am planning to buy one later this week,” said Sheldon impressed with how up to date her technology was.
“My parents like to make sure I can be contacted whenever and wherever necessary so that usually means my having the latest gadgets,” said Natasha rolling her eyes.
“Okay trade phone specs later, just take the pictures,” said Marcus impatiently glaring at Sheldon. For some unspeakable reason he was in a hurry to have this woman in his car, and to spend just a little more time with her, alone. It was not as though they were going on a date, he chided himself quickly. It was just a doctor’s visit and no more. But, despite the inward argument in Marcus’ head he knew that his irritation meant something much deeper than he was willing to admit at that moment. 
Once the photos were taken, Marcus offered to help Ashley take their belongings to his vehicle while Natasha waited for them to return on the bench.
 That day, instead of Ashley driving her own car, they had opted to come by bus to have a little more freedom and an excuse to stay out longer. With both she and Marcus gone for the moment it gave her a chance to replay all that took place since meeting Marcus in her mind and the fact that she was having an undeniable attraction of the deepest kind to this stranger. If the ball had hit her on the head she might have blamed that for the reactions she was experiencing in her body, but that simply was not the case. He had such kind, yet sexy eyes and he radiated calm and an aura of manliness that made her feel safe just by sitting and talking with him. In fact, now that she thought about it, she had every opportunity to get angry when she saw and heard his apology while she was on the sand but somehow once she saw his sincerity, being angry was not even a consideration for her anymore. If she wasn’t careful she could find herself really falling hard for this guy.
Not even the fact that his muscular body shone with sweat and featured patches of sand, could diminish how attractive, appealing and very disarming he was. This was clearly not a boy just out of his teenage years, but, she was guessing that he might actually be in his late twenties and made a note to ask him later.  She had always found guys her age to be so immature and clueless when it came to women so they made it pretty easy for her to stay focused on her studies at college. She simply ignored their poor attempts at capturing her attention. 
Besides that, her parents were very strict about her getting romantically involved before laying the foundation for a good career for herself.  It was important to them that she would not be dependent on any man for her living. Those lectures and impossibly high expectations among other reasons had caused her to flee the house every day for the last five days that she had been back home from college overseas. Inside she was dreading how many excuses she needed to come up with for the next three weeks to get away from her parents before she had to leave for Georgia again. She loved her parents but they really knew how to drive her crazy sometimes with their constant unsolicited advice.
Ashley understood her predicament very well and so far made sure that she always had an event and a willing alibi. It was not as though she was going out seeking trouble. All she wanted was a rest and some time just to be herself without the world of burdens and expectations on her shoulders. Music and her artwork were the only things that could lift her above everything that she found overwhelming, until now. 
Today, she would have to add Marcus to that list, because even though she could still feel the impact of the ball on her leg, she found herself forgetting about the pain and noticing him. She noticed so many things about him in the short time they had been talking. Like how good he smelled, with a hint of aqua cologne and sea air combined and how he bit his lower lip briefly whenever his gaze on her intensified. It was as though he was imagining what she would taste like if...
“Okay, we are back, so let’s go.” said Ashley walking up behind her. “Marcus took all of our things to his car already. Can you walk?”
“Yes, I can,” said Natasha quickly, rising to her feet in surprise as she dusted the remaining sand from her wrap. She couldn’t believe that she was just sitting there about to fantasize about Marcus. She didn’t even know him like that!
“She won’t need to!” came a voice that she was beginning to realize had a potently stirring effect on every cell in her body. Suddenly, two strong arms scooped her up and she realized that Marcus has picked her up and he was striding purposefully across the beach to the parking lot. Pressed against his muscular chest she could smell his clean male scent heightened by his cool after-shave. He had put on a T-shirt when he went to the car so she was not in contact with his skin but with the soft texture of his cotton shirt.
Natasha shrieked in surprise and Marcus assured her that he was not going to drop her. As she looked over his shoulder all she saw was Ashley’s fanning herself, rolling her eyes and mouthing the words, “He is so hot!” before following them. Natasha narrowed her eyes at her friend and gave her the “I’ll deal with you later” look that they both recognized.
Marcus was driving a silver Toyota jeep, and as he set Natasha down, she inadvertently slid against the full length of his body. A penetrating heat gripped her core as a thousand butterflies were set loose in her stomach, or so it seemed. When she reached the ground Marcus did not release her immediately and she could see that he was just as affected as she was by this nearness to each other. Never in her life had she ever experienced emotions and sensations that threatened her common sense like this. Feelings which made her want to be a little reckless and definitely spontaneous in the moment.
Finally after a few moments of gazing into her eyes, Marcus helped Natasha into the front passenger seat while Ashley climbed into the back. The short ride to the clinic was filled with a pensive silence punctuated by excited chatter from Ashley. Both Marcus and Natasha answered her in short responses still deeply aware of the effect each was having on the other. 
When they arrived at the nearby clinic, the doctor confirmed that she had suffered a mild haematoma and prescribed pain medication to reduce the inflammation. He also instructed her to rest and elevate her leg for at least the next two days while using alternating warm and cool towels to treat the area. 
Following the doctor’s advice, Natasha sat in the backseat to keep her legs stretched out and elevated while Marcus took Ashley home first. For some unknown reason which Natasha would interrogate her friend about later, Ashley concocted some story about having to get home immediately because of a family emergency. She knew Ashley was up to something because she lived alone in her own apartment and her family members were miles away at the other end of the island. Clearly, Ashley was up to some mischievous matchmaking and for some reason she wasn’t complaining. After they dropped her off, Marcus turned around to look at her with a smile.
“I know that you have to keep your leg elevated, but I want to apologize to you properly. Can I buy you lunch?” he asked.
“No I don’t think so, I wouldn’t want to impose on you like that,” she said hoping desperately that he would not take her refusal seriously and offer her lunch again. She didn’t want to seem as though she had been eagerly waiting for him to suggest that they spent more time together, although that was exactly the case.
“You are not imposing, I would love to buy you lunch so please say yes,” persisted Marcus flashing her with his magnetic grin. She had already discovered that when he did that, a small dimple appeared on his chin that she just wanted to reach out and touch. So, after pretending to think about his invitation for a few seconds longer Natasha finally said yes. 
“Is there anything in particular that you love to eat?” he asked.
“Well, I haven’t been home to Derrien in months so I miss the taste of our local food,” she replied honestly. “But I am hungry enough to eat a horse so anything would be great right now!”
“Okay I know the perfect place, but wait, don’t you live on Derrien Island?” he asked surprised.
“Yes, Derrien is my home, but I am studying for a degree in Art and Advertising Design at SCAD in Savannah, Georgia. I am only here for three more weeks before I return to the US,” she replied.
Marcus felt his heart sink just a little knowing that she would be leaving in three short weeks. Shaking his head a little he wondered where all these emotions were coming from. After all, he had decided since his last serious relationship had ended two years earlier, that he would take a break from the dating scene to focus on building up his career. As far as his ex-girlfriend was concerned, he was not making enough money for her liking and she dumped him when she found someone with a higher net worth. That too inspired him to make his move to Derrien to escape the harsh and bitter realities in his former home. Here he had a simpler life, one where he had a great job and he could focus on his passion for writing. He had decided that any relationships he got into since then would be casual and definitely the no-strings attached kind. But Natasha was messing up that perspective big time! Since when was he, Marcus Nicholls, already anticipating how he could spend time with a woman weeks in advance?
“Only three weeks?” he blurted unable to hide his dismay. “Wow you are not giving me a lot of time to make this up to you, are you?” he exclaimed barely recognizing the slight alarm he heard in his own voice.
Natasha laughed and wondered if he realized what he had just said, after all three weeks were a long time to spend apologizing.
“Yes, three short weeks,” echoed Natasha sweetly.
“Well in that case I have my work cut out for me to make all these moments count then. As I said, I know the perfect place that sells local food but it is in the north. Are you up for a scenic drive?”
Natasha knew that she should refuse him and show a little more common sense but somehow she just wanted to have lunch with Marcus, haematoma or no haematoma!
“Yes I am. It sounds like fun!”
“Great!” he replied as he started the jeep and pulled out of Ashley’s driveway.
“Where are you staying while you are here?” asked Marcus.
“I am at my parent’s home in Wiltshire Heights.” She replied.
Marcus whistled aloud as he recalled that Wiltshire Heights was one of the most affluent areas on the island and it was even reported that a few well-known movie celebrities owned homes in that neighbourhood.
“I hope you don’t have a bad opinion of the rich and famous”, she said noting how he reacted to her parents’ address.
“No, I don’t but I believe that every decent man has dreams of being that successful and I am working toward achieving mine!” he replied.
“So, what is it that you do?”
“As Sheldon told you I am now an assistant manager at the Shores restaurant in Cedarville. My degree is in management but what I really want to do is to own a chain of restaurants and to write novels.”
“Write? You don’t seem the type!” exclaimed Natasha.
“What type am I to you then?” he replied looking at Natasha in his rear view mirror.
“Well, I got the impression that you were more athletic than artsy. I guess we have a little in common then.”
“I am athletic but my parents always told me that it was important to have varied interests and a balanced personality so, although I could bring it on the volleyball court, I was also often in the library reading and studying.”
“What kind of books do you want to write?” asked Natasha with interest.
“I am interested in writing mystery and crime fiction novels. Growing up I could not get my hands on enough spy novels and even now you can always find several on my bookshelf at home.”
“You are really surprising me Marcus.”
“Good surprises or bad surprises?”
“When it gets bad I’ll let you know, she laughed. I’m a bit of a bookworm myself but I am more into reading romance novels. I usually hide my stash over at Ashley’s or sell them to the used book store when I am done.”
“Why?”
“With parents like mine, you just have to. You may have heard or seen my father on television, The Rev. Dr. Carlos Mitchell of Greater Faith Tabernacle?” 
“Rev. Mitchell is your father?” exclaimed Marcus as his eyes widened.
“Yes, he is and my mother is a paediatrician and also the director of the Save Our Teens Foundation.”
“So, what is it that makes you to want to hide from them?”
“My father is a Reverend and my mother is always on T.V. talking about the dangers of teenage sex and I have gotten those lectures many times. I am supposed to their perfect little spiritual, robot of a daughter.”
“Okay I see, so neither of them would appreciate your romance hobby, but do you think that reading about love and romance is wrong?”
Natasha paused before answering,
“No, actually I don’t but as a PK, pastor’s kid, everyone expects me to be this unrealistic, perfect person and I don’t like that. It is as though I am supposed to be some kind of person who can do no wrong! ”
“It must be pretty hard to be you sometimes then?”
“You have no idea! It is one of the reasons I really pressured my parents to let me attend an overseas university. I just needed the space to be me!”
“How old are you Natasha?”
“I am twenty years old, she replied, but I will be twenty-one in a few months!”
“Yikes, you are young!” said Marcus with a fake frown.
At his response, Natasha twisted her lips and from his view in the rear-view mirror she could not have been more beautiful with the sun shining in on her flowing, wavy, jet-black hair as it framed the sides of her face. She had changed her outfit while at the doctor’s office and now wore a lime green cotton sundress that had no straps and a long skirt which flowed around her ankles. When she came out of the bathroom at the office it was all he could do to stop his jaw from dropping and hitting the floor. Being fitted from the top to the waist it accentuated her full breasts, narrow waist and flat stomach. When she saw his blatant expression of admiration and desire, instead of revelling in her obvious power, her gaze fell to the floor for a few seconds but she couldn’t hide the slight smile that raised her cheeks. And now again in the backseat of his jeep he could tell that his comment had ruffled her just a little.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” she asked with narrowed eyes.
“I did not mean it like you think Natasha. It is just that you carry such an air of maturity and grace around you that I thought you were a little older.”
“Okay, I’ll buy that answer for now. So what about you, how old are you?” asked Natasha in return.
“I recently turned twenty-seven”.
“Yikes, you are old!” said Natasha purposefully exaggerating the sound of the O in old, and as she did they both erupted into laughter.
“Hey, so you are trying to get back at me, huh?” he teased.
“Well, you are already down two strikes today in my books!”
With a look of mock horror, Marcus exclaimed, “Two strikes already? You are a tough lady; I am going to have to stay on my best behaviour for the rest of the day then.”
“Rest of the day?” inquired Natasha with a raised eyebrow revelling secretly at the thought of being with him for that long.
Marcus hadn’t even noticed his error and when Natasha repeated his words he knew he should have felt alarmed at his bold statement, but instead he was filled only with a blatant desire to take every chance to find out who Natasha Mitchell really was and seeing that it was his day off from work, there was nothing else he would rather do more.
“If that meets the lady’s approval?” Marcus said in low tone that hinted at a touch of chivalry.
“I’ll let you know after lunch. If this restaurant is all you say it is and you are the perfect gentleman, I might consider it.”
Natasha felt so bold, so fun and free at that moment teasing and flirting with Marcus. She knew based on her upbringing that her parents would never approve, being as conservative as they were, but sometimes she just wanted to be herself. She was a free spirit, an artist and an aspiring recording artist at that. She had just been offered the chance at a recording contract but she hadn’t spoken a word of it to anyone as yet. It was so draining to be always confined to a limiting set of do’s and don’ts, right and wrong, good and evil. All her life she suffered the disapproving glare of her parents and always chose to do things their way just so she could keep out of trouble and keep them happy. It wasn’t that she did not love them, in fact she loved her parents very much because despite how conservative they both were she never lacked for their time, attention or for anything that she really needed.  
But being here with Marcus, was so out of the norm for her and it felt so much more like her true personality. She was a spontaneous and lively person, trapped in the body of someone trying to please everyone else.
Marcus could see that Natasha was deep in thought and he wondered if she really knew how beautiful she was. He had to keep reminding himself to pay attention to the road but the temptation to simply watch Natasha in the mirror was incredibly overpowering. At first, he was simply struck by her eyes, but her pert nose and full lips were well combined into what he was convinced was now the perfect face. 
Marcus arriving at their location, pulled over to what looked at first like a wooden house by the side of the road with a temporary gravel parking lot.
“We’re here, I hope you are hungry because this place serves the best local food on Derrien Island,” exclaimed Marcus.
Natasha looked out the window in great surprise and wondered for a minute if Marcus had lost his mind, or for that matter if she had lost hers. In her mind’s eye she had envisioned an elegant restaurant perhaps overlooking the sea where they could have enjoyed a delicious lunch while enjoying the salty sea air. Instead what she saw looked like a log cabin sitting at the base of the mountains in the Northern range surrounded by trees with a wide patio at the front. At least it looked clean and there were also several other cars parked outside. 
“I wasn’t quite expecting something this local!” she exclaimed feeling a little apprehensive.
“I kind of got that impression when you said you grew up in Wiltshire Heights, but let me assure you as one who has eaten at nearly every establishment on this island that you won’t be disappointed,” said Marcus with a smile.
Marcus also having changed clothes at the doctor’s office now wore with his white T-shirt a pair of slightly faded blue jeans that moulded beautifully to his strong, lean legs. He came around and helped her down and together they strolled toward the door. As he reached for the handle it suddenly opened and a thick, heavy set woman in her fifties, wearing a blue flowered dress and a matching chequered apron shouted,
“Marcus, I thought you said you would have been back last week to try out my new souse dish?” said the woman with obvious mock anger. The twitching at the corners of her mouth gave away the fact that she was trying to suppress a smile.
“Lucinda, I was all set to come but I had to work all of last week, but I hope you saved it for me in the freezer,” replied Marcus with a wink.
Lucinda stared him down a few seconds longer before they both burst out into laughter and he stepped inside to give her a warm hug.
“Who is this lovely girl with you? Are you finally taking my advice to settle down?” she asked.
“Uh, this is Natasha Mitchell,” he replied side-stepping her insinuation that Natasha was his girlfriend.
“Well come inside girl, I won’t bite you. Any friend of Marcus’ is a friend of mine,” said Lucinda.
“Thank you for your welcome”, said Natasha as she entered the restaurant.
The interior of the restaurant was strangely elegant despite the bland exterior. The walls were made from a deeply Purple Heart wood, finished with a high gloss and were decoratively covered in gold-framed photographs of persons who had their pictures taken with Lucinda. The corners of the room were decorated with potted palms and the light fixtures on the walls looked like curled seashells that glowed in tones of peach white and orange creating a soft sensual mood indoors. Inside was also quite large and from a quick estimate there appeared to be about ten tables draped with white tablecloths and set with fine dining china. The patio that she saw outside was now visible from the inside leading from the main dining room outdoors. The entire wall was open to let in the cool breezes and she could see a stunning view of the countryside below the hill. 
Quite frankly, Natasha was absolutely amazed. Not only was she unaware that this place actually existed but she wished that she had her paints at that moment to just capture everything that she was seeing. Already, at least six other tables were occupied with persons eating and who looked very relaxed and pleased with their meals. It was a light and welcoming atmosphere.
“Lucinda, this is such a beautiful restaurant,” exclaimed Natasha finally after her eyes has swept the room drinking in every detail.
“Thank you dear, my late husband built it for me years ago and I never took him up on his idea to transform it into a restaurant.  But when he died four years ago and I realized that all of my children were grown and had moved on I decided that it was not too late to follow my dreams, so I enlisted some help and here you have “Lucinda’s”.
“I think that this is really great, wow and look at that view,” breathed Natasha.
“Let me get you two a seat, so you can really enjoy it.”
Despite her heavyset body Lucinda moved fluidly between the tables to seat them near to the view. Marcus graciously allowed Natasha to have the seat facing the view while he took the one that was facing inside, and facing her.  He pulled out her chair for her and then sat down himself.
“Marcus, I am beginning to think that I like you just a little more now,” said Natasha teasingly.
“Hmm, if it only took bringing you to Lucinda’s to get you to like me just a little then I will work on some more ideas to get you to like me a lot.”
With that statement, they looked at one another both wondering what on earth was happening to them. Five hours ago, they did not even know each other but here they were now sitting in a restaurant flirting shamelessly with each other.  As their eyes held across the short distance of the table both knew that something was undeniably drawing them together and neither wanted to stop it. This intense, gut-gnawing attraction was sending literal electric shockwaves throughout their bodies every time they just touched or even looked at each other. Marcus knew that this was a new experience for him even though he had other girlfriends before and it was something he definitely wanted to explore. 
“Let’s order something,” they suddenly said in unison and once again broke out in laughter. 
Natasha studied the menu and saw one of her favourite local dishes. It was actually a casserole made from mashed green bananas with spices and cheddar and parmesan cheese, with a topping of fried shredded salt-fish with tomatoes, onion and a Jamaican ackee, which grew abundantly on the island. She also decided on a tall glass of mango juice. It was eons since she had a juicy mango.
“So are you an eater, or do you pick at your food?” inquired Marcus. He was accustomed to girls who just ordered salad and then only ate half of it. He had always appreciated someone who could show him her real side and part of that was in actually eating.
“I think you are about to find out, exactly how much I love food,” said Natasha smiling and looking a little guilty. “I am definitely an eater and if that fragrance coming out of the kitchen is any indicator to the kind of meals served here then there will be no stopping me today. I am extremely hungry.”
“Yeah I’m hungry too, it is almost two o’clock.  I’m glad though that you eat. I think I have known too many females in the past who wanted the half salad fix. Personally, I always found eating like that to be more than strange.”
“Me too,” agreed Natasha.
A waitress soon came and took their order and within twenty minutes two large steaming plates of food arrived and they both dug in with gusto. Marcus had ordered his favourite macaroni and cheese pie with herb roasted chicken and cole slaw. Natasha could not believe how delicious the food was and ended up eating every single bite on her plate, making sounds of pleasure all the way through the meal that frankly caused Marcus to nearly bite his tongue or choke on a few occasions. Usually when he came here he would sit at a table near the patio, eat and take out his laptop and begin typing. He always found this area to be so relaxing and peaceful, so he got a strong creative flow for the writing of his novels.
After the waitress cleared away their plates and they both refused dessert, Lucinda came back out to see them as they prepared to leave. She pressed two paper packages into their hands and gave Marcus a conspirational wink. 
“Those are for dessert! You two can enjoy them later. So, how did you enjoy your meal Natasha?”
 “Lucinda that was the best food I have eaten in years. I am so glad that Marcus thought to bring me up here today!”
“You are so welcome. I only wish Marcus would visit more often. Since he started working down at that restaurant in Cedarville he has forgotten me,” she said with a mischievous gleam in her eyes.
“Lucinda you know that’s not true, replied Marcus defensively. If it was I would have taken Natasha there instead of here.
 “Well, I will speak for myself, whether or not Marcus brings me back up here I am coming back and I am trying something else on this menu, said Natasha with sincere appreciation.
“Marcus, I like this young lady, she knows how to make an old lady feel good,” laughed Lucinda.
After bidding her goodbye Marcus, holding the two paper packages escorted Natasha back to the jeep. By then, it was about three thirty in the afternoon. 
“Natasha, I know that I have been monopolizing your time all day but I really want to show you something else before I take you home. Are you up for one more stop?” asked Marcus.
“Well, after that lunch at Lucinda’s I have erased your two previous strikes, so your board is free and open. Yes, I would love to see what you have to show me next.”
Marcus unable to contain his excitement smiled broadly and quickly pulled out of the parking lot. Instead of heading back to the town area following the route they came, he turned toward the more mountainous Northern range. 
“Marcus, you seem to know more about Derrien than I do and you are not even a local,” mused Natasha.
Marcus nodded in acknowledgement to her statement because it was true that although he had only visited the island for many years, he spent a lot of time as a tourist exploring it from north to south and from east to west.
“Did you have a very sheltered life Natasha?”
“You could say that. It was basically from home to school to church, most of the time and when we did go out we would visit mainly the urban areas or the tourist beaches. I came out this way a few times on school field trips but it was not very often.”
“Derrien is such a beautiful island. If you’d like after you spend a little time resting your leg, I would like to be your tour-guide for a while and show you some of the sights you may not have seen before. It might be fun having the local pretend to be the tourist and the “tourist” pretend to be the local! What do you say?” asked Marcus.
“I’d love to. In fact, I’ve been having such a great time with you that I almost forgot that my leg was hurt. It would seem that you have some latent therapeutic powers you are not aware of Mr. Nicholls”, said Natasha coyly.
Marcus was unsure about how to respond to Natasha at that moment because, just hearing her say that she enjoyed being with him sent his blood racing through his body until it felt as if it was literally roaring in his ears. What was happening to him and why wouldn’t he just take her home? It couldn’t be that he was still feeling guilty about the volleyball.  It was something deeper that he just could not describe but he knew he wanted to see where it led.
As the jeep wound through the terraced hills, the wind blew into the vehicle and it was so cool and refreshing.
“I always marvel at the fact that these areas of the island always seem to have a different climate. It’s always so cool and crisp here,” said Marcus as he watched the wind gently lift Natasha’s hair and blow it across her face in the rearview mirror. Once again she was in the backseat with her leg elevated and she seemed as comfortable as someone who had known him a long time.
“Yes, I love this breeze. It reminds me of the climate in Georgia. Somehow, I like the coolness of the atmosphere there,” she said.
At that point Marcus pulled over to the side of the road to show her a view that few people in Derrien saw because of fear of navigating the hilly terrain. 
“Have you ever been up here to Manderley, Natasha?”
Marcus’ question broke Natasha out of her thoughts and she looked out of the window realizing that she was not quite sure where she was. 
“No, I don’t recognize the area. I may have come up here at some point but no, I don’t even recognize the name,” she said.
“I think that if you had you would definitely remember. Come let me help you out.”
As they got out of the vehicle, she saw before her a huge expanse of land covered in short grass and yellow wildflowers gently stirring in the wind. But that was not what caused her breath to be stolen from her for the third time that day. From their vantage point on this land she had an almost 180 degree view of Derrien Island’s countryside, capital city and suburban districts.
“Oh Marcus, where are we?” she breathed as she walked further onto the patch of land.
“This is the district of Manderley and you are on my land,” said Marcus proudly.
“All of this is yours?” Natasha asked incredulously while turning around quickly.
“Yes. My parents bought it to build a dream home when they retired. They were planning to relocate here to Derrien Island in their old age.”
“So are they here with you as well?”
Seeing his expression darken a little, Natasha suddenly realized that he said the land was his and she chided herself silently for not being more sensitive.
“No. They both passed away last year. My father developed pancreatitis and he did not last long and well, my mother did not want to live without him so she passed on a few months later too.”
“I’m sorry”, she said. “I couldn’t imagine what that must feel like for you to lose both of your parents like that.”
“Yeah, it was a really rough time for me losing both of them so quickly, but they were happily married for about forty years and had a really strong bond with each other. I hope to have a marriage like theirs some day,” he said surprising himself at his bold admission. Before today, he was in the realm of casual dating and now he was talking about having a marriage like his parents’?
Natasha felt as though she could cry because despite the differences she had with her own parents the thought of losing either of them was simply unimaginable.
“When my father realized that he was not going to make it he and my mother made arrangements to ensure that I would inherit what belonged to them and one of those things was this plot of land.”
“So, do you see this land as a way to honour their memory?”
“Yes, I do and I plan to build my home here someday as well, someday very soon.”
“Marcus, why did you bring me up here? This seems like something that is so important, private and dear to you, to share with a stranger you barely know.”
“Natasha, I don’t even know why either, but I know this, that I really like you and I want to spend some more time with you getting to know you. I don’t think we are strangers any more do you?” he said taking a few steps toward her.
Taking a deep breath, Natasha realized that she agreed with him. They were past being strangers in just a few short hours and that thought terrified and calmed her at the same time.
“Marcus, I like you too, but I don’t want to lead you on. I have to return to SCAD in a month’s time and I have some other goals that I am working on that will take me outside of Derrien for a number of years,” said Natasha thinking about her recording contract opportunity.
“I am not asking for anything permanent right now, just a chance to talk to you some more, to see where things might go. If it’s bad timing we could be pen pals or something,” bargained Marcus suddenly desperate for her to agree to lengthen their association.
“I want to get to know you too, but I just want to make sure you know where I stand,” said Natasha firmly. She had so much at stake and she could be the next big recording star in the R and B genre if she played her cards just right.
“And, I want you to know where I stand as well too,” echoed Marcus.
They stood there and looked at each other, a silent understanding passing between them like a current linking their hearts into the beginnings of a deep friendship.
Marcus suddenly turned around and went back to the jeep and retrieved the two paper bags Lucinda gave them and a blanket from the trunk. As he walked back toward her he tucked the blanket under one arm and held both bags in that same hand before holding her hand with the other and tugging on it gently.
“Come, and sit with me. I think Lucinda means to woo you with her food at all cost!” he said smiling at her warmly. Silently he thought that he was willing to do the same as well.
Natasha was puzzled that despite their last tension filled moment, Marcus was not in any way deterred by what she had to say and frankly she was having a hard time believing herself at that moment too. Who was she to talk about her stand when her knees were feeling so wobbly and her mouth was so dry that she could barely think straight?
He led them over to a mahogany tree and spread out the blanket so that they could sit on it.  From this vantage point she could see how about twenty feet away the land ended in a cliff that sloped downward to the surrounding countryside.
Once he was sure that she was comfortable he sat beside her and opened the bags.
“Ah Lucinda, Lucinda you slay me!” said Marcus looking inside one of the bags with a hungry sigh.
“What’s in the bag?” asked Natasha with her curiosity piqued by his interest.
“I wonder if I should tell you”, said Marcus drawing out the suspense. “Maybe I should keep it all for myself!” he joked.
“No way, tell me what’s in those bags right now! I have a major sweet tooth and if those desserts taste anything like her entrees, I just might fight you for them,” challenged Natasha playfully.
“Okay, I’ll let you have some but only if you play a game with me first.”
“What is it with you and games, Marcus Nicholls?” she said playfully trying to take the bag from his hands.
“No, no snatching! We will play the dessert game first.”
“Ok ay, tell me the rules of this dessert game,” said Natasha rolling her eyes in an exaggerated manner.
“It is a guessing game! You will close your eyes and I will place a piece of the dessert in your mouth and you must tell me what it is.”
“Marcus, that is hardly fair, why should I be the only one with my mouth open like a fish?” she argued.
“Hmm, okay you have a point. There are two bags here with two different desserts. I will let you feed one to me first if it helps you to feel more confident. I will look like the fish first,” he said trying not to smirk at the way her eyes narrowed with suspicion.
“Okay, give me the bags,” said Natasha finally.
Marcus complied and Natasha rotated them in her hands until she was sure that Marcus had no idea which bag contained what. 
“Okay, pick your bag!” said Natasha.
Marcus selected the bag that was in her right hand and placed it beside him and dutifully closed his eyes and opened his mouth.
“Aren’t you afraid I might put a stone in your mouth or something?” asked Natasha in an attempt to scare Marcus.
“No. I’m not. I’m waiting for my dessert,” came his calm reply.
“Okay then, if you say so!”
Natasha opened the bag and looked inside and saw that it contained a transparent square plastic container with a thick slice of cheesecake inside covered in juicy blueberries.
“Oh Marcus, this looks so good, you have to let me taste this when we are done with this game,” she breathed.
Marcus laughed and pointed to his mouth to remind Natasha that it was still open and that he was still waiting. Natasha put a piece on the accompanying fork fed it to Marcus. He ate it slowly, never opening his eyes and then said, French vanilla cheesecake with Bourbon Blueberry Sauce.
“Hey, you sound as if you have had this already. Isn’t that cheating, you got to look in the bags before?”
“You have a point there but it all depends on how you look at it. This is actually my second favourite dessert at Lucinda’s. It’s your turn!”
Natasha deciding to play along with the game, quietly sat and opened her mouth wondering what sweet delight Marcus was going to share with her from the other bag. When he placed the dessert in her mouth with the fork, she first noticed that it had the texture of cake and tasted like dark chocolate. She could also taste the smoothness of a rum and chocolate cream with some kind fruit blended into it. It was sinfully decadent!
“Marcus, this is the best chocolate cake I have ever had. Maybe it tastes better because my eyes are closed and my sense of taste is heightened. What do you think?” she asked savouring the flavour as it exploded on her tongue.
Natasha opened her eyes then to see that Marcus’ face was less than a foot away from hers. 
“I think that this one is my favourite!” he said simply.
The smouldering expression in his eyes was her undoing as wordlessly, he traced his thumb over her top lip as though he was wiping away the remaining crumbs. Then tangling his fingers into her silken tresses he leaned forward, closing the space that separated their mouths and kissed her softly and lingeringly. The electric sensations at that slight contact spread out across her face and she could feel the sensations in her palms and even below the soles of her feet. Her eyes widened in amazement and he paused and looked into her eyes as if asking her permission to continue without moving an inch. Her whimper of pleasure was enough for him and before she could take her next breath he claimed her mouth once again, this time sweeping past her open lips to sample and taste her in a way she could never have imagined possible. Over and over Marcus twirled his tongue around hers groaning as he licked away the remaining chocolate and finding out that he wanted more, so much more.
He was in trouble!
Steeling himself within, he gently nipped her lower lip before pulling away reluctantly and allowed his hands to fall to the blanket never breaking his gaze from hers. Natasha was surprised and overwhelmed by the rush of sensations that moved from her lips across her cheeks and ears and the all emotions that one kiss evoked. It seemed like time had stopped and neither of them said anything for a few moments. All that was audible was the sound of the wind and the sound of them both trying to get their breathing under control. Finally, Marcus broke the silence.
“I wish that I could tell you that I was sorry for doing that, but I’m not,” he said matter of factly. “I’m going to say this again, and I don’t want you to respond right now, but I want to see you again before you leave, and even when you do leave, I want to stay in contact with you. I want to know who you are and why you are causing me to act so irrationally. I want to know why I just met you but brought you somewhere that I have never even brought my other friends or even the guys you met down at the beach.  I want to know why when I look at you I just want to discover everything there is to know about you,” he admitted.
Natasha’s eyes grew wide as she absorbed what Marcus was saying because she felt exactly the same way about him. No one had ever even said words like that to her, nor had anyone ever kissed her like that. In fact, no one had ever kissed her period! He was her first and that kiss surpassed all of her wildest expectations.
“Don’t say anything; I just want to enjoy the moment! We can finish up the dessert and just enjoy the view. Then I promise I will take you home. Okay?” said Marcus.
Natasha managed to mumble an okay in response and they divided up the dessert and leaned back against the trunk of the tree to enjoy them quietly. After that, they talked and joked with each other lightly and neither brought up the topic of their kiss again, at least not that day.
 
 


Chapter 3
 
March 17, Azure Lodge, 9:47 p.m.
The incessant ringing of a cell-phone drew Marcus back to the present from his thoughts. Looking at the time, he could not believe that he was still sitting in his car and an entire hour had passed since he began thinking about how he and Natasha first met. That day was one of the best days of his life and he was not surprised that he could remember the details so vividly. 
Hurriedly he retrieved his phone from the compartment near the steering wheel before the caller hung up.
“Hello?” he answered sharply.
“Hey, Marcus, Sheldon here, I’m just checking to see if you are coming down to Kirton’s Bay tomorrow for the volleyball tournament?”
“I am not sure yet, there are some things that I need to deal with here so if I am coming, I’ll call and let you know early.”
“Hey Marcus, is everything okay with you? You don’t sound like your usual self,” asked Sheldon with concern picking up on a note of sadness in Marcus’ tone.
“Truth be told no, but I am working on it as we speak. Listen I got to go, talk to you later.”
“Alright bro, later! You know how to reach me.”
After disconnecting the call Marcus stepped out into the cool, crisp night air and locked the vehicle. Taking in a deep lungful of fresh air first, he then strode toward the house with serious intent. The hour he just spent in the car reminded him of what was true and important to him. He was still deeply in love with his wife and he had been ever since the day he had first met her. Everything about her excited him and since then he had stolen more kisses and had explored and tasted every delectable inch of her sensuous body and then some. He loved her like he never loved another soul and that would never change. He missed his wife desperately like a man needing one more breath, a man who was trapped in a vacuum. 
Once he was inside, he climbed the staircase to the second floor and walked straight toward their bedroom. Seeing that the light was still on, he called out to Natasha while he was still in the hallway. “Natasha? Are you there, we need to talk.”
Before he could get the rest of his words out, he was met with a scene that despite all that had transpired between them he did not expect.
 Natasha was packing her travel cases and by the look of it she was almost finished. The irony could not be more devastating at that moment. There he was outside reminiscing about the love they had for each other and how much he still wanted to be with his wife and here she was packing her bags!
“Natasha, what are you doing?”
“Marcus, I’m sorry but I can’t do this anymore.”
“Can’t do what anymore”, he said through gritted teeth feeling as though somehow Natasha had once again placed his heart in a vice and was now squeezing it painfully.
“Marcus!” she wailed with exasperation, throwing the last of her clothes into the suitcase, zipping it up quickly.
“Natasha, stop packing for crying out loud and talk to me! Please!”
“Marcus, I am sorry but I can’t continue with this marriage anymore, I can’t!”
“But we made promises to each other; we said vows to each other. I have never cheated on you, I have never laid a hand on you and I have never cursed you. Why are you doing this to me?” shouted Marcus, suddenly feeling as though his entire life was slipping away right before his eyes.
“It is not about you! It’s finally about me! I feel so trapped in this life of yours. I did not choose this! This is your dream life, not mine. You are living out your dreams and plans and you have fulfilled your desires but what about me? Have you ever in the last six years of our marriage wondered how I must be feeling?” she retorted.
“Natasha?” interjected Marcus, not understanding what she was trying to say.
“No, you listen, said Natasha now through mascara blackened tears which were streaming down her face.  
“I feel as though my life is at a standstill Marcus. I have tried to fit into your world, my parent’s expectations, and even my friend’s advice but I cannot keep living the life of a schizophrenic. I have my own dreams, and you knew six years ago that I wanted to finish my degree and that I had an opportunity to launch my singing career. I did not blame you when I got pregnant because I loved you and I was young and giddy-headed then. When my parents told us we had to marry to save face, I was torn because I wanted to finish my studies still but I couldn’t. I wanted my dream career but I couldn’t. I was too sick and then they wanted us to get married before I started showing too much. When the baby did not make it that broke my heart! Do you remember all of that Marcus?”
“Yes, I do remember but I thought all of that was in the past for you, and for us. We love each other and we have moved past all of that now.”
“Moved past? You must be one of the blindest people that I have had the misfortune to know,” she said harshly. “Do you even remember that my audition with the record label was the same month of our wedding and I gave that up too?”
Marcus could not stand the look of pain he saw in Natasha’s eyes or heard in her voice. It was the first time in about a year that she was finally letting him look inside to see the raw anger and hurt that she kept boiling beneath the cool and unaffected surface facade she usually displayed.
“Yes, I remember how disappointed you were, but I thought we had decided to build a new life and to see what new avenues would open up for us?”replied Marcus racking his brain to find a way to get her to stop and see reason.
“Don’t you see? The only avenues that opened up were breakthroughs for you. You got your books published and became an international best- selling author. You were able to purchase two restaurants and you have become a wealthy man. Look at me, no college degree, singing a few nights at your restaurant, singing occasionally at church in the choir when my time on the roster rolls around every few weeks, and teaching art part-time in a grubby preschool that makes me want to scream every single day that I am there? Where are my dreams in the midst of all of that? I’m Marcus’ Nicholls’ wife, and the Reverend’s daughter. That is all anyone ever sees when they look at me.”
“But I‘ve given you a good life Natasha, I‘ve given you my love that has never changed! I did not buy those things for me, they are ours, all of them!” said Marcus incredulously wondering how she could think that their restaurants were his alone. Everything he did was for her and everything he had was hers too!
“I never asked you to give me a good life Marcus!”
“But Natasha, all I’ve ever wanted was to provide you with all you could ever need to be happy. How can you stand here and say that when I am the one who encouraged you to start singing again at Sands and to keep painting and to someday show your art off!  I love you baby!”
“Marcus, don’t call me that, I am not a baby! And I really don’t know what I feel for you anymore. All I am asking is that you to give me my freedom. I want my dreams; I need to see if I can have some sort of pride in my life again. I can’t do it while I am trapped in this life shrouded in your shadow!”
“Freedom, this is not a jail cell! Do you know how many women would love to have the things you do? Why do you think you have to toss our marriage aside? Why can’t this be enough for you?”
“Marcus, I need to do it so that a few years from now I can look at you without hating you and all that you stood for in my life. I am leaving while I still have some respect for you. Sometimes I wonder what would have happened if I had just gotten out at Ashley’s the first day we met and let her take me home,” she spat bitterly.
Natasha knew that her last words were said with more cruel intent than she actually felt, but she knew that she needed to say something that would shock Marcus into letting her go. Something that would convince him that she was serious even though she knew that what she said was an outright lie. The day they met was one of the best days of her life, but it was also the day that changed the course of it since then. Although, she was miserable, she knew still had feelings for Marcus, and she just could not shake the idea that somehow their meeting had completely changed the course of her life for the worse. 
When her parents discovered she was pregnant only two months after she and Marcus met they demanded to meet him and told him in no uncertain terms that he would have to marry her to save face in front of the church they led. Her parents cancelled her tuition payments to SCAD and she was told that she had made her choice by sleeping with Marcus. She could not visit her parents or speak with them without both of them dropping some comment about how she totally messed up her life. They never let up on rubbing in the fact that despite all of their lectures, she hadn’t made a name for herself, and she’d wasted her opportunities for a life in Marcus’ shadow.
Marcus stunned by the gravity of what Natasha said sank into the armchair beside the closet and looked at her clearly pained. All of the air in his body left in one gust with Natasha’s admission. 
“Are you saying that you wish that we had never gone on that first date or gotten to know each other,” asked Marcus in a low voice, recalling his memories while sitting in the SUV only a few moments ago outside.
Natasha knew that her next words were again complete lies but she had to say them anyway if she had any chance of convincing Marcus of what she was saying to him then. 
“Yes, that is what I am saying!” shouted Natasha. “I wish we’d never met!”
With those words she stifled the choking sob that threatened to well up out of her and resumed packing her handbag with the cosmetics scattered on the bed. She knew that she couldn’t take everything and decided to send movers in to clear the rest of her things at a later date.  
“Liar!” roared Marcus moving out of the armchair so rapidly that Natasha had no time to think. He seized her shoulders and he spun her around and crushed his mouth against hers. She started to struggle but he persisted and within seconds her body betrayed her, relaxing against him as he kissed her with all the feeling he had in his heart. As his tongue plundered her mouth she had no strength to resist him and found herself responding with equal intensity.
Breaking their kiss he held her heart-shaped face between his hands and looked at her trembling lips and eyes glistening with tears.
“Natasha, I hear your words but I just don’t believe you. That was not the response of someone immune to me. Your body can not lie to me. You never could.”
“How dare you?”spat Natasha fearing her plan was about to collapse.
“How dare I, I shouldn’t have to dare, I’m your husband. I know that when we got married that the circumstances were not ideal but no one forced me to marry you. I knew from the first day we met and I kissed you beneath that mahogany tree on this property that what I wanted with you was permanent. I was prepared to do anything to keep seeing you.”
Suddenly, their conversation was interrupted by the ringing of Natasha’s cell phone. She wrenched out of his grip and hurriedly picked it up and after saying, “okay, I’m coming” to whomever it was on the line, she hung up, dropped the phone on the table and slung her bag on her shoulder. She then grabbed the two small travel cases that she was packing and forced her way past Marcus toward the bedroom door walking quickly.
“Natasha, who was that on the phone?” demanded Marcus to her retreating figure.
“Marcus, please don’t make this any harder than it needs to be. We have not had a real relationship in almost a year and a half now,” she shouted back.
“Speak for yourself Natasha, nothing has changed for me.”
“Yes, but everything has changed for me,” she replied flatly as she began to descend the staircase. Descending quickly her suitcase bumped noisily on the tiles as she dragged it behind her. She could hear Marcus’ footsteps behind her and she concentrated all the more on trying to move as fast as she could to the front door.
Standing on the landing of the staircase Marcus asked, “Is this really what you want Nat?” gently using the name that always softened her in the past.
Steeling herself against his subtle manipulation, she collected herself and continued walking down the hallway and then half ran out of the front door without looking back.
Marcus could not believe what he was seeing and hearing. His wife was leaving him, she was actually leaving! He thought that when he called her name, she might have actually turned around but when she continued walking that rejection felt as though someone had literally punched him in the gut and it paralysed him for a moment. 
He heard the front door open and realized with one last burst of panic that he did not even know where she was going. As he began to run down the final steps after her toward the front door, he heard a car door open and close and the idling of an engine. When he got to the door, he saw his wife’s jet black hair disappearing into the doorway of the taxi that was parked outside.  
“Natasha? Natasha?” he called alarmed that there was a car waiting outside. He thought she would try to use her own keys to the SUV, but a taxi?
By the time, he reached the car door, she’d already locked it and refused to look up at him. He tried to open it but it was already locked. The tint of the glass also prevented him from getting a look inside and panic continued to rise in his throat suffocating him. 
 As the taxi pulled out of his driveway, Marcus frantically felt his pockets for his keys but they were nowhere to be found. He ran to the SUV to see if he could open it and get the spare that he kept in the glove compartment. The door would not budge, it was locked.
“Damn!” he swore brutally. He was so distracted earlier that he had locked the door and now shining and dangling from the ignition were his keys!
“Damn it Natasha!” he shouted again into the still mountain air and pounded the door of the Land Rover with his hands as he turned just in time to see the fading red taillights of the taxi as it disappeared around the corner and began its descent down the hill.
She had left him!
 
As the car continued down the hill, Natasha allowed her tears to flow freely. She hated hurting Marcus like that but she felt out of control and still finally in control at the same time. It was as if the two halves of who she was were at war, but neither could win. For years, she battled alternating feelings of love and hate, celebration and envy, flaming passion and an ice-cold attitude and she knew that if she stayed she would go mad. 
The truth was that she was equally to blame as much as Marcus the night they first made love, when he had visited her after she returned to college. It wasn’t planned but it happened because they both missed each other so much and the passion and love they felt for each other took over and they had both cast common sense aside. It was reckless and it was foolish but at the time neither had any idea what they consequences might have been. She was in love with Marcus then and making love to him seemed to be the most natural thing in the world. They had spent two of the happiest days of their lives together but it all came crashing down when she discovered she was pregnant. It was a difficult pregnancy and she had terrible morning sickness which made it impossible for her to continue studying. When she told her parents and returned to Derrien Island she was filled with so much shame knowing she had disappointed them. It seemed that for as long as she could remember her relationship with Marcus was filled with conflicting emotions. 
Now seated in this taxi, she replayed what she had just done in her mind. She did not dare tell Marcus that she was actually headed for the airport, and that she had made the travel plans about two weeks earlier. If possible a clean trail would provide her with a clean break!
“I thought that you were going to tell him earlier Natasha?” said a voice from the other side of the taxi.
“I tried to but I couldn’t, Lucas!” she replied to the other male occupant.
“I thought that he was going to rip the door off the car or follow us at some point but it seems that he has given up,” said Lucas with a slight smile.
Natasha’s only response was to blow her nose loudly into the tissues in her hands.
“Are you sure that you know what you are doing?” he asked.
“Yes. I’m sure. I need to know how my life would have turned out if I continued on the path I chose for myself. When I saw you at the restaurant six months ago, it was as though my prayers were being answered. I really need to see this opportunity through, for my own sanity.”
“Well, I spoke to the executives at the record label yesterday and they loved the demo I sent them. They are looking forward to your audition tomorrow evening. You do come highly recommended by me you know,” laughed Lucas sounding slightly arrogant.
“I know and I cannot thank you enough for giving me this second chance at an international singing career.”
“Well, you have already convinced me, but when you put on your best effort for Mr. Calderon and the board and then you would have taken a step closer.”
“True! I need to rest and focus, and the last thing I need to be doing right now is crying and messing up my voice,” said Natasha trying to sound as though she was in control, but failed miserably.
 “You got that right,” replied Lucas.
The truth was that she was absolutely terrified. All she could think about was the look of utter agony on her husband’s face as she left him standing in their driveway moments before.  Now, here she was in a taxi speeding toward the airport with Lucas Johnson, the talent director who had set up her singing audition with the Pacific Sun record label six years ago. It was a miracle that he still thought that she could make it on the international circuit. She had all but given up any hope of an illustrious singing career or even finishing her art and advertising degree years ago after she married Marcus so quickly.
Although her upcoming meeting with Mr. Calderon was supposed to be at the front of her thoughts she could not seem to get past the dull ache that flooded her heart and abdomen as she recalled the hurt, anger and disbelief on Marcus face. It was as if someone had engraved that final memory into her brain and she felt more than terrible. Despite all that happened she knew he did not deserve being told like that! She procrastinated, being unsure about how to broach the subject with him not knowing how he would take it. Not wanting to be on Derrien Island for an extra two weeks with Marcus or her parents possibly trying to talk her out of the thing that could give her back a modicum of self – respect. 
As the car continued along its path, Natasha saw Lucinda’s place through the semi-frosted glass all dark and closed for the night. Being so far out in the mountains, her restaurant mainly served breakfast and lunch so that she could take evenings off to relax at her own home. Lucinda had been so good to her from the first day that they met and she knew that when she found out what she did to Marcus she would be so disappointed. Natasha felt the full conflict of what she was about to do rise up in her so powerfully that she thought she would throw up. Once the plane left Derrien she would have to stick with her decision, one she prayed that she would not regret anymore than she did already.
 


Chapter 4
 
Arriving at the airport twenty minutes later, Lucas went to get a trolley for their bags, while Natasha walked to the ticket counter to hold a space for check-in.  As she prepared for her turn, rummaging in her shoulder bag for her passport and transit documents, she heard a familiar male voice call out to her with surprise and she froze with recognition.
“Natasha?”
Busted!
 Natasha would know that voice in her sleep, having heard it so many times over the years. Lifting her head slowly she looked over her shoulder behind her to where Marcus’ best friend Sheldon was standing. Sheldon Archer was the last person that she wanted to see tonight and she had secretly hoped that he would have been off-duty given the late hour and the volleyball tournament in the morning. He was head of security at the airport and managed their team of over one-hundred and fifty security personnel.
As he walked over to her she did not miss the look of shock on his face at seeing her there. A look that demanded answers!
“What are you doing here? Marcus didn’t tell me that you were travelling tonight. I thought you guys went to Courtney’s and Ramon’s vow renewal? ”
“Uh, hi Sheldon, no, um this trip was a sudden thing that came up,” she hedged.
“Is everything’s alright with you? You look terrible by the way, what’s up?” he said with his eyes taking in with growing suspicion her slightly dishevelled appearance, and red puffy eyes with dark smudges, considering how neatly she was usually attired. 
“I’m fine Sheldon, thanks for asking.”
“Okay Natasha, I got us a trolley and the bags are secured, hey who is this?” asked Lucas as he approached Natasha and Sheldon. 
“Us?” echoed Sheldon. “Okay, Natasha, you have some explaining to do before I have to represent my boy Marcus up in here! Who the heck is he?” asked Sheldon pointing an accusatory finger at Lucas.
“Sheldon, you don’t understand,” began Natasha.
“Like hell, I don’t understand Natasha! But I sure am listening right now!” responded Sheldon forcefully.
“Listen, this is Lucas Johnson, a talent scout from the US!” said Natasha trying to diffuse what could become a volatile situation without giving away too many details. Sheldon was fiercely loyal to his friend Marcus, in fact they were more like brothers and he could make her departure from this airport very difficult if he chose to.
“Talent scout?” Sheldon replied sounding very unconvinced as his narrowed eyes locked in on her shifting ones examining their movement with practiced sharpness. He could pick up on a lie in seconds so she didn’t dare tell him one.
“Yes, and you are?” replied Lucas extending a handshake to Sheldon, seemingly unaffected by the barely veiled hostility emanating from him.
Sheldon grasped his hand briefly and replied, “Sheldon Archer,” before he returned the full weight of his attention to Natasha.
“So where is Marcus? Why isn’t he here with you? This doesn’t seem like him to let the one person he loves most in the world just leave the country without being here to see her off!”
“That is a long story Sheldon, I think you should ask him that,” she said without looking him in the eyes.” The less Sheldon saw the better for her!
Sheldon was getting a bad feeling about this scene. Natasha was looking extremely nervous, as though she would rather be anywhere else but there talking to him. She was clearly giving him half-answers and now some guy called Lucas Johnson was here with her to catch the late night flight together to the US? Something was not right at all. He did not want to jump to conclusions but Natasha was not helping him to see things any differently.
“Look Sheldon, I know that you are surprised to see me but I really cannot explain what is going on right now. Just trust that everything is going to be okay!” pleaded Natasha. 
“Natasha, it’s our turn!”said Lucas as he wheeled their suitcases up to the counter and lifted the bags on to the scale.
“Natasha if that man says “our” or “us” to you again in my presence I am going to deck him on Marcus’ behalf,” said Sheldon.
“Sheldon no, please”, pleaded Natasha “I’m sorry but I have to go, I really can’t explain right now,” repeated Natasha to her friend as she walked away from him and joined Lucas at the travel desk. Natasha cringed inside as she repeated to herself that everything would be okay.
Sheldon, despite his usual fun-loving and competitive nature was Marcus’ best friend and she could see that he did not like what he was witnessing here one bit.  She also instinctively knew that Sheldon hadn’t moved an inch from where he was standing and she could literally sense his eyes boring into the back of her head like two red-hot steel pokers. All through the check-in process she knew that he was still there and it took all of her resolve to continue pretending he wasn’t. Seeing Sheldon was the last thing that she needed now. She knew that any moment he would call Marcus and let him know about where she was, when she had painstakingly tried to conceal it from him. She had hoped that her trail would have had some time to go cold first before anyone could figure out where she was. She’d hoped that Marcus would check in with her parents first and then perhaps hotels on Derrien, which would have given her enough time to leave quietly. What was worse, she could see both of them coming to all the wrong kinds of conclusions about her relationship with Lucas. 
Although Lucas was an extremely handsome man and he did express more than a platonic interest in her, she had made it clear that this was a business arrangement and nothing more. He was fifteen years older than she was at forty-one and stood about the same height as Marcus but had a lighter brown complexion with steel grey eyes. Like Marcus, he too had a muscular youthful physique and it was clear that he took a lot of care in managing his appearance. Right now, he was wearing a pair of dark blue slacks and a long sleeved grey shirt slightly opened at the collar creating a picture of male success and affluence. Despite all of his charms, she just was not interested in him romantically. In fact, when she did compare him to Marcus she always found herself preferring to think about the things she did like about her husband instead. That thought always unnerved her because no matter how much she tried to push Marcus out of her thoughts he still dominated them, and she knew that she still loved him, still wanted him and that no other man would probably ever compare. 
Waves of guilt and shame began washing over her heart because she knew that she would be hurting a lot of people, people that she had grown to love over the past six years. One of them was now standing behind her looking on at the scene unfolding before him with incredible confusion. Someone she now considered to be one of her closest friends.
As if reading her anxious thoughts, Lucas moved to stand behind her and placed both of his hands on her shoulders massaging them gently. He leaned down to whisper in her ear, “It’s going to be fine, just relax,” and Natasha groaned inside because she was now sure beyond all doubt that Sheldon would think she was having an affair with Lucas.
She was right!
That intimate play was all Sheldon needed to see! Shaking his head he slowly walked backward before turning and walking briskly back over the security station where he had left his duffel gym bag earlier in the day. If he hadn’t forgotten it earlier, chances are he might have missed this sickening display. As he walked briskly toward the station, he pressed number 2 on his phone and it speed dialled Marcus’ number. He listened to the phone ring and disconnect and called again and again until he had dialled his friend’s number at least ten times and left ten messages. Now he was officially worried. Should he drive up there and check on him now? Feeling the tiredness of the day in his muscles he decided that first thing in the morning he would drive up to Manderley and find out why Marcus’ was not answering his phone.
Forty minutes later as she boarded the plane, Natasha breathed a sigh of relief that she did not run into any other people she knew. Her nerves were frayed enough and she just wanted the plane to take off. She was leaving behind her life, her friends, and many memories. This was a hard trade off in her attempt to reconnect with who felt she really was inside. Completely exhausted, she leaned against the window, and within minutes fell asleep into the land of dreams.
 
 


July 13, Eight months earlier
Exhausted, frustrated and dirty were all words Natasha used to describe herself as she gazed at her reflection in the mirror in her bathroom.  It was a far cry from the image that she had imagined for herself and the reflection looking back at her felt like she was somehow having a kind of out of body experience. 
As much as she loved art, teaching it part-time to preschoolers was not what she had envisioned at all.  However, it was the next best thing to do to keep her occupied during the day and to keep her parents off her back. Sometimes she swore they forgot that she wasn’t a child anymore.
 Sure she still painted on weekends but somehow every time she allowed herself to feel that she could do that full-time, a little voice always reminded her that she’d already missed her chance. So her art pieces were only seen by her and sometimes Marcus before they were stowed away in the storage room. 
Usually, teaching her class of twenty-eight four to five year olds was mildly fun but today it was like a nightmare. 
The Marshall twins were at it again today. First, they spilled paint all over her desk when she was helping some other students in the class and from then it was a litany of complaints about stolen lunch and someone hitting someone else to her ripping a part of her skirt on a piece of wire jutting out from the storage cupboard. Then the parent teachers conference after school was heart-wrenching to say the least for her after she had to sit and listen to one particular parent complain about what they considered her, ‘ ineffective teaching’.
Natasha, trying to force the images from her mind splashed water onto her face and pinched her cheeks before drying off her face on the nearby face towel.  Thankfully, the day had come to an end and she was finally at home. Feeling relieved that it was all somehow over at least until tomorrow. At times like these, when she desperately needed cheering up, a song that she loved often came to mind. Looking over her shoulder in the mirror to make sure that the door was closed and feeling satisfied that Marcus was not home as yet she decided to sing.
“It’s gonna be, it’s gonna be, a lovely day! There’s love and joy coming my way...”
Her rich voice filled the room, and as she sang she began to feel alive again, and felt a sense of joy returning to her. Spying her hairbrush on the counter, she picked it up and held it to her lips as she moved her hips to the beat in her mind and closed her eyes as she became totally enveloped in the song. As she did so her happiness was bittersweet, because like her art, having a career in singing was the biggest dream that she had given up any hope of coming true. A lone tear escaped her right eye and she suddenly sensed a presence behind her. She did not need to open her eyes to know who stood behind her, because she recognized the warm, woodsy aroma of the man she had fallen in love with and married, Marcus Nicholls.
“I always love to hear you sing. Your voice is so beautiful honey!” he whispered softly now that she’d caught him.
As she opened her eyes she saw him leaning against the bathroom door, devastatingly handsome as ever in a black jeans and off-white short-sleeved shirt that exposed the lean toned muscles in his arms as he crossed them over his chest, watching her with clear admiration in his eyes.
Clearing her throat, Natasha fidgeted with the top button on her blouse.
“I didn’t hear you come in!” she said.
“I knocked twice but I figured you were too into your song to hear me, so I decided to enjoy the show,” he said.
“Perhaps!” replied Natasha withdrawing instinctively into the shell of protection she kept around her heart. She did not like Marcus to see her sing anymore, it was just too painful.
“I wish you would sing more often to me like you used to. You seem so happy when you do!” he commented. “In fact, I wish you would reconsider singing at the restaurant again. The customers have been asking for you.”
 “I’m sure they are,” she said a little too crisply.
Marcus knew when to back off on the issue and chose not to respond to her final statement. 
“I wanted to share some news with you!” he said instead.
“What is it?”
“Well, I would rather not say, here in the bathroom, so if you don’t mind Mrs. Nicholls, will you follow me to the living room?” he said invitingly while wiggling his eyebrows.
Natasha could not help the laugh that rose out of her. Marcus could be so funny sometimes and she always thought his eyebrow wiggling impression was hilarious.
“Okay, let’s go!”
After she sat on the sofa, Marcus drew up a foot rest so that he could sit directly in front of her.
“I have some really good news to share with you,” he said with barely veiled excitement.
“What is it?” asked Natasha searching his face with her eyes.
“I did not tell you about all of this up front because I wasn’t sure how it would all work out. But, I submitted my novels to a literary agent in California and they managed to get my books to Emerald Publishing House. I finally got a book deal! He exclaimed excitedly.
“Really, Marcus, that’s great! Wow, you’ve been hiding this all this time?” squealed Natasha with delight.
“Yes, but I did not want to get my hopes up too high, just in case it all fell through. The publishers loved my work so much that they want more books and will fly me in next week to discuss the contract.”
Natasha could see Marcus’ excitement and she felt so proud of him in that moment. It had been his dream to become a published author for years and now his hard work and those late nights and early morning’s spent at the computer were finally paying off for him. She leaned forward instinctively and wrapped her arms around his neck and hugged him as he encircled her waist with his arms. It felt so good to hug him and it almost felt like it had in the beginning. 
“Let’s celebrate, I am going to take you out to dinner Mr. Nicholls, you deserve it!” she said genuinely happy for him.
“Nat, this is a real dream come true for me and I know that you know just how much all of this really means to me. Thanks for your support, I could not have done it without you!” he said sincerely.
As he said that, a thought crossed her mind, one that she had been trying to push away for a while now; one that always painted her green and sallow with envy. What was wrong with her? She needed to focus on what her husband managed to accomplish. She fought within herself but the more she allowed herself to feel happiness for him, it deepened the chasm of sadness that she felt for herself. What about her dreams and goals? Would she ever realize them? 
After their baby girl was stillborn, she had been devastated for months but she had recovered with the help of her therapist Dr. Moreno. During those sessions they had discussed the possibility of her going to finish her degree and still launching a singing career. But, when she broached the topic of moving to the US with Marcus, his response was always the same. He was satisfied with being in Derrien and never wanted to return to living there. Every time he said no, she felt a little angrier and a little more trapped, because she knew that if he would just cooperate a little she could get some of the things that meant a lot to her back on track too. Now he was here thanking her for her support in achieving his goals again.
Her support? What about his support?
Suddenly, she drew away from his arms, stood up and walked across the room.
“Nat? What’s wrong?” inquired Marcus noting the abrupt change in his wife’s demeanour as she walked away from him and went to stand beside the window.
“You know, Marcus I really am happy for you! I really am!” she said as a hard edge crept into her voice despite her efforts to suppress it.
“Well you have a strange way of showing it!” he retorted. “Why did you just walk away from me?”
“It’s just that once again our achievements seem so one-sided! I am glad that the world will see what a great author you are, after all you have written me some really wonderful poetry over the years but, I just can’t help feeling stuck!”
“Are you saying that’s my fault?”
“No, well yes, in a way! I don’t know what I am saying Marcus! I just don’t like feeling this way. ”
“I can’t believe that you are blaming me again for how things turned out. I thought we put all of that behind us! I was not alone in my actions that night we made love for the first time and I have never regretted one moment of our time together. I know that your getting pregnant was not the plan but...”
“That’s an understatement,” said Natasha interrupting what she knew would be another attempt to placate her and emphasize that they both made the decision to have sex that night in her apartment. This conversation always began the same and ended the same every time.
“No Marcus, you put it behind you! I’m still stuck at the same place I was six years ago.”
“But Natasha, surely you don’t expect that everything in your life would have turned out exactly as you planned it? Things change and we all have to adjust to suit,” said Marcus hoping that they weren’t on the verge of rehashing the past again. Natasha just needed to learn that she just couldn’t have it all. Everyone had to deal with unexpected changes in life, and she was no exception.
“No Marcus, I don’t expect that everything would have been exactly as I planned it, but I did not expect that it would be that nothing either!”
“Not this again Natasha!” shouted Marcus standing and folding his arms impatiently. “This was supposed to be a special evening of celebration that I wanted to share with you, not some rehashing of how you never get what you want in life! You need to get over the past and get over yourself!”
As soon as the words came out of his mouth he instantly regretted them when he saw the look of hurt in his wife’s eyes, but what came next was chilling. It was as though somehow the light went out of her eyes and she slipped away inside of herself.
“Natasha, look I’m sorry I did not mean it like that!”
But it was too late; Natasha wordlessly walked past him and out of the front door and slammed it behind her rattling the pane of decorative frosted glass that it framed till he thought that it would shatter.
Marcus was left standing alone in the middle of their living room, biting on his lower lip while exhaling with frustration. He knew that he should go after her, but what really could he say to her that could make the situation any better! Now the entire evening was ruined!
Outside Natasha walked across the expansive grounds of the property as she retreated to what used to be her favourite spot in the garden, the mahogany tree! She could always somehow find that connection she and Marcus once shared by just sitting beneath its wide leafy canopy and reminiscing on the wonderful moments they shared there over the years. But somehow today, as she sat beneath it, she felt no comfort, felt no love or understanding. It was as though she had somehow gone numb inside. 
Not even the spectacular view held any appeal for her now. Marcus had finally shown his true feelings on the matter. It was as though she was some kind of petulant child who was constantly whining and complaining just because she could not get what she wanted. He made it seem as though her dreams were as frivolous as a new dress or a pair of earrings. How had she not seen what a monster he could be before? What was she supposed to do for the rest of her life, pay penance for making the mistake of falling madly in love with him and having his child? Endure the pity of everyone at her parent’s church who gossiped mercilessly about her rushed wedding and pregnancy and never forget the embarrassment she caused her parents and family members? Why was she the only one still paying the price while everyone else had moved on and were living their lives?
Every time she offered to perform a solo in church her own father said no. She could only sing when she was hidden away in the middle of a one hundred voice choir. She knew it was because he still hadn’t forgiven her for the ridicule he faced because of her. Her mother never gave the issue of her and Marcus having another child a rest, and was always dropping hints about it. No one seemed to care that she felt that she somehow no longer qualified for her purpose in life and that she somehow no longer deserved it. She was stuck teaching four year olds how to make a potato print on a piece of canvas, a career that was never in her plans. But once again, she was trying to keep her parent’s happy; after all they dropped her name to the principal, so it really was because of them she got the job.
As Natasha sat beneath the mahogany tree, she drew her knees up to her chest and rested her forehead on them. She waited for the tears to come but they never did, instead she felt a cool hardness creep into her heart and she welcomed the feeling like a comfort because at this moment it felt a whole lot better than the pain.
 


Chapter 5
 
 
March 18th, Azure Lodge
7:00 a.m. Present day
The knocking at the door was really becoming annoying but Marcus was determined to block it all out! Still partially clothed in the tuxedo he wore to the wedding the previous evening, he looked like a total train wreck and he did not care. He was not a person who drank alcohol, but for the first time in his life he wished he could have something he could take to deaden the throbbing pain he was feeling in his head and heart. Someone was calling his name from beyond the door but somehow his legs felt like two numb pieces of wood. 
After Natasha drove off last night, and he could not get into his car he went back inside to call her on her cell and as he did he heard her phone ring on the side table near the bed. He threw his phone across the room and it dismantled as it crashed against the wall. 
How could it be that the first time in his life he locked his keys in the car, his wife left him high and dry without any warning and then to top it all off he couldn’t even call her by phone? For the whole night he paced like a caged tiger, then sat, then stood, then paced some more until around four o’ clock in the morning he was completely worn out. 
At first, he was just angry and his thoughts were filled with blame and accusation about her distant behaviour, then they were replaced by regret that he never got to tell her what he wanted to say to her after he got out of the SUV the night before. How much he still loved her and wanted their marriage to work! Then they shifted to wondering if she was having an affair and then he got mad all over again! If he thought another thought about Natasha he swore that he would explode. And if the person banging and shouting on his door did not let up he swore he would deck him hard. Suddenly, that thought did not seem as inappropriate and he rose from the armchair in which he was sitting, strode across the room angrily and threw open the door ready to send whoever it was packing!
“Listen, you have two seconds to...”, started Marcus as he swung open the door.
“To do what?” replied Sheldon calmly as he took in the dishevelled appearance of his best friend.
Marcus’ anger deflated quickly as he looked at his friend who had nothing but concern in his eyes. Unable to answer the question, Marcus rubbed his hand across his eyes and mouth and suddenly felt as weary as he probably looked.
“Are you going to let me in or am I going to have to break this door down now that I know you are at home?”
Marcus stepped back and walked back inside wordlessly as he allowed Sheldon to come in and close the door behind him.
“Man, you look like something the cat dragged outside and dragged back in again!” exclaimed Sheldon dropping his duffel bag at the door.
Judging from the sweats Sheldon was wearing Marcus assumed that he had just come from their weekly beach volleyball game. Sidestepping Sheldon’s veiled comment about his appearance and hygiene, Marcus tried to change the subject because although Sheldon was his best friend he wasn’t sure that he could share what was going on with him just yet!
“How was the game?” he asked keeping his eyes facing the windows on the wall facing away from Sheldon’s discerning gaze.
“I never made it!” came the simple reply.
“Yeah, how come? Just last night you were all set to play and throw down a memorable defeat on the other team? Do you want some coffee? I was just about to put on some.”
“Thanks, but Marcus, small talk over coffee is not the reason I came up here today, and by now I hoped you would know that you don’t need to put on a show for me, ” said Sheldon in a calm, clear voice.
Marcus continued walking toward the kitchen as though he did not hear Sheldon’s last comment but what Sheldon said next caused him to come to an abrupt halt.
“Marcus, I saw Natasha.”
“You what?” he exclaimed whirling around to face Sheldon.
“I saw Natasha last night man! What’s going on with you two?”
Sheldon’s question knocked all of the air of pretence out of Marcus as he faced his friend.
“She left me!” he said throwing up his arms in despair.
“What? I knew something was up when I saw her with that slick looking guy at the airport! Man I am so sorry!”
“Slick guy? 
Airport?
What the hell are you saying to me Sheldon?”
“Yeah well, I saw her standing in the check-in line at the airport and some guy walks up to her using words like ‘us’ and ‘our’ . At least she had the decency to look embarrassed. I’m sorry man!”
Marcus felt as though someone took a milestone and chained it to his heart and threw it off the top of Manderley hill.  So there was someone else! His suspicions were true then. Natasha was having an affair!
“Damn it!” shouted Marcus angrily. “How could she do this to me, to us?”
“Man I don’t know! All I knew was that when I didn’t see your SUV at the beach this morning I knew you had to be in a really bad place! So I skipped the tournament and came straight here,” replied Sheldon.
“How could you let her leave and why the hell didn’t you call me last night?” shouted Marcus.
“Look don’t blame the messenger, I did call you about ten times but you did not answer your phone.
At that moment Marcus remembered that he did throw his phone at the wall in frustration after he discovered that he was unable to contact Natasha. He’d lost his head totally then! The he’d walked back outside and stood facing the view on the balcony outside the great room for a few hours.
“Okay, tell me everything you saw!” demanded Marcus instead.
Sheldon recounted how he spotted Natasha, the conversation they shared and finally the overly familiar way in which Lucas was touching his wife.
“Oh, I almost forgot this part! She gave some bogus story about him being a talent director. I don’t know about that one because the way he was looking at her, man I just don’t buy it!” said Sheldon.
Marcus’ mind was racing as he tried to make sense of all that Sheldon was relating to him. Could it be that Natasha was having an affair? Was she finally making a break from him to realize her dream of singing or was that just a cover story? He wasn’t a monster she couldn’t talk to! And who the hell was this Lucas? It was just too hard to imagine Natasha in another man’s arms responding to another man’s kisses when she never seemed to want his anymore! 
The thought of making coffee now forgotten, Marcus had one more question for Sheldon. He had to know all of the details even if every answer pierced a new dagger through his heart.
“Did you pay attention to where she was going?”
“I didn’t at first, but when I was leaving the airport I checked the travel itinerary and realized that she was in the check in line for a flight going to Atlanta,” replied Sheldon.
Atlanta. That was in the state of Georgia in the US. Natasha had been studying in Savannah six years earlier. Was she going back to complete her degree? She was an artist and a really good singer. When she quit working at the restaurant a few months ago she did not give a reason. She just said that she wasn’t interested in doing that anymore. It was also clear just how frustrated she was living the life of an underpaid art teacher at a primary school on the island. 
“Sheldon, I think I know where Natasha is going! I think she may be trying to get back into university to finish her art degree,” said Marcus.
“Man, I’m telling you what I saw! I know that you are in denial but I wanted you to hear it from me and not someone else who doesn’t care about you.”
“Thanks Sheldon, more than you know but I just have to believe that she wouldn’t betray me like that. If she was having an affair I don’t know what I would do!” he said in an agonized tone.
“People surprise us all the time Marcus and you need to consider all the possibilities here based on the evidence. She left the country with another man, Marcus. Wake up!” advised Sheldon. 
“Believe me, I am awake, in fact I haven’t slept all night! When Natasha walked out of here I had no idea where she was going and I couldn’t follow her because I locked my keys in the car. I was going to call around later today to see if any of her family and friends had seen her.”
“So what are you going to do?”
“I don’t know yet!”
“What do you mean, you don’t know?” asked Sheldon incredulously. “You and Natasha love each other, and you are going to let some slick dude walk away with your wife without a fight?” 
“I never said I wasn’t going to fight Sheldon, I just need to figure out what to say to her to convince her not to end this without thinking it over some more!”
“I didn’t ask you about saying anything! Have you learned nothing from me over the years? I have always told you this, actions speak loudest! What are you going to do?” reiterated Sheldon.
“I have shown Natasha how I felt about her from the first day that I met her, Sheldon!” shouted Marcus defensively.
“Yeah, while that may be true have you been paying attention to what she has been showing you lately?”
“Hey man, whose side are you on? Are you blaming me for Natasha leaving?”
“Listen I am not taking sides. I care about both of you and I couldn’t help but notice that there has been some strain between you two for many months now. I know how you married folks try to put up your fronts for privacy and all, but I was hoping that you would find a way to get it sorted out by now!” said Sheldon matter of factly. “But, this has gone too far!”
Knowing that Sheldon was right did grate on his nerves a little but he also knew that both he and Natasha had been extremely stubborn and that he too probably helped to create this situation.
“Sheldon, the truth is that I have been up all night racking my brain asking myself these same questions and I don’t know what to do! A man doesn’t keep a, ‘Just in case my wife leaves me for another man’ plan in his mind for a rainy day! ”
“Well, while you are busy not knowing what to, a so-called Lucas Johnson knows and he is not waiting for you to figure it all out.”
The truth of that statement rattled Marcus to the core as he briefly allowed his thoughts to entertain the image of his wife happy with someone else. This was not the way he’d envisioned his marriage would turn out. 
“If this Lucas even so much as lays a finger on Nat...” breathed Marcus enraged.
“Marcus, I hate to tell you this but if you want to save your marriage, you need to do some hard thinking and to make some tough decisions pronto. You need to find Natasha and remind her just how great the two of you are together. I know how much you love it here on Derrien and what this house, and your restaurants, heck even what this land means to you, but what means more to you than all of it?” asked Sheldon leaving the question open.
Marcus shoved his hands deeply into the pockets of his pants as he regarded his friend with a narrowed gaze.
“Sheldon, you know how much I love Derrien Island and what this land here means to me. Are you really suggesting that I give it up to please a woman who probably does not want me anymore? You of all people should know how important Azure Lodge is to me.”
“I’m not suggesting anything, but it seems to me that this place and this life obviously meant a whole lot less to Natasha than you thought,” said Sheldon.
“I had this home designed just for her, I worked as hard as I did to give her and what I hoped would be our family a comfortable and beautiful home, and this is how she repays me, and now you are taking her side?”
Sheldon knew that Marcus could be a little stubborn sometimes and knew that he should probably back off the issue. But the memory of Natasha at the airport looking panicked as if she was running away from a pack of bloodthirsty hounds had stayed with him all night. He remembered the change that had come over Marcus in the days, weeks and months following the day he and Natasha met and secretly wished that he could someday find a person to love just as they found each other. 
“Marcus, I am going to say this one last time. I am not picking sides but I want you to really think about this and how you are going to handle it.
“That’s all I have been doing all night Sheldon, thinking!” shouted Marcus angrily and once again pacing the floor.
“Listen calm down I am not the enemy here, I just want to help you!” replied Sheldon holding up his hands so that his palms faced away from his body. “Now I need to ask you a question.”
“What?”
“Did she serve you any divorce papers last night before she left?”
“No!” shouted Marcus. “Divorce? Man, what are you trying to do to me with these questions?”
“Arrrgh!” Marcus growled as he kicked at the pile of books on the floor he was using for research for his next series of novels. As they scattered across the polished hardwood panelled floors, the full gravity of the situation flooded him once again. Shaking his head slowly from side to side he grimaced as though he had just bitten into the sourest lemon that ever existed.
“Sorry for bringing it up, but I wanted to see if she left any inclination that there may be some hope for you two to reconcile.”
Divorce was the one word that Marcus had sidestepped all night. Now it loomed before him like a huge sign with flashing neon lights. He was about to lose the one woman who had literally changed his life. He felt like a man on death row waiting for the delivery of the final verdict. How had it all come to this? He finally had all that he worked hard towards but it seemed that with every new success he achieved, he lost a little more of his relationship with Natasha each time. 
And now there was Lucas Johnson.
“Sheldon, I’m sorry but I need to be alone to think right now,” said Marcus. 
“Are you sure you are going to be okay?”
“Yes, I just need to be alone,” he repeated in an agonized tone.
“Look if you need an ear, you know where to reach me, night or day, okay?” advised Sheldon.
“Yes. I know thanks.”
Sheldon saw how all the energy had drained from Marcus at the mention of the possibility of a divorce and hoped that he would come to his senses and not give up the fight. Realizing that there wasn’t anything more he could do at the moment he slowly retreated toward the front door before slowly turning around and let himself out quietly. 
Hearing the door close as Sheldon left Marcus finally let the façade fall. The truth was and he could admit it to himself now that he knew the details. Natasha’s leaving had left him utterly devastated and nothing he had ever experienced before was able to prepare him for this.
Striding into their now vacant bedroom, the airy green and white decor no longer held that refreshing appeal for him anymore. It meant nothing without her, without Nat. He remembered how happy she was to decorate the house and to select the colour scheme. Her touch was branded into every single thing in the room. She had even hung a few of her own original paintings throughout the house.  Everywhere he looked he saw Natasha, everything he touched he knew she had a hand in it. The scent of her perfume still lingered in the atmosphere and he could hear the memory of her voice etched into everything he saw, because it had all been experienced with her. Walking toward the double French doors leading out onto the balcony, the memories of all the times they had shared out there came flooding back. Times when they celebrated his successful purchases of his two restaurants Shores and Sands, his book releases even to his volleyball team winning few local championships from time to time. The times he was featured in magazines like the Global Writer’s digest and even on the cover of Author Spotlight magazine as when his novel became an almost overnight sensation.
As he reflected on those things, a crushing realization arrested him so forcefully that he had to grasp the banister for support. It was as though a fist had smashed into his solar plexus and all of the air had rushed out of his lungs once again. 
None of those achievements were Natasha’s. Not a single one!
“Oh my god! Oh my god!” groaned Marcus as the realization finally dawned on him. Now instead of the euphoria of those moments he now remembered the occasions when he would find her sitting looking depressed or see her disinterested approach to her job at the restaurant. The night she quit singing at Sands one of the most noted businessmen on the island complimented her singing without even looking at her. He’d directed the compliment to him saying, “Your wife, sure can sing!” That was shortly before the day he saw her eyes become lifeless and cold toward him eight months ago as he chided her for being childish and jealous after he got his book deal.
Leaning forward on the banister on his elbows Marcus allowed his hands to slide upwards along his face until he was holding his head in his hands. He had been such a fool and it took Natasha leaving him for him to finally see it.  He had been so caught up being the success and trying to be a success for Natasha that he pushed aside her dreams and made them unimportant. Now she had Lucas. Who knew what kind of promises that bastard was making to her right now while she was so vulnerable?
Lucas. Just the sound of that name filled him with an insane jealousy that threatened all of the remaining hold he still had on reason. All that he refused to give her she had now found with this Lucas. Sheldon was right; he needed to think things through and to make a decision about what he was going to do about his marriage. He knew he did not have all of the answers but he knew he had already made one decision and it was the most important one.
He wanted Natasha back in his life and he was prepared to do anything to get her to see that happen again.
 


Chapter 6
 
March 18th Atlanta, Georgia, USA
“Congratulations, Natasha, I told you that this contract was yours for the taking. You have incredible talent,” praised Lucas feeling a sense of pride as he acknowledged Natasha’s successful interview and audition.
“Thank you Lucas, I am still on cloud nine, I just can’t believe this is really happening for me now,” she whispered breathlessly before taking a sip of bubbly champagne from her glass and laughing as it tickled her nose.
“I know it may seem like a lot of changes to take in now, but your manager and team will help you to get settled into your new career quickly. Before you know it you will be living a lifestyle that few have been privileged to live.”
“Well, let’s be cautious about using the word career until I have at least released my first single, yes?” replied Natasha nervously.
“First single?” exclaimed Lucas. “You need to see what I see in you love. You have albums, live performances and world tours in you yet! This is just the beginning of a wonderful future for you. No more singing in little restaurants for you dear.”
“You make it sound so easy and as if my life will become so amazing, automatically!”
“It can be Natasha, and I want to see you make it straight to the stars”, said Lucas gesturing widely with his hands.
“This is really a dream come true for me!” exclaimed Natasha. “I had almost given up on any chance of this being possible again.”
“Call me the dream maker,” laughed Lucas. “No, but seriously, you don’t give yourself enough credit. You had real talent back then when we first met, but I think that somehow you have matured and you are better than ever,” replied Lucas gazing at her and drinking in her beauty knowing in his heart he was already way past simply wanting Natasha Nicholls.
“You do know that I think you are the most beautiful woman I have ever met!” he admitted boldly, fully mesmerized by the light shining in her green eyes and by the way her long hair softly fell in curly waves over her creamy brown shoulders. The form fitting sky blue dress she was wearing only highlighted how incredibly feminine she was and not just that but humble, graceful and elegant in her own right. 
Natasha swivelled on the bar stool in the lounge of the Houghton Park Plaza Hotel, so that she faced away from Lucas’ penetrating gaze. She could feel the warmth and sincerity in his words and his strong attraction for her. She could clearly see that amidst his congratulations he did have feelings for her, feelings she did not share or return, at least not to that degree and not at the moment.
Tracing her finger in the circular ring of moisture left on the black granite counter by her chilled wineglass she began, “Lucas, I am so grateful to you for this second chance at my career, I hope that you know that.”
“I keep telling you Natasha that it was my pleasure.”
He reached out and captured the finger that was circling the water and drew her hand into his own, caressing its length gently.
“Listen, I know that this is an overwhelming time for you and I can see that I have made you uncomfortable. I don’t want to pressure you into anything.”
“I don’t want to feel that I am obligated to you in that way either Lucas,” said Natasha.
“I know that, but I also want you to know that does not change the way I feel about you. I think you are an amazing woman. However, we both know that you need to sort out your life and get your divorce finalized as soon as possible, if not for me, for your contract. I’m not going anywhere but your contract was clear, you must be divorced by the launch of your first album to ensure that your new image and brand has no obstacles in the way!” he stated firmly.
Natasha looked across at Lucas and wondered how she could deserve the support of this wonderful well-connected man while she was destroying the life of another, her husband Marcus. He would never agree to her being branded as a sexy, young woman while she was still his wife. It wasn’t what she really envisioned for herself either, but she was desperate to have the contract.
She was positive that Sheldon had called him by now and he knew that she was here in Atlanta with another man. He must be in incredible pain but as those thoughts rose in her she forced them away, reminding herself that it was finally her time, finally her time to be free. Perhaps when she got settled in her new career there would be room in her life for a man again and perhaps it would be Lucas, but the thought of having a relationship now seemed more like an obstacle to her rather than support. The last relationship she got involved with put her life on hold for six years, so now her career and her dreams had to come first. She would make sure that she made plans for the divorce as soon as she could. It was the best thing for all of them wasn’t it?
“Lucas I think that you are an absolutely wonderful man and I know that some woman would be lucky to have you.”
“But not you?” he said guessing that she was about to add on one of her usual politely veiled protests to his advances.
“I don’t want to lead you on. I am really focused on having a career now and I don’t want anything to jeopardize that! The last thing I need right now is another relationship when I am still in the middle of one, do you understand what I am saying?” she asked with a note of panic in her voice, like she really needed him to understand this.
“Natasha, not only do I understand you, but I respect you. I am willing to wait for you, just let me be your friend in the meantime,” said Lucas. The lights over the dance floor danced and reflected in his eyes making them almost serpentine in their allure. Natasha felt herself shudder involuntarily as the association came to mind but she forced that thought away and tried to be positive and cooperative.
“Okay, I can live with that! We will be friends, but nothing more!” she replied cautiously.
“Come let’s dance, let’s loosen up a bit. You just signed a major contract and we are here to celebrate not to feel gloomy or burdened.”
“I don’t know Lucas, I’m not really up to it right now!” she hedged hoping her disinterest would dissuade him.
“Come on, dance with me!” he said tugging her gently off the stool.
Being with this woman did funny things to him. Although she was entering the industry by what many would call an old age at twenty-six, the younger stars had nothing on her. The blue dress she wore accentuated her toned arms and narrow waist and her hair now long and straight hung midway down her back. Unlike many of the women it was all hers and he could get lost in her green eyes just by looking at her. He was not about to mess this up even if it meant pretending to be just friends until she worked out the details of her life.
“Come on, I love this song! Let’s have fun as friends. I promise no hanky panky!” he continued coaxing her gently with a reassuring smile.
Natasha could not help but return his infectious smile as he led her out to the floor. But as she did, she kept seeing visions of times she and Marcus had danced and how much fun and laughter had once filled their relationship. How once they had been dancing in the living room of their home in Manderley just after it had been built and one thing led to another and before they knew it they were making love right there on the brand new sofa. It had always been like that between them, very passionate and very spontaneous. So the last few months when they hardly talked or made love was something so foreign to her. 
Even though she knew that she was the one pushing him away, deep down she missed Marcus, she missed the feeling of being free with him, missed feeling that she was loved. Well that was over now and maybe she should look forward to a new life, after all things really seemed promising right now. She was not sure how her art and advertising degree would be finished now with her schedule about to fill up but who knows she might not even need it anymore. She was about to be a star and that was one thing no one could ever deny her again.
 
 
October 19, Six Years Earlier 
Wiltshire Heights
“Natasha, we are so disappointed in you! How could you do this to us and yourself? Haven’t we always told you how important it is to guard your reputation?” scolded Coreen Mitchell, her eyes flashing with anger.
Natasha had no words to reply to her mother’s verbal onslaught. She felt sick to her stomach and nothing was staying down. She had returned home from university three weeks earlier because she felt too ill to continue studying. Not just that, but the continuous fatigue and soreness had made it impossible to study and complete her assignments. 
“It’s that man you are seeing! He has been a terrible influence on you,” chimed in Rev. Mitchell. “He should be ashamed of himself for taking advantage of you like that!
“Father, I am not exactly a child anymore and Marcus did not take advantage of me,” argued Natasha.
“The man is almost eight years older than you are, already has his degree and a job. Of course he took advantage of you. This is exactly what we warned you against. Never put yourself in a position to be dependent on any man especially one as unreliable and lacking in self-control as this Marcus Nicholls character”.
Natasha felt as though she would simply scream. Ever since she told her parents about her pregnancy and they forced her to return home by cancelling her tuition she had to endure heaps of blame as they spoke negatively about her relationship with Marcus. 
Right now, it seemed as though they were warming up for the meeting that would begin in another ten minutes by practicing on her. Her parents had summoned Marcus over and now their first meeting ever was about to take place. She blamed herself for keeping her relationship a secret because Marcus had always said that he wanted to meet her parents. But, she did not think they would approve of him and now his first meeting would be under the most negative circumstances imaginable. If only she could turn back the hands of time!
At that moment, the doorbell rang and Natasha got up to answer the door. She opened it and standing there Marcus looked confident and as usual had a deep love for her shining in his eyes.
“Hi Natasha, how are you feeling?” he asked as she let him come in.
“I could be better. I’m still finding it hard to keep anything in my stomach,” she replied.
Marcus wrapped an arm around her shoulder and drew her to him as he kissed her forehead. Somehow, Marcus always knew what she needed. She loved him so much already and although she felt sicker than she ever thought she would ever be in her entire life, deep inside she was happy about the fact that they had created someone special together.
“Natasha, who is it at the door?” came her father’s voice as he came around the corner to the foyer. As his vision caught sight of Marcus holding his daughter so intimately in his arms in his home he felt as though he would explode with anger.
“So you are the man who has dishonoured my daughter, this family and God!” began Rev. Mitchell. “You would do well to take your arms from around my daughter, while you are standing in my home!” his voice boomed.
Natasha recoiled in apprehension at hearing her father’s tone, but Marcus did not loosen his hold on her shoulder immediately. Instead, he calmly turned to face Natasha’s father and then took her hand in his own, threading her fingers through his, before speaking and walking toward Rev. Mitchell with his other hand outstretched in greeting.
“Rev. Mitchell, it is a pleasure to meet you, Natasha has told me so much about you!” he said choosing to overlook the rude way in which her father had opted to address him. He was not a child and he was determined to make sure that Rev. Mitchell saw that clearly in addition to his commitment to his daughter.
Natasha’s father looked at Marcus’ outstretched hand and made no effort to grasp it with his own. Natasha looked at her father pleading with him with her eyes to be polite. But that would not be happening tonight.
“I don’t need you trying to make friends with me young man. You are here to discuss one thing and one thing only.  When I am satisfied by your response, I am the one who will decide if it has been a pleasure to meet you.”
With those words Rev. Mitchell turned and strode back down the hallway to the living area leaving Marcus’ hand suspended in the air. Marcus allowed his hand to fall to his side, but he was far from daunted by the blustery nature of Rev. Mitchell. As her father, he had every right to feel he was defending his daughter. It would be a challenge, but he had a point to make here tonight too and he was determined to have his say as well.
“Marcus, I am so sorry about my father’s behaviour just now,” said Natasha totally embarrassed by the display.
“That’s okay, I’m fine. He’s just concerned about you!” said Marcus trying to reassure her.
“You mean he wants to control me! Look, I think we should go into the living area before he gets any angrier. I don’t know how much of this I can take tonight,” said Natasha wearily.
Natasha and Marcus went into the room together and sat beneath the penetrating and disapproving glare of both of her parents. After supplying a brief introduction to Dr. Coreen Mitchell, Natasha’s father wasted no time in getting to the point.
“This pregnancy has brought a lot of embarrassment to this family and we need to make sure that Natasha’s reputation is not ruined any further. You two will marry before she begins to show. She is already three months along so this means that you must be married before the end of next month.”
As Marcus watched Natasha’s father speak to both he and Natasha, he began to understand why Natasha always seemed to be running away from home. This man talked at his daughter and not to her and he lorded over his ideas and expected that whoever was within earshot would simply accept them. He never bothered to find out who he was as a person or even how he felt about Natasha. This was about him saving face as a parent and a pastor and quieting down the gossip. 
“Rev. Mitchell, if I might interject here,” said Marcus cutting off Natasha’s father in mid-sentence. He could hear from the sharp intake of breath by both Natasha and her mother and by the surprised expression on Rev. Mitchell’s face that what he had just done was totally out of the norm. Maybe someone needed to do that a bit more often, Marcus thought.
“I know that you are concerned about your reputation and that of your family, but I need you to understand something as well. I love your daughter and before all of this happened I already knew that I wanted to spend the rest of my life with her. She means everything to me and I am willing to do anything and everything to make her happy if she would have me. So although you think that you may be forcing me to marry your daughter, nothing would make me a happier man than to call this woman Natasha Nicholls, my wife.”
Rev. Mitchell’s mouth was still hanging open as if he couldn’t believe the audacity of this young man in interrupting him while he spoke to declare his love for Natasha.
“Love? Don’t make me laugh. You don’t love Natasha! Guys like you only know one thing and that is sex. If you loved my daughter you would have found a way to keep your hands and the other parts of your body under control,” barked Natasha’s father in response.
Marcus was getting more than a little ticked off now by Rev. Mitchell’s attitude. He tried to be civil but this man seemed bent on insulting him. It was getting hard to keep his own temper in check.
“I am surprised that you as a man of the cloth could be so closed-minded and downright rude to someone you don’t even know,” Marcus began.
Natasha and her mother looked at each other and knew that Marcus standing up to the Reverend meant one thing, a full scale argument was about to explode right there.
“Uh Father, Marcus, can’t we have a quiet discussion about this. I really don’t feel very well right now,” said Natasha desperately trying to find any excuse to stop the atomic explosion of anger that was about to erupt in the living room.
Hearing the strain in Natasha’s voice Marcus sat down beside her and took her hand in his again.
“Honey, is there anything I can do for you?” he asked her.
“Yes Natasha, do you want a little tea?” asked her mother who had remained silent until that moment, allowing her husband to do the talking.
“Thank you mother, I could do with a cup,” replied Natasha who was already breathing a sigh of relief that a full scale disaster had been averted, at least temporarily.
Only Rev. Mitchell remained battle ready but had no one to fight with. He looked at Marcus holding his daughter’s hand so openly and the more he saw, the angrier he became. 
“What provisions have you put in place for Natasha?” he asked suddenly.
“If that is your way of asking whether or not I have a job, the answer is yes and I have a good apartment in a safe neighbourhood where we can live.
“Apartment?” scoffed Rev. Mitchell. “Look around you and see how I raised my daughter and you hope to reduce her means to a good apartment? What about a home, do you have plans of building one?”
“Rev. Mitchell with all due respect, I will repeat this for you again. I am in love with Natasha and I am totally invested in her happiness. I will provide a life for her that she can enjoy and be proud of and you will not have to worry about that,” replied Marcus refusing to defend his plans.
“What about the wedding plans, I spoke about? You will need to have a ring on her hand and I expect that you will be able to afford to take her on a decent honeymoon. I can’t have my congregation saying I married my daughter off to a pauper,” insisted Rev. Mitchell.
Those words stung Marcus’ pride and he swore to himself in that moment that he would prove this haughty man wrong in every expectation he had of him to fail. He would never fail Natasha and he would begin by proving that right now. 
Taking his focus off Rev. Mitchell, Marcus reached into his pants pocket and pulled out a square black velvet box trimmed in gold. Seeing the box in his hand, Natasha’s eyes widened in surprise.
“Natasha, I know this is a surprise for you but it’s not the least bit surprising for me. It did not take me very long to know that you are the one I want, the one I have been waiting for, the woman I want to love for the rest of my life. I know the timing is not the best and it is not the most romantic way to propose to you, but I love you and I am committed to you and to this child with my whole heart. No one needs to force me to marry you, I want to do it freely and nothing would make me happier. Natasha, will you marry me?” asked Marcus opening the box to reveal a two- carat princess cut diamond with baguettes on the sides. 
“Marcus, this ring is absolutely gorgeous!” said Natasha as tears began to roll down her cheeks. “Oh, I love you too! Yes, I will marry you!” she replied and threw her arms around his neck embracing him and he pressed a light kiss to her lips.
Marcus then drew back and placed the ring on her finger and it was a perfect fit. He knew that she would not be able to wear it for the entire pregnancy but he wanted to make a statement tonight. He did not regret one moment of being with Natasha and it was important that not only Natasha knew that but also her parents.
 


Chapter 7
 
March 19, Present Day
Shores Restaurant
It was another busy morning at Shores and the crowds gradually swelled for the ever popular Sunday family seafood brunch. This was one of the initiatives Marcus had envisioned for the restaurant which attracted persons from all over the island every weekend. It was the busiest time at the restaurant during the week because they literally served a buffet feast that was affordably priced for the whole family.
 A long table dominated one wall and it was covered in platters filled with cold ham cuts, eggs, cheeses, breads, pancakes and stews, in addition to fried reef fish, shrimp, lobster salads, crab cakes, fried squid and a myriad of sauces for dipping. The atmosphere was light and filled with happiness and families were sitting and smiling around tables while others brought blankets and opted to have the food on the lawn or on the beach in front of the property. The beauty and flexibility this location offered, was the main reason why he had purchased this restaurant three years ago. It really was an excellent return on investment. 
However, today with all the crowds, this was the worst possible morning to have so much on his mind. He would soon be meeting with his friend Lucinda and her attorney’s to go over plans for purchasing her restaurant. Lucinda’s restaurant held so many memories for him and when he heard that Lucinda wanted to retire and that the restaurant would be for sale, he knew that it was exactly what he wanted to add to his portfolio. Shores and Sands were both beautiful oceanfront restaurants, but Lucinda’s would attract a different crowd mainly for lunch and breakfast. Tour buses often stopped there as they made their way through the scenic Northern range as well as many tourists and some locals. It was the perfect way to diversify his investments and to cater to a new market segment.
Since the first day he met Natasha, they’d eaten there often whenever they had free moments. Its awe inspiring views of the landscape had even inspired a beautiful painting which Natasha hung in their great room. This restaurant was their place, their haven and he wanted to buy it and make that title official. He was going to surprise Natasha with the news for her birthday and he was going to rename it Natasha’s , renovate it  and build on an art gallery to the property to display many of the stunning art pieces she had hidden away from the world’s eyes. But, all of that was hanging on by threads now that she’d left. Was there any point going through with it all now?
As Marcus surveyed the room everyone was laughing, talking and enjoying the meal, all except one.
Him.
 Ever since he walked in that morning, a cloak of heaviness hung about him and when he’d literally forced out a weak smile at his staff, their confused facial expressions were confirmation enough that they knew that something had to be terribly wrong with him.
 Marcus was more than just the owner but he treated all of his employees with respect and friendliness which created a wonderful work environment for all.  In fact, his excellent work ethic, creative ideas and good business sense had played a pivotal role in establishing this restaurant as the star of his two restaurants on the island.  He was always smiling with the patrons and always had something friendly or complimentary to say to everyone. He was a man who was always courteous and helpful to the customers. 
So, this morning he knew that his appearance was extremely different to the norm everyone was accustomed to. He stood near the bar instead of circulating the room and was slowly nursing a glass of orange juice whose level had not changed much in the last ten minutes. There was a dazed expression on his face which still looked slightly unshaven as he looked out to sea lost in thought.
“Marcus?” asked Lucinda as she finally reached his side. She saw him from across the room and immediately something about his slouched posture told her that something was wrong. The attorney’s were scheduled to arrive in about twenty minutes for their breakfast meeting, but she was hoping to engage Marcus in a bit of chatter before all that seriousness began. She already decided to sell the restaurant to him even though she was being pressed by an Italian investor with a higher bid. Marcus and Natasha would be the perfect new owners and it was frankly just a formality as far as she was concerned.
“Oh hi Lucinda,” he said turning slowly to face her, somewhat startled by her sudden appearance. Is it time already, I swore I still had a few minutes left!” he muttered bending slightly to hug her and checking his wristwatch at the same time.
Even his hug was listless thought Lucinda who had grown accustomed to the bear hugs she would get from this man, who she thought of often as her own son. 
“No, it’s not time for the meeting yet. I just came early to see how you were doing and to have a chat. Have you been sleeping? You look terrible!” she exclaimed now taking in the dark circles under his eyes and the rough growth of hair on his usually clean shaven face. When Marcus folded his lips and rubbed his hand across his chin unable to find the words to respond, Lucinda knew something was off.
“Maybe you should take a vacation Marcus. Do you think you need some time off from your restaurants? It seems as though you are dealing with something? Can I help you in any way?” she asked slightly alarmed.
Taking a deep breath before he began he replied, “Look Lucinda, I know I must look like a wreck but don’t worry about me, I’m fine. I really need to be here today.”
“Marcus! In the nine year’s I’ve known you, I have never ever seen you like this!” said Lucinda planting a thick hand on her rounded hip. “Something is wrong and I am more than a little concerned about you now, especially seeing that you want to add my restaurant to your workload.”
That response pricked Marcus’ attention immediately. Darn, she thinks I look like this because I am overworked. I can’t afford to lose the restaurant deal because of this, he said to himself and gave himself a mental shake.
“You’re right Lucinda, I do have some things bothering me but it’s not that I am overworked. I just need a moment to pull myself together,” he said clearing his throat unsuccessfully. 
Lucinda noted how hoarse his normally smooth voice sounded and the redness and raw appearance of his eyes. He looked like a man who had not slept in days! Marcus could feel her eyes sweeping his appearance and he regretted not taking more time to make sure he looked his best. But somehow, even that was a struggle considering how much pain he was in right now.
“We can go to my office and I will alert Zach to let the kitchen send up some food for us,” said Marcus referring to the manager on duty, and we can talk there. Lucinda had a way of getting to the bottom of things when she needed to, and he knew he would have to tell her something to explain all of this. To her it would always be family before business. 
Tapping his knuckles on the bar top, he plastered a smile on his face and walked toward the staff entrance which led to the suite of offices on the second floor of the building. As he did so, he noticed the jazz trio setting up for the live music set that had become one of the main reasons why people continued to flock to the restaurant. This group was well known for its quality music and the soulful selections that were both relaxing and stimulating at the same time. It was actually one of the best ideas he had ever had for the restaurant and it had really become lucrative for them. The only thing was that the group was instrumental and he had recently thought that it would be nice if they had a lead singer as well. Natasha would have been so perfect for the job but she seemed to hate the thought of working at anywhere near him or at the restaurants of late. 
He opened the door for Lucinda and once again assured her that he would follow shortly after speaking to Zach. Once he did he climbed the stairs to his office and saw that Lucinda had already made herself comfortable on the beige suede sofa on which he preferred to converse with his guests. His office had always reminded him of a mini nature reserve with the numerous plants, and artificial fountains that filled the atmosphere with the sound of running water. It was always extremely soothing to be in here and as Natasha always said, there was something about the sound of running water that always boosted her creativity and intuition. In fact she was the one that decorated it for him.
The more he thought about it the more he could see Natasha here sitting at his desk, or trailing her finger through the water of the small fountain on the shelf.
Wearing a white pantsuit and a pink scarf around her shoulders Lucinda was the picture of refined class this morning. Her silver hair was coiffed into an elegant bun and she wore light makeup that accentuated her features causing her to look a lot younger than her years. She had a wonderful marriage to the same man for decades before he passed on and it was obvious from her radiance that she was still young at heart.
Marcus sat beside Lucinda and took a deep breath knowing that she was waiting patiently for him to begin.
“I don’t want you to get the wrong impression about me or my ability to take on the added responsibility of your restaurant this morning Lucinda. As I said, I am going through something else personal that was extremely unexpected,” he began.
“Marcus, what could have happened to cause this? You have become like a son to me and I cannot see you in obvious distress about something and literally do nothing about it. You know you can talk to me if you need to.” she replied.
“I don’t know how to say this...” he said trying to find the words.
“Say it however you can.”
Marcus stood up and walked toward the shelf where Natasha had placed one of the fountains before he finally responded.
“Lucinda, Natasha’s gone! She left me on Friday night and said that our marriage was over.” He closed his eyes as those words still rattled him deeply.
By her sharp intake of breath, he did not have to turn around to know that Lucinda was shocked at what he said.
“Marcus, you must be feeling terrible, why did you come in today? You know I would have rescheduled our meeting,” said Lucinda now standing and walking across the room to join Marcus where he stood placing her hand comfortingly on his arm.
“I think terrible is an understatement here, and besides being in that house without her is driving me crazy. I guess I needed to be around a little joy today.”
“I am so sorry to hear this. I did notice that you both looked a bit strained at the wine and cheese brunch last month but I figured you just had an argument or something.”
“Yeah, well its true, things have been very strained between us but I thought we could work it out. She just left on Friday and she gave me no warning. She just packed her suitcases and left.”
“Have you heard from her since, Do you know where she went?”
“No, I haven’t heard from her but I think I know where she went. Luckily, Sheldon spotted her at the airport on her way to Atlanta.
“Atlanta? You mean she’s not even on the island?” queried Lucinda now completely blown away by the news. 
“Yes, well that’s where the plane went on its first connection. Who knows where she is by now. I am suspecting that she is in Savannah though. Before she and I met, she was working on a degree in Art and Advertising design at a university there.”
“Marcus and you are here trying to put on a show when it is so clear that you are completely devastated.”
“You know what Lucinda, I am devastated and I miss her in a way that is eating me alive, but for some reason I think that I needed this somehow to wake me up.”
“Why would you say such a thing about yourself Marcus?” she asked.
“Natasha has been trying to talk to me about something that was very important to her for years and I just kept giving her the brush off. The truth is that we were hardly connecting much anymore. She would constantly find ways to avoid me and Friday night I think she finally had enough.”
“Marcus what are you saying?” asked Lucinda narrowing her eyes and struggling to understand what Marcus was really saying to her.
“I’m saying that I think that the way things are now is my fault. I am the one that drove Natasha away.”
“Your fault? I could not imagine you doing anything to hurt that woman!” said Lucinda with a shocked expression on her face.
“Yeah and for years I thought that too, but as I really began to think things through yesterday I realized that I must have really hurt her deeply. No, I didn’t cheat on her or abuse her physically but what I did now seems a whole lot worse,” he said holding his head down as he felt the now familiar pricking sensation behind his eyelids.
“Marcus, I need you to start from the beginning so that I can understand what is really going on here.”
Leading her back over to the sofa Marcus explained how he had constantly shut down Natasha’s desires to pursue her dreams and ridiculed her envying his achievements and how he showed little sympathy for her in those moments, preferring to believe that she was the one with the problem, not him. He spoke of his need to prove to her father that her could provide for her and make her happy and how he had ended up stifling her in the process. When he was done, he could see tears welling up in Lucinda’s eyes as she listened.
“Marcus, how do you feel about Natasha now?
“I love my wife, I always have and now that I have stripped off my blinders I realized that I have been such a fool.” admitted Marcus.
“Do you think there is any hope for you two in working this out?” she asked
“Right now, I don’t even know how she feels about me. But there is something else, Sheldon saw her at the airport while she was checking in and she was with someone else.”
“Who?” demanded Lucinda.
A man named Lucas Johnson!”
“Another man? Do you think that they were having an affair?”
“I don’t know and I hope not! All I know is that I want a chance to see her and explain how I feel about us. I need a chance to apologize to her and ask her to forgive me.”
Lucinda took a deep breath as she considered her next words carefully. 
“Are you prepared to let her go if you find out that she has chosen to be with someone else?” she asked quietly.
“I refuse to even think about that. I know she said our marriage was over but I can’t accept that. I just can’t! I want her back in my life!”
“Why? Why do you want her to come back?” she pressed.
Surprised by her line of questioning Marcus looked at her knowing expression as she waited for his response.
“Why?” he exclaimed incredulously.
“I want her back because I love her, because I want to build a life for her, with her! On the way up here I was even thinking about how I could help her to realize some of her dreams right here on Derrien Island. You know we have been moving toward having more live music in-house, well she is an excellent singer. In fact, just before we got married she was in-line for an international contract. I was thinking that perhaps she could sing here at the restaurant again, something anything. I want to encourage her to release her artwork, I just want to see her happy again!” said Marcus now rising from his seat once more pacing the floor.
Lucinda considered Marcus’ reply carefully and was silent for a while before she responded.
“Yes, I must agree with you that she has a fabulous voice and a wonderful artist’s talent,” replied Lucinda. “Look Marcus, I cannot tell you what to do but I think you should take some time off and if you need to go and see your wife, do so. You are in no condition to run these restaurants or to conduct our business deal. Take some time off and come back when you are more clear about everything,” advised Lucinda.
“Lucinda, I can’t just pick up and leave here and take an indefinite vacation,” hedged Marcus.
“Marcus, you must be the most pig-headed man or I am hallucinating? Don’t you see? In one breath you say you love Natasha and you even can come up with a plan to solve her problems but let me ask you something. What are you prepared to leave behind for her?”
“Leave behind?”
“Yes Marcus. Leave behind! I hear you slip so easily into being the owner of this restaurant and it is clear that you are an excellent writer. But this restaurant will function if you are not here for a few weeks. Your wife left you because as you said, you tend to see things from your point of view only. I think it is time that you begin to see things from hers!”
“But I do, that is why I want to help her in any way I can!” argued Marcus sounding agonized.
“Have you ever considered that she doesn’t want your help? I know that may be difficult for you to consider right now but think about it!”
Marcus stared at Lucinda incredulously, unable to respond to her last statement. Had Lucinda lost her mind? Of course Natasha needed his help. That was part of the reason he was in her life wasn’t it? What was with all these cryptic questions anyway? First Sheldon and now Lucinda too! 
Listen, I will make this a bit harder on you to light a fire under you to act quickly. I know we are discussing the sale of my restaurant so I must tell you that I have another investor from Italy who is willing to pay almost double what you are offering me for the place. He and his wife are retiring to the island and from all reports they are a beautiful couple who will uphold the loving legacy of my restaurant. I wanted to sell it to you and Natasha because I knew how much you loved each other and I knew that the restaurant would be in good hands. But if you are going to separate and both be stubborn about this, I will sell Lucinda’s to the DiMinoglio’s instead. I am going to give you four months to resolve this thing with your wife. That is as long as I think I can hold off the other couple. Marcus, I know this seems unfair and it is hard and confusing but don’t give up on her just yet! Go and save your marriage! That is your priority and when you do that the other things you want will fall into place,” said Lucinda feeling a twinge of guilt at seeing Marcus’ stunned expression. 
Marcus looked at Lucinda not believing the calculating ultimatum that was just delivered to him. He could lose the restaurant if he did not reconcile with Natasha? Was Lucinda really serious? He opened his mouth to argue but was halted as she raised her hand.
 “Don’t say another word, and don’t argue; you know what you need to do! I look forward to seeing you and hearing your news in four month’s time,” she replied standing to her feet with difficulty and exited closing the door quietly. She knew Marcus expected a softer hand from her and he did deserve it but she wanted him to use the same fire that he had in pursuing his business goals to pursue his wife. It was obvious from his explanation that Natasha needed to know that she was someone to him and that he valued her too.
 
 


Chapter 8
 
Wednesday, March 22 Present Day
“Hi good afternoon, when is the next flight out to Atlanta,” asked Marcus as he stood in front of the desk in his study at home.
After his conversation with Lucinda on Sunday he had taken a few days to puzzle over the outcome of their conversation and to think about what he could say to Natasha when he finally found her. But even after two days, he was no closer to an explanation or apology he liked and he realized that he was just stalling. The truth was that he did not want to be rejected again and Lucinda’s words had really challenged him. Why did he have to give up anything anyway? Couldn’t they just add what Natasha needed so they could both get what they wanted?
 The truth was that although he recognized what had triggered Natasha’s reaction to him on many levels he was not prepared to come to terms with what that could mean for him. Would he be willing to sacrifice anything in his life to be with her again? Those questions had filled his mind for two days without answers. He did not want to go there offering her more of the same life, but he believed that owning Lucinda’s restaurant and having her art gallery there would be a great start for her. It would be something that she could be proud of.
The agent on the line said that they had a few open seats leaving on a flight that night at 7:00 p.m. He booked a seat quickly and began packing a suitcase. That gave him only four more hours to organize final details at the bank and get to the airport.  
Reaching into the cell phone case clipped on to his belt he decided to call Sheldon to update him on what was happening. Unable to get through to his friend, he sent him a brief text message outlining his plans and asked him to check on the house and to start his car while he was away. Sheldon knew where to find the keys to the house and he trusted him with his life and most prized possessions.
Four hours later, as he arrived at the airport and stood in place in the check-in line he heard a heavy bag fall to the floor beside him. Looking to his right to identify the source of the sound he saw Sheldon standing there with a passport in hand.
“I’m not going to let you go alone bro. I just want to give you some support because you don’t know what you will find there! I’m not about to let you go up there and get yourself into any trouble with the law,” said Sheldon firmly.
“Sheldon, it’s not as though I am going to do something stupid, I am just going to get my wife back. Besides I need you here.”
“To start your car? To watch a house with a top of the line security system, which I recommended and installed myself? No, Marcus, you need a friend more. I remember how you helped me out when Shauna and I broke up two years ago. It really helped me to pull through so I am coming with you. ”Consider it as my returning the favour.”
Marcus shook his head and laughed. Many people were shocked at how close he and Sheldon were because to see them on the volleyball court, they were always ribbing and challenging one another like sworn enemies. But the truth was that between those moments, it was times just like this where looking out for each other had solidified their friendship into a brotherhood.
“What about your job?” asked Marcus. “This is an indefinite trip. I don’t know how long I will be away!”
“I had some vacation time owing to me, for some time now so I‘m good for now, besides I am hoping that I won’t have to be there for long. You know, that we find Natasha quickly and you guys get this thing sorted out quickly.”
“I hope so too. Look thanks Sheldon.”
“Don’t mention it.  Before you get all sappy on me let’s check in, we’ve got a plane to catch.
 
 


March 30th, Atlanta, Georgia
Natasha just repeat the last couple of bars for me”, said the studio recording director.
Natasha was on cloud nine! Today was the second day of the recording of her first single, “Fire Heart” and her voice could not be in better form. She had spent three hours already in the studio and the crew were amazed at her vocal dexterity.  She was getting along with everyone and being in the studio was a lot of fun. This was exactly how she pictured her life could be for many years and now it was a reality. The only thing that was different was that she wanted to share it with her best friend. Well, her former best friend anyway. She had always hoped that this would be something that she could share with Marcus but whenever she brought up the subject of them emigrating she got the same cold response and the reminder of his family legacy at Manderley, how much he was needed to run the restaurants, how much he loved island life and never wanted to live in a big city again. It was always about him, what he wanted, what he could achieve, but now it was her time and she had decided that although she regretted hurting him she would live her life unapologetically. It was time that she stood up for herself, who she really was inside, instead of trying to fit into the mould everyone else set for her. 
Alright Sam, I’ll go back to “wrap me in your arms”, replied Natasha into the microphone. 
“Great!” replied Sam.
As Natasha sang out the lyrics to the song, she could literally feel her heart singing along and all the burdens she carried for years falling away from her one by one. So, she just let go and allowed herself to enjoy the moment, swaying her hips to the music and closing her eyes as she stood before the microphone. She pictured herself standing on stages in front of large audiences who would love her music and cheer for more. She saw the coloured lights, smoke, stage effects, dancers and the flash of cameras throughout the crowd. Could all of that be awaiting her? It was just an overwhelming feeling knowing she could share the gift of song with so many other people. 
When she finished singing the song, she slowly opened her eyes and saw that the sound engineers were standing in the sound-proof booth nodding their heads in wonder. While she was singing Lucas had also come in and he steepled his hands in front of his mouth before he blew a kiss at her.
Seeing the expressions on the faces of her early fans she decided that this was as good time as any to become accustomed to the gratitude she would receive for her talents. She was not a closet singer anymore. She would not have to beg anyone for a chance to sing least of all her own father or her husband. There would be no more rejection or being made to feel unworthy because of her past mistakes and no more being hidden in Marcus’ shadow. It felt good to be finally appreciated for who she really was.
“Okay, that’s a wrap for today Natasha. We will work on mastering your vocals and blending the effects for the rest of the day, so you are free to leave. There is also a gentleman here who is waiting quite impatiently to see you!” said Sam.
Natasha smiled as she saw Lucas standing there. He had been so supportive in helping her in the two weeks since she had arrived. He helped her to find a really beautiful apartment and had already arranged for her to use one of his town cars until she got one of her own. Taking off the headphones she walked out to see him.
“Hey Lucas!” she said giving him a brief hug.
“You sounded like an angel in there, Natasha. This single is going to launch your career into the stratosphere. I can feel it!” he said.
“Yeah, I really hope so too!” she said wrapping her arms around herself and shuddering with excitement.
“What are your plans for the afternoon?” asked Lucas.
“Well I don’t have any plans right now. We finished recording pretty early and my next appointment is not until around four so I have about three hours to spare.”
“Great, there is something I want to show you!” said Lucas excitedly.
“What is it?” asked Natasha filled with curiosity.
“It’s a surprise!” he replied. “Come let’s go. Sam you have a good afternoon,” he called back to the sound engineer.
“You too,” came the reply.
Lucas took Natasha by the hand and led her out of the studio and into the sunshine outside. At the curb a black Lincoln was waiting driven by his long-time chauffeur Eli. 
“Where are you taking me this time Mr. Johnson,” laughed Natasha.
“You will soon see!” he said smirking slightly but not giving any details away.
They both got into the car and after driving for about fifteen minutes they arrived at a park lined with many mature trees. 
“Ok we are here!” said Lucas.
“Wow Lucas, it feels so tranquil here,” remarked Natasha as she emerged from the car. “It’s almost as though we aren’t in the city anymore.”
“Welcome to Forsyth Park. I thought we could have lunch here today.” Lucas opened the front door of the car and removed a picnic basket before offering Natasha the crook of his arm.
“Shall we?” he asked.
“How did you know that I would even be available this afternoon? This looks like you’ve been planning this.”
“Well I did not know for sure but I like to be prepared especially where you are concerned Natasha.”
“I see,” she replied thoughtfully.
“I hope you also see that I am still offering you my arm,” he said smiling broadly.
Natasha laughed and slipped her arm into the crook of his and allowed him to lead her on this park adventure. In the distance ahead she saw what appeared to be a towering white fountain which had to be at least thirty feet tall.
Hearing her exclaim, Lucas explained to her that she was looking at the Forsyth Park fountain and that it was a popular spot for couples to come and have their wedding ceremonies or photography sessions. 
Natasha admired the exquisite sculptures of what appeared to be angelic mermen blowing water from trumpets held to their mouths.
“Lucas this is such exquisite art. Thank you for bringing me here!”
“It is my pleasure Natasha.”
As they sat down beneath the shade of a nearby oak tree she found that the conversation between them was easy and light and Lucas would listen to her and he always minded the small details. Every time she spoke to him she could not help wondering why Marcus could not do the same for her as well. Why couldn’t the man she really loved listen to her and acknowledge her feelings in this way as well? She was eternally grateful to Lucas for his friendship and she could see that his feelings for her were deep and sincere but the more time she spent with him the more she realized that she needed to bring a firm closure to her old life so that there was no confusion between them. 
She had said to Marcus that their relationship was over but she had not contacted any lawyers to initiate drawing up divorce papers. In fact, despite what she had declared she was realizing that she was not prepared as yet for her marriage to be truly finished. Maybe she was being nostalgic or sentimental about this but she had always said to herself that she would get married once in her lifetime and it would be to the love of her life. Maybe in light of all that happened that kind of romantic notion was unrealistic. Also, it would only be a matter of time before her agents at the record company would be inquiring as to the progress of the legal proceedings as well. A lot of money was being invested into the brand that would be known by the world as Natasha.
“Lucas to Natasha, over!” said Lucas mimicking using a walkie talkie.
Blinking with the sudden realization that her mind had drifted off with thoughts of Marcus again, she refocused her attention on the man seated across from her on the lawn.
“I’m sorry Lucas, what did you say?”
“I was saying to you that you look beautiful today in that outfit,” repeated Lucas.
“Thank you!” said Natasha looking away from the deep admiration she saw in Lucas’ eyes.
Natasha as an artist always had a flair for colour and design and today she was wearing a red strapless dress that was slightly loose at the top and gathered in at the waist, flaring into a short skirt that reached mid-thigh. On her legs were a pair black leggings and calf-length boots and her hair flowed freely around her shoulders and back.
To Lucas, she looked absolutely stunning and he was having a hard time keeping his promise of only friendship if she continued to look so sensual and tempting. Thought of her already dominated his every waking and dreaming moments. It was as though he was completely enchanted since he ran into her accidentally about six months ago. He wanted nothing more than to erase the disappointment and setbacks she’d experienced and to give her a new life filled with passion and excitement. If he ever met her dumb, jerk of a husband he was sure that he would have more than a few words for him about how to keep a woman like Natasha happy.
“Look Natasha, I know I promised to just be your friend but it is really hard for me. I can’t stop thinking about you and I always find myself trying to come up with new ways and excuses to see you, like today! I know what you said and I know that you still have to finalize the divorce with your husband but I want you to know that I love you and I am always here for you.”
Hearing Lucas openly admit his feelings for her made Natasha realize more than ever that she needed to get her life together. Her career was now coming along but she knew that by now Marcus would have been looking for her and she needed to let him know what was going on. They had to come to some kind of closure. She could not let Lucas think they had any hope of a future together when she had not come to terms with her past. A past that was still very much her present. Not a day went by since she arrived when she did not think of Marcus. The truth was that she missed seeing him, hearing his voice, listening to his stories about what happened at the restaurant or even hearing about the direction his latest novel was taking. 
Despite her often cool exterior she did listen when he spoke to her. She was such a mess of jumbled emotions and that made her dangerous to Lucas and to herself. Even though things between she and Marcus had been strained for a while, especially that final night of the Belham’s anniversary wedding, she knew that he loved her and there was a time that she was not confused about how she felt about him. 
Just a fortnight ago at Courtney’s wedding when she caught the bouquet she turned and saw Marcus watching her face intently.  At first for her, catching the bouquet of tiger lilies had seemed like a symbol that there might be hope for them like it was for Courtney and Ramon who had worked through a lot to be together. Marcus had actually begun walking toward her and their eyes held briefly and as he stood in front of her as his gaze seemed to search her soul for answers.  Then she remembered what she had planned to do that night and right before his eyes she closed herself off again and walked away from him without a word. The drive home had been painful because from the corner of her eye she could see the muscle in Marcus jaw that worked when he was angry about something. She had thrown the bouquet of flowers into the backseat and the car was filled with the fragrant reminder of how callously she had dismissed him. 
It was a horrible experience and she prayed that Marcus would not confront her in the car. She held on to the seat for dear life as he navigated the winding corners as they drove home refusing to answer him, even when he questioned her. She knew that when she got home she still had a few more things to pack and prayed that she would still make her flight. She had planned to make an excuse not to attend the wedding to make her leaving more seamless but Ramon including them in his plan to transport Courtney’s mother to and from the ceremony made that a bit difficult. Every night before she fell asleep, her mind replayed the tortured expression in his eyes as she told him their marriage was over. 
“Lucas, I know you think that you love me, but I have so much baggage to work through before I ever even consider another relationship again,” explained Natasha.
“Natasha, I know that, but I have decided that I won’t stop trying and I won’t lie to you or to myself any longer. I love you and as I said to you the other night I am not going anywhere. I want to see you grow, and reach all of your dreams. I want to love you and help you erase all of the hurt and pain you have been through. I want to be the one you turn to when you want to talk about something Natasha.”
Hearing those words coming from Lucas, a single tear escaped out of Natasha’s eye and he reached across and smoothed it away with his thumb. These were the words she longed to hear, these were the words she wanted to hear from Marcus, the man she married and it all felt so strange coming from Lucas.
“Lucas the things that you say to me...”
“I mean every word Natasha,” he interjected earnestly. “Let me help you through this. I promise that I won’t try to get physical with you although that will require superhuman strength,” he laughed.
What was she going to do? She was still very much a married woman and here she was, sitting in a park with a man who was pledging his love for her while she had not resolved her own feelings for her own husband. Here was a man offering her all the things she had dreamed of and back at home was a man who refused to even try.
“Lucas I just feel so overwhelmed, I don’t know what to say to you right now.”
“You don’t have to say anything to me. Just know you are loved, that’s all. Look it is getting a bit late and I know you have your wardrobe fitting at four to prepare for the photo shoot this weekend and a choreography session in the morning. I want to have dinner with you but I will let you make the next move. I am not trying to crowd you but I must warn you that if you take more than two weeks to call me again, you may find me standing on your doorstep.”
“Lucas thanks for understanding,” she said sincerely and reached out and took his hand giving it a gentle squeeze.
Looking down at their joined hands Lucas exhaled forcefully and said, “Let me get you back to your apartment before I go back on my promise.”
Folding up the blanket Lucas and Natasha packed up the remains of their lunch and Lucas called Eli his driver, to meet them where he had dropped them off before. Offering her his arm again Natasha slipped her arm through it as they walked slowly back talking amiably.
They never looked across the park to see Marcus and Sheldon standing beneath the grove of oak trees watching the entire scene.
 


Chapter 9
 
“Steady bro!” said Sheldon as he and Marcus came out from behind the expansive trunk of the tree to sit on the wooden bench in front of it.
Marcus watched the retreating form of his wife and Lucas Johnson as they walked back through the park. Natasha looked so happy and carefree, a look he had not been able to arouse in her for a while now. He sank down on the bench and held his head in his hands and allowed the tears that he had been holding back to flow freely and silently.
Sheldon remained standing and allowed Marcus to have a private moment. He had brought along some surveillance equipment once he and Marcus had discovered where Natasha was staying. They had arrived in Atlanta and then booked another flight to Savannah where the university they thought she might be attending was located. They tried to follow through on Marcus’ first hunch about Natasha going back to finish her degree but they found out upon reaching there that she had not enrolled as yet.
Then they looked up Lucas Johnson in the phone book and decided that if they could follow him the trail would eventually lead to Natasha. That strategy worked so well that not only did they find Lucas but also Natasha’s apartment and the studio where she was recording some music.
Following them to this park and then listening in to their conversation was the hardest thing Marcus had ever done. It was all he could do not to storm over there and start a fight that would make history in Forsyth Park. If it had not been for the restraining presence of his friend Sheldon he did not know what he would have done. In fact, it was Sheldon’s expertise in security that helped them locate Natasha so quickly and his advice for him to wait and assess the situation first before rushing in.
After sitting there silently for another fifteen minutes Marcus finally found his voice.
“Sheldon, do you think I’ve lost her for good?”
“You heard it for yourself, she did not exactly tell this guy that she loved him too. She knows she needs to work out her own life first. I think that is a good sign.”
“You know, I knew that this would have been hard but to stand here and to listen to that man say those things to Natasha,” said Marcus brokenly.
“Look don’t beat yourself up, let us stay rational and think of a plan.”
“She has everything that she wanted right now. She is getting to record some music and who knows where it will all lead for her.”
“I am sure that is true but you heard her, she is not ready to move on as yet and I am sure it’s because she still loves you,” said Sheldon reassuringly. “Look you don’t have time to feel sorry for yourself. Lucas is playing hard ball and sooner or later Natasha is going to crack under that pressure. That guy is really convincing!”
“Sheldon you are not making me feel any better about this by putting those images into my mind!” snapped Marcus.
“Exactly, I am trying to get you to get off this bench and go and take some action. Go and see your wife tonight!”
“I don’t know if I should just show up at her door like that! She may not be ready to see me as yet!”
“You won’t know unless you take the plunge. It seems to me that you have a two week window or less to work some magic before Lucas comes a’ calling again.”
“If that man touches my wife, I swear...” 
“Okay let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. Let’s go. We have to get you ready for meeting number one.
 
Sitting in her bathtub sipping on a glass of wine later that night Natasha felt as though she could finally relax. Lucas had ordered some dinner for her and it was waiting for her in the kitchen. The wardrobe fitting had been so amazing. All of those new clothes and having her own image consultant bringing clothes from designers who wanted the exposure was truly an exhilarating experience.  Lucas had taken the entire evening off and made sure that she got to her appointments on time and had even stayed and cheered as she modelled her clothing selections. He was beginning to grow on her a little, she would admit it. He was such a wonderful man and he was doing all he could to make sure she had a smooth transition. So why was she still thinking about Marcus every waking moment in between.
Standing up, she applied a fragrant body mist and then gently towel dried her skin. Then she walked out to her bedroom where she had laid her bathrobe. She could not remember the last time that she walked from her bathroom to her bedroom naked at home. She had always been careful not to give Marcus the impression that she was open to lovemaking and part of that meant dressing in the bathroom. It was a feeling of freedom now being able to do this. 
Suddenly her doorbell rang.  
Tying the belt of the short silk robe she’d put on quickly, she walked out toward the door. Briefly checking the video monitor she saw a tall man standing by the door with his head bowed. Thinking that it was Lucas, she just pressed the button that would unlock the door to allow him to come in. After all, he was the only one that knew she lived here. Deciding she would speak to him briefly at the door before making an excuse to get him to leave she folded her arms across her chest. When the knock on the door sounded she said come in and she watched the door open slowly.
“Lucas I thought that you promised that you would give me two weeks to think about all of this,” she said with a note of warning in her voice.
As the door opened fully, she saw instead saw a man who was dark skinned, taller than Lucas wearing a black jeans and a long-sleeved hunter green pullover. It was Marcus!
“Marcus? What are you doing here? How did you find me?” stammered Natasha in total shock.
Seeing his wife standing there wearing nothing but a flimsy silk bathrobe, with her hair still damp from her bath Marcus was nearly undone with longing to just to have her wrapped in his arms again. That material clung wetly to her alluring curves and revealed her toned shapely legs. Even from the distance of a few feet that separated them he could distinctly smell the fragrance of peaches and cream body mist that she always used to perfume her still damp skin. She looked good, happy, rested vibrant and totally sexy.
“Honey, you look so beautiful!” said Marcus softly with his gaze raking her from head to toe.
Caught off-guard by his response Natasha just stood there staring at him. She never considered that Marcus would find her or at least not until she was ready to be found.
“Aren’t you going to invite me in?” he continued.
 “Marcus, I don’t think we have that much to say to each other”, she lied now feeling nervous and slightly aroused by the smouldering look he was giving her. 
“Well I have a lot that I need to say to you and I don’t want to do it out here in the hallway,” he countered seemingly unfazed by her response. But the truth was that his heart was doing crazy things in his chest just being this close to her again. He prayed silently that she would at least give him a chance to talk.
“Okay come in, but you can only stay a few minutes,” she finally said, terrified by the instant and deep explosion of heat that now filled her inside.
Marcus fought to control the jealousy that began boiling in him the moment he saw what Natasha was wearing and hearing her call out Lucas’ name as if that man had the right to visit his wife whenever he felt like it.
“Let me go and put on some clothes, I just got out of the bath, and I wasn’t expecting anyone,” she explained quickly as she noted how his expression darkened when he looked at her clothes or lack of them.
Natasha hurried off to her bedroom and when she got there she shut the door and leaned against it, her heart pounding in her chest. Marcus was outside in her living area and she had just unknowingly called him Lucas. He had somehow found her and now he wanted to talk. There was nowhere to run. Although she had been telling herself that she needed to talk to Marcus and to find dome kind of closure, she thought that she would be the one to initiate contact when she was sure about what she wanted to say and it would have been through her lawyers. She did not expect to feel the full weight of emotion that just bombarded her just now. All of the defences that she had practiced erecting on Derrien Island were down and she did not expect to notice just how good he looked or the spicy scent of his aftershave or how sexy his voice sounded as he spoke. She did not expect to feel as though someone had set loose a thousand butterflies in her stomach or that her heart would hurt so much or that she would become so aroused when she saw his gaze darken as he slowly surveyed her appearance.
This was the reaction that was missing from her relationship with Lucas. This raw to the bone attraction and desire were apparently still reserved for Marcus Nicholls alone and that thought made her even more nervous than ever. She had really done a great job fooling herself that she was cold to him these last eight months.
Pacing back and forth across the floor she took deep lung full’s of air to try to steady her riotous emotions. But nothing seemed to be working. This surprise had totally rocked her off centre and she had no answers for it. Remembering that she was only clad in a short silk bathrobe, she was again filled with embarrassment. Marcus probably thought even less of her now that it was clear that she might be expecting another man at her home while they were still very much married. 
She quickly brushed her teeth and slipped on a yellow lounge jumper and quickly blow-dried her hair before emerging again.  
Marcus was standing by the window overlooking the street below and he turned around as she entered the room.
“Sorry that I took so long but I had just stepped out of the bath when you rang the doorbell,” said Natasha again, pretending to appear composed when inside she was anything else but that.
“Natasha, we need to talk!” said Marcus with a serious expression on his face.
Feeling panicked again because she was just not ready for this conversation as yet Natasha had to find something to say quickly.
“Look, I was just about to have dinner, would you like something to eat?” were the words that came out of her mouth. How did finding an excuse for him to leave turn into her inviting him to stay? Everything about this whole meeting was going opposite to what she’d envisioned. 
Marcus still absorbing his wife’s beauty wasted no time in accepting her dinner invitation. He had half expected her to make up some excuse about needing to go out when he saw how she was dressed, but an invitation to dinner was perfect. It would give him the time to say the things that he needed her to know.
Natasha felt as though she could kick herself in the shins if that was even anatomically possible. This was exactly the reason why she had to operate behind shields with Marcus. Whenever she allowed herself to feel what was in her heart for him it made her weak and instead of fighting for her life she was drawn to him like a moth to a flame. It was too late to take back the invitation now without seeming unkind, so she set about placing some plates on the dining table near her kitchen and some forks. Lucas had found a place that sold West Indian food and had some sent to her just in-case she was homesick for the kind of cooking she was used to on Derrien Island. So, she heated the food briefly in the microwave and served it on the two plates.
“You can sit Marcus,” she said noticing that he had not moved from the spot near the window. When he turned around to face her she thought that he was going to sit but instead he bypassed the table and walked straight up to her and before she had time to react he held her face between his hands and kissed her. Threading his fingers through the hair at the nape of her neck he continued his assault on her mouth and she felt powerless to stop him. In fact, she felt herself responding and wrapping her arms around his neck as she pulled him closer. All hope of having clear thoughts now were now totally erased with Marcus making such a sweet and thorough invasion of her mouth. His hands drifted down her spine and he pulled her entire body against the lean, muscular contours of his body. She could feel the unmistakable evidence of his arousal and she knew then what Marcus intended to do. As his lips blazed a trail of kisses along her neck, she was finding it very hard to remain on her feet as her legs trembled beneath her. Feeling her trembling against him, Marcus picked her up and strode to the direction of her bedroom. Letting her slide down his body as he opened the door he walked her backwards until she fell on the bed beneath him. 
“Marcus” Natasha began, but he silenced anything she had to say to him by continuing to kiss her and to embrace her. He felt like a man who was starving, who had not eaten for days. This was not the plan, but seeing Natasha looking so beautiful, he had a natural reaction to the woman who had been his wife for the past six years. From her immediate response to him, he knew that this marriage was not over. He knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that letting her go was not an option and he would do whatever it took to convince her of that.
Pushing the straps of her jumper off her shoulders he made quick work of removing it deftly from her body before removing his own clothes. 
Natasha has almost forgotten how attracted she had always been to Marcus’ body, so well chiselled with muscles bunching in his shoulders chest and arms. Even when he took off his clothes he never broke his gaze with her. She had never seen him this intense and it thrilled her that he seemed to be somehow staking his claim on her.
Taking her in his arms once more, Marcus kissed and touched every inch of her body before joining their bodies intimately and making love to his wife until they were both covered in perspiration and the sheets were soaked. Hearing Natasha cry out with pleasure and say his name, filled him with a possession that he had never known before. This was his wife and he would be damned before he let another man take her from him. 
It was around midnight when they finally collapsed against one another completely weak and sated and they slept in each other’s arms until morning.
 


Chapter 10
 
Natasha awoke in the early hours as was her custom and was startled to discover the form of a man in her bed. So, it wasn’t just another hot dream and all that happened last night was real. Natasha sat up in her bed and looked down at the face of her sleeping husband whose features were still shrouded in shadow. Instead of feeling that she wanted him gone, she had an insane desire to lie down against him and allow him to wrap his strong arms around her again. All of the memories of the night just past came flooding back and the strong desires that accompanied them. Marcus had found her apartment and before they had a chance to eat and talk, they kissed like they hadn’t in a long time and ended up making love for hours. 
“Natasha this is crazy”, she told herself still feeling aches in all the right places and touching her still swollen lips with her fingers. She had said all kinds of things last night including how much she still loved him and he said the same to her. It was as if she became another person, or rather someone she had lost touch with a long time ago. 
Feeling hungry, and remembering that the food she heated the night before still lay uneaten on her dining table, she got up slowly trying not to wake Marcus and walked quietly to the kitchen to dispose of it. She put on the kettle to make some tea for herself, and as she did so, hundreds of thoughts and questions were racing through her mind. Last night things had gotten out of control so fast that it was like dropping a match on dry wood soaked with jet fuel. What had happened to her resolve to keep Marcus at a distance? What was Marcus going to think of her now? Would he be expecting her to come back to Derrien Island with him just because they made love? 
Last night she responded to Marcus as though it was the most natural thing to do. There were no inhibitions, no second thoughts, no fear, just desire and a powerful need to connect with him. Every fibre in her body was screaming yes, that this was what she wanted, craved and missed and to finally have him there was better than any of the dreams that were filling her mind every night. 
After cleaning up the dishes, she sat and drank a cup lemon tea and watched as the sunlight outside of the window grew steadily brighter and brighter. She only wished that could have been the case with this relationship. Last night confirmed something for her though, something that she was having trouble coming to terms with now that she was alone with her thoughts. She was still very much in love with and attracted to her husband Marcus. 
She had almost convinced herself that the feeling of constant numbness which she became used to on Derrien Island was actually the way that she felt about Marcus. But now, in addition to her knowing the truth about her feelings, Marcus now knew too and that would only make things even harder when she told him that she still wanted to end their marriage. It was the only way that she could guarantee that she could keep her freedom and her new contract. They just had different goals in life and now that she was in reach of hers she had to see it through to the end this time.
“You’re up early Nat”, said Marcus standing across the room leaning against the archway leading to the bedroom. The sound of his voice startled her and some of her tea spilled on the table when her hands shook.
Looking up, she saw that Marcus had put back on his jeans and they rode low on his hips.  He hadn’t put on his shirt as yet and crossing his arms over his chest only served to cause the muscles there to bunch up and tighten. He looked so attractive and she felt herself being drawn to him again. Forcing herself to remember her last thought she tried to get herself back under control. Clearing her throat she replied,
“You know that I’ve always been a morning person,” she said stiffly while grabbing some napkins to absorb the spill.
“Any hope of getting a cup of that tea as well?” asked Marcus.
“Sure.” Natasha got up and fixed Marcus a cup and invited him to sit before she sat down.
“Look Marcus, last night was...”
“Natasha, last night was wonderful, and I love you so much,” interjected Marcus before she could label their experience together as a mistake.
“Marcus,” she began again before rubbing her temples slowly. “Please listen to me, last night was a mistake. I think that the familiarity got the better of us and we did what we never intended to do. It has only complicated this matter even more.”
“Mistake?  Complicated? How could a man making love to his beautiful wife and her responding to him be a complicated mistake?” he countered. “Natasha I know that you still love me. I heard you say it about a hundred times last night and if you didn’t you would not have been able to respond to me like that. So why are you trying to get me out of your life? Let’s work this out!” he reasoned.
“I know what I said Marcus, but our marriage can’t work anymore,” said Natasha.
“Who are you trying to convince of that, me or yourself?” argued Marcus, because you certainly convinced me of the exact opposite last night.”
“Look we are familiar with each other and not seeing each other for a while caused some old feelings to resurface, that’s all!” said Natasha refusing to look into his eyes for fear that he would see the truth in hers.
“Old feelings? There’s nothing old about the way we feel about each other Natasha. We’ve only been together for six years now.”
Marcus got up from where he was seated and squatted down on the floor before his wife and took her hands in his noting that she was still wearing her wedding rings. But he chose not to point that out to her at that moment.
“Natasha, I need to know the truth. Do you love me? Did I hear you right last night when you were in my arms saying you couldn’t get enough of me?”
“Marcus, why are you doing this to me?” said Natasha visibly squirming in her seat in discomfort as the intimate memories surfaced in her mind once again.
“I’m not the one doing anything here, you are. You are the one who is insisting on this insanity!” growled Marcus narrowing his eyes to dark slits.
“I told you, I wasn’t myself last night, I think things got out of control between us but it won’t be happening again!” she replied trying to keep the emotion from out of her voice. She had to convince him it was over between them. It was the only way she could see to pursue her dreams on her own, to be the person she always wanted to be.
“Who is Lucas Johnson to you Natasha?”
Caught off-guard by his question, she suddenly remembered that he would know about him because of Sheldon and the airport meeting. This conversation was not going in a direction that she felt comfortable with anymore.
“Lucas? What does he have to do with any of this?” she hedged silently wondering exactly what Sheldon told him.
Natasha’s attempt to sidestep the Lucas issue filled Marcus with frustration.
“Damn it Natasha, you came here with someone and from the looks of things yesterday you guys seemed really cosy together. Are you having an affair with him?”
“What do you mean by that? Wait were you following me?” asked Natasha incredulously wondering how he would know that she looked cosy with Lucas. 
“You didn’t give me much of a choice. You left our home so suddenly and then the next thing I hear you were at the airport with a man who had the audacity to be touching you as if you were his wife instead of mine.”
“I see that Sheldon vastly exaggerated what he saw Marcus. But even if he did, that is what I am trying to tell you, this marriage can’t happen anymore. You and I want different things now and it would be crazy to try to continue.”
“Are you saying that you want a relationship with this man, Natasha?”
“No, that is not what I am saying. I am saying we want different things in life. Our lives are in separate countries now. I need you to accept that and to let things be. This has to be goodbye for us.”
“Do you honestly expect me to believe that?” said Marcus. The dull thudding pain in his heart was now spreading throughout his body again. He studied Natasha’s face and watched as she played with her left ear briefly before snatching away her hand and looking out through the window silently.
“We can work this out Natasha. You never gave us a chance to talk about any of this. Don’t we at least owe that to ourselves for the last six years? Didn’t those years mean anything to you at all?”
“Marcus those years started out great but as we went along we just lost our connection. Marcus I was miserable there on Derrien with you!” exclaimed Natasha.
“Miserable? How could you say that, we had the makings of a great life together and we can have that again, if you could just give us a chance. I’ve realized now what you have been trying to tell me all along and I am sorry for how I’ve treated you. But you have to know all I was doing was taking care of the woman I love.”
“Marcus it’s too late! I have already moved on with my life. I am building something great here for myself. Something you are not interested in being a part of,” she replied folding her arms defensively across her chest.
“But that’s just it, I want to be a part of your life and I can prove it to you. Listen, I was going to surprise you for your birthday but I am just going to tell you straight off, I was going to buy Lucinda’s for you and rename it after you and have it renovated and  add on an art gallery just for your paintings. I know it will be successful. Think of how many tourists and locals visit that restaurant daily. We can make things work Natasha; you don’t have to be out here all alone. Come home with me!”
Pushing her chair back sharply from the table Natasha could not believe the words she heard come out of her husband’s mouth.
Yes, she was shocked at the extravagance of his gift to her and his idea about her opening her own art gallery there warmed her heart briefly, but it was still not her full dream. Surely even he could remember that! Owning a restaurant was his dream again not hers! He was still trying to fit her into his mould, his way of thinking!
“Marcus in all the years we have been together I have never felt as invisible to you as I feel now,” she said standing up.
Marcus rose to his feet as well, and watched as Natasha trembled and tears flowed from her eyes. Her expression contorted into one of hurt and anger once again. What on earth did she want from him, blood?
“Invisible? I am trying to do what you wanted. You said you wanted to do something you loved and you want to know that you are recognized for something, so I decided to call the restaurant Natasha’s and you can display your art and even sing there if you want. It will be yours!”
 “You don’t have a clue about what I want Marcus and I can see that more clearly now than ever. You say you love me, but I am not the woman you met six years ago. That Natasha is gone and she’s not coming back,” she shouted. “Do you know why I am here making a life in Georgia, Marcus? Do you know why?”
“I don’t know, but I know that Lucas somehow convinced you to come out here promising you dreams he probably cannot even deliver on.”
“What? You see things as far as your own nose Marcus Nicholls. For all your following me and investigative work you missed one huge detail,” she said as she walked to the farthest part of the room away from Marcus.
Marcus started to follow her but look on her face stopped him.
“Natasha please talk to me, what is going on?”
“I just signed a multi-million dollar contract with Pacific Sun Records two weeks ago and I am on my way to having the singing career I had always dreamed of. I already have my dream Marcus and I got it without you,” she said adding that last jab resentfully.
Natasha’s final words struck him like a ten ton wrecking ball.
“Are you saying that Lucas delivered on his promise to you?” he replied, his voice breaking. Marcus was torn between his emotions. In one instance he was so proud that the world would finally discover what an amazing singer Nat was but he was not the one she chose to share that moment with and that was too much to think about. He felt like such a fool now offering her pittance in the form of singing at her own restaurant when someone else had already laid the world at her feet. 
He had already lost and she did not even bother to tell him before he made a fool of himself.
“How could you even think of coming here and offering me an opportunity back on Derrien Island?” she continued. “You of all people knew what my dreams were concerning emigrating here from the beginning and you crushed them every time I opened my mouth to talk about them. You never supported me you never encouraged me to go after the life I had planned for me. It was always about you and that damn house, and those restaurants and now you are trying to blackmail me with Lucinda’s. That is really low, even for you! Go home Marcus, go home where you belong!” spat Natasha. 
“You don’t mean that Natasha! Look I had no idea that you had already signed a contract,” said Marcus.
“Well now you do! And do you know what has hurt me more than anything else in this whole time I’ve been up here? You were in every dream I had of myself finally achieving this. I wanted you here, not Lucas, not to be doing this alone, not to have to feel that I had to run away from you to finally do something with my life!” she cried bitterly.
Marcus felt as though he had a rag stuck in his throat and he could not swallow, could not speak. It was as though the realization he came to that Saturday morning in Derrien was just a shallow peek into the life Natasha felt she had with him. What he was seeing now was so much worse. Lucinda had asked him what he was willing to give up for Natasha and he realized that he wanted her back but he was not prepared to give up or compromise anything to really be with her. 
Not until now.
“I’ll move back to the US with you if that’s what you want, Nat. I just need to be with you. I am going out of my mind without you in my life!” he confessed. 
“Don’t you think that decision is just a little late and a little too farfetched Marcus? You don’t want to be here with me, you just want to be able to control me, to plan my life for me. Please leave, I will contact a lawyer so that we can begin the proceedings to end this marriage. I think we can do this quickly and quietly. I don’t want anything from you so don’t worry about losing your precious Azure Lodge or any of your possessions to me. I am quite prepared to make a life for myself.”
“Natasha!” began Marcus walking toward Natasha feeling as though his legs were made of lead.
“No! No more words, I can’t stand it! I just can’t stand listening to anything you have to say to me anymore!”
“I am so sorry, I can’t tell you just how sorry I am,” whispered Marcus brokenly trying to grasp her shoulders.
“I’m sure you are!” she replied sarcastically shrugging out of his reach. Natasha stepped back and stood with her hands outstretched warning him not to come any closer. It was pointless to try to convince her any further. Maybe she was right; last night really was a fluke, just a resurgence of familiar feelings for him. Nothing he had said changed her mind and she certainly did not believe him when he said he would be willing to move here just to be with her. Knowing that he was only a bitter memory and an irritating obstacle for her, hurt more than he could ever have imagined. 
“Congratulations on your contract!” whispered Marcus softly.
With those final words Marcus walked into the bedroom collected his shirt and put it on quickly before he walked out of Natasha’s apartment and left. When the door closed, Natasha sank down to her knees on the floor and cried until she thought that her heart would explode.
 
Nothing could really describe the utter devastation Marcus was experiencing as he returned to his hotel. He just wanted to shut the door to his room and draw the curtains but that would be impossible considering that Sheldon was there.
He had played the conversation with Natasha through his mind a hundred times since he left her apartment that morning. She was already building a successful life without him. What had made him think that his offer would have been enough? With the connections he had as an international best-selling author he should have been the one to find a way to arrange a record deal for his wife. After all he personally knew about three people in the industry, including the CEO at the Emperor record label one of the largest in the US. He had met Mr. Trenton Parks at one his recent book signing tour a few months ago and they had a great conversation. He was interested in helping Marcus convert his books on audio with music and effects in the background. 
What kind of a selfish man was he really? How could he not see how miserable his wife had been and never saw that he could at least try to help her reconnect with the dreams she desired most. He began to remember again the countless times Natasha would drop a statement to him when she was watching American Idol or when he caught her singing. How blind could he be? And now he saw everything with clarity. 
He had decided that his life was on Derrien in the house on Manderley. From the day that he had first met Natasha he took her there trying to fit her into his dream, trying to make sure that he honoured the memory of his parents by deciding to live there. It was like the most precious thing he had ever received from them, something they paid for with their lives. He had never thought that he deserved this gift and he had attached himself to the land and the house as though if he left his life would end. How many times had he told Natasha that he never wanted to live in the USA again. How many times did he push away her request to even think about it? Then it was also a constant need to prove to her parents that their marriage was not a mistake and that he could take good care of her.
“Christ Marcus! What happened you look terrible? How did things go with Natasha? I noticed that you did not come in last night. I thought that meant good news,” said Sheldon as he entered the room.
“Sheldon, I failed. I failed her.”
“No way, tell me what happened,” demanded Sheldon.
“I thought that we could make it work, but I see now that I still want this whole relationship on my own terms. I’m just going to let her have the divorce.”
“What? You’re giving up?” asked Sheldon incredulously.
“A man needs to know when he needs to leave, Sheldon. Look I want to be on the first flight back to Derrien Island, let’s get packed,” he said hurriedly trying to keep his emotions from creeping into his voice.
Without another word Marcus walked over to the closet where his clothes hung and began to take the clothes off the hangers and threw them into his suitcase.
“Marcus seriously, one conversation with Natasha and you are giving up? I can’t believe this. What could she have said that was so bad?”
“Sheldon, the problem isn’t Natasha, it’s me! I am the problem and I don’t think that I am the man that she needs. Besides she made it very clear that she does not want me anymore,” he replied sadly.
“I can’t believe that I am hearing these words coming out of your mouth. You love Natasha and up until yesterday you had me convinced that things would never be over between you and now you are standing here running back to Derrien without her?” said Sheldon angrily.
“Sheldon, she signed a million dollar contract with Pacific Sun records. She is going to be an international singing star and she has no room in her life for her soon to be selfish ex-husband, Okay!” Marcus roared throwing some pants across the bed.
“Wow, really? So Lucas really did deliver then didn’t he? replied Sheldon thoughtfully. “But, Marcus I still don’t see why you are leaving and I know you don’t want to be her ex,” replied Sheldon.
“Yeah, well it is a word that I am beginning to see will soon apply to me. I knew how she felt all these years about the opportunity that she missed out on and I never encouraged her to go forward and try again. I wanted her all to myself, I wanted to keep working at the restaurant and I wanted to live in Manderley and I wanted to impress her parents that I could give her a better life than they ever could.”
“But you do have a wonderful life on Derrien, Marcus and there is nothing wrong with wanting the best for your wife,” argued Sheldon. 
“That’s just it! It’s the way I want my life, those are my choices, those are the things I wanted, not hers! Natasha gave up her dreams to be with me and I never showed her that I recognized her sacrifice. I think that it is time that I get out of her way and let her live the life she wants to live. I need to let her go!”
Sheldon was about to respond but Marcus stopped him.
“Please, don’t say anything more. I know that you came out here to support me and you have really been a good friend but I am leaving today,” said Marcus with a tone of finality and with that he continued packing his bags. His mission here was over and it was an abysmal failure.
 



Chapter 11
 
Four months later
“Move closer to him Natasha, he won’t bite you!” shouted the director on the set of Natasha’s music video. The record label was filming her first single “Fire Heart” today and it was not going very well at all.
Natasha steeled herself inside against the frustration that was beginning to surface once again. It had been four months since she signed the contract and she was on her way to building her image and her brand. She knew that she had little to no artistic control over her music videos but this was ridiculous. Here she was clad in nothing but a tiny fire red bikini with her arms and legs wrapped around a tall muscular Adonis who seemed to be of Greek descent. Any woman would probably have relished the idea of being this close to such an attractive and sexy model but she shuddered inside every time she touched him. 
The other stars made this look so easy but it was anything but that. She would have to take on an entirely new personality just to make this believable especially with the close up shots. Lately, she was really thinking over her rash decision to sign her contract knowing that they wanted to portray her as this overtly sexy character. 
“Come on love, he’s right, I won’t bite you at least not on this set! We can arrange something for later though,” whispered the model stroking her leg suggestively.
“That’s it, I need a break  Graham, I’m sorry, I can’t do this right now, said Natasha disentangling herself quickly and grabbing her robe and tying it tightly around her waist before going to her seat and gulping large mouthfuls of water. Being harassed, being touched by that man as though she was some kind of low class slut was more than she could take right now!
There was silence on the set as everyone stared at her with their mouths open. No one walked off a Graham Chaucer set without being instructed to do so. Not if they wanted to have a career at least! She knew she was walking a thin line right now and the label was already threatening to cancel the contract if she didn’t finalize her divorce and step into the image they were creating to market her as an artist. It was moments like that and like now when she felt even more powerless than she did back on Derrien. She had no say, in fact by signing that contract she was now owned by Pacific Sun and they meant to collect on their investment. She was to become the newest sexy young single artist who would make men salivate and women wish they were her.  She had a complete makeover from her new hair extensions, to the smoky tones her makeup artist like her to wear in public to the daring and revealing outfits she was expected to wear. She wanted to sing, not to sell her soul. She was a pastor’s kid for goodness sakes, her parents and not to mention all her friends and family back on Derrien would be shocked at what she was being asked to do.
She could feel the heat of Graham’s eyes boring into the side of her face and she flinched when he shouted,
“Clear this set now!”
Hoping he meant everyone including her, Natasha started to stand up to leave as well but was abruptly stopped by Graham’ s harsh tone as he addressed her roughly.
“Not you miss superstar wannabe; you sit your pretty little behind down in that chair!”
Natasha looked up at Graham then as he barrelled toward her with his expression as black as a thunderhead. The other workers on the set scurried out of his way because according to the stories she’d heard before, when he lost his temper the fits were no less than legendary. It looked like today she was about to find out all about it first-hand.
“Who the hell do you think you are princess?” he seethed.
“I..,” began Natasha trying to find an appropriate response but Graham cut her off.
“In case, you did not know it yet, you are on a Graham Chaucer music project. Some of the biggest artists in the music industry wish they could contract me for one of their projects and simply can’t. Your boss, my good friend, called in a favour to get me to direct your first video because he believed you were the next big thing, but since I‘ve met you all I’ve seen is a spoilt, unimaginative, uncooperative liability to Pacific Sun. Yes, you can sing but in this industry singing is second to your ability to perform and to sell who you are. You my dear are a voice with nothing else to offer and if you think I am going to take your lack of ability to follow my directions lightly you can think again. You have one last chance to impress me because I don’t come cheap and right now being here directing the likes of you, is insulting to my skill and a waste of my time. Get back on that set right now or I will bury your career so far underground that not even the most determined miner will be able to find it. I will finish you before you are even started, do you hear me?” he roared as the veins bulged in his neck and forehead and drops of saliva spewed from his mouth as he ranted.
Natasha shrank back in her chair as she received this verbal assault. Nothing that she’d ever experienced in her life compared to this abuse.  She couldn’t leave because she signed a contract and also leaving would be an admission of defeat. It wouldn’t just be for her but for everyone who knew her and the lengths she took just to be here.  As Graham continued to order her back onto the set, the embarrassment and shame at being berated like this in public spilled over as tears flowed from her eyes now smudging her makeup. Great, now she would have to be made over and the makeup artist was already high strung and very sensitive about his work. She just wanted to go back to her apartment and crawl under the sheets and hide. It did not make things any better now that she was missing Marcus and her home and family every day with every fibre of her being. She felt so alone and so helpless right now!
“Jannes, come and fix this makeup! I swear she is going to cause me to have a stroke today!” shouted Graham into the wings of the set where the other employees were obviously waiting shrouded in the shadows!
“Get up and go to makeup, you have ten minutes to look presentable and when you return to set, I want to see a woman deeply in love with her man, who can’t get enough of him. I want to see passion and life and a major attitude adjustment!” he said before stalking off muttering to himself. 
Natasha stood up woodenly and went over to sit in the makeup chair struggling to get her emotions under control. Jannes appeared by her side and unlike earlier, his expression was now one of sympathy. He took out his tools and dried her face with a tissue. 
“Can I offer you some advice?” he asked.
“Right now, I could use some helpful advice!” replied Natasha tearfully.
“I’ve been doing makeup for record label video shoots for about seven years now and I have seen and heard a lot in that time. I can see that you are struggling to get into your role and it is hard for many artists as well but unfortunately it is what makes you or breaks you in this industry. If people don’t believe the chemistry in the video, you won’t sell music,”
“I’m trying my best!” said Natasha defensively.
“Well, it’s not good enough, not for Graham and believe it or not he has the power to blackball you with one negative reference. He also has the power to launch your career into the stratosphere if you play your cards right. This is about acting, performing and pretending. None of it is real, but the people that watch you want to believe that it is. You are selling a story not your voice. You need to find a memory of someone you loved or were attracted to and focus on that. Pretend the model is that person and put on the show of your life!” said Jannes now retouching the colour around her eyes.
There was only one person who fit that bill right now and she was expected to divorce him. Despite all that happened between them she had no difficulty conjuring up his face in her mind or the memories of them making love or spending time together. Their last encounter in her apartment was surely engraved into her mind; the many times she replayed it longingly wishing things could have been different. But Jannes had a point; she could either give up now and make it all worthless or find someone to focus on.
“Okay, everyone back on set, we will be starting again from the scene where Natasha is clinging to Justin,” shouted Graham from his director’s chair across the set. 
“Its show time, so let us see what you’ve got!” said Jannes.
She had to do this; she had to make this convincing! This would not be over before she had the opportunity to start. So as she walked back over she began to recall a time early in her marriage when she decided to surprise Marcus one afternoon when he got home from work for his birthday! They had been married for just three years by then and she’d bought a brand new red lingerie set which looked a lot like the red bikini she was wearing in this scene. 
So that was the name of the model, Justin huh? He was wearing a triumphant leer as she approached him for the recording and she steeled herself inside and replaced his face immediately with Marcus’.  She recalled then how stunned he was when he walked in to find her leaning against the pillars which flanked the foyer of their new home and he dropped his keys as the door closed behind him. She walked toward him slowly and the soft click of her stilettos on the floor were the only sound as he stood there not moving a muscle but his eyes drank in everything he was seeing hungrily. Yes, she had to cling to him then because the foyer was as far as she got before he had her pressed against the walls with her legs wrapped intimately around his waist as he slaked his thirst for her with reckless abandon. At the time she vowed to herself that Marcus was the only man that she would ever want to hold her in that way in her lifetime!  In the last year somehow she had convinced herself that was not true anymore but here she was now trying to save her career and the only person she could even conceive of imagining was him. 
Keeping her mind firmly on the memory Natasha assumed the earlier pose and when the music began she allowed herself to be transported away from the set and back to her life on Derrien Island.
Justin swung her around and dipped her low and she recalled how Marcus did the same to her one evening as they laughed and joked about an episode of Dancing with the Stars and what it would be like if they entered as a couple. They’d just done their own version of the tango before Marcus dipped her low before trailing a line of soft butterfly kisses from her cleavage up and along her throat before nibbling on her earlobes. She’d thrown back her head even more to grant him more access just as she did now on the set.
At the end of the recording for the day, Natasha finally stumbled back to her dressing room and changed quickly, called for her car and returned to her apartment. After closing the door behind her sank to the floor and cried. What had she done? Just that morning she finally sent off the divorce papers and irony decided to play its game to full force today! It was the same day she needed her husband to save her career.
 
Marcus’ hand connected with the ball with a loud thud before sending it flying back across the volleyball net. Okay so he hit the ball with a lot more fury and force than was necessary but he had to get the tension out of his body. It had been four months now and he still wasn’t functioning and had in the final two months given over a lot more responsibilities to his management team. Losing Natasha was eating him up inside and nothing he, Sheldon or anyone could say was making the hurt and anger dissipate. So, the best thing was to take it out on the ball and on the courts. Strangely, his singular focus to try steel himself in preparation for the arrival of the divorce papers made him even better at the game and his sports club even won the last beach volleyball tournament which ended last month. 
“Hey man, I know we are here to win but we can only do so if the ball stays intact,” joked Sheldon lightly punching him in the arm as they rotated positions.
Marcus regarded his friend silently as he moved on to take up his position again. He knew that he was attracting the attention of a group of females who had gathered to cheer on his team and two of them even winked suggestively at him. Concealing a dry mirthless laugh, he returned his attention to the game knowing that his interest in women was at an all time zero right now. He only wanted one woman, Natasha, and she was the only one who didn’t want him back.
The ball came toward him again and he jumped and pummelled it back over the net to the delight and cheers of his fans. The game would soon be over and knowing this Marcus felt a twinge of regret. In fact, he always did of late! Volleyball had become his drug of choice, his distraction. At least he didn’t smoke or drink and he placated himself with the thought that at least it was a healthy drug. But when it was all over and he had to leave, it was the same feeling of emptiness that greeted him when he returned to his home in Manderley. 
Today was also Lucinda’s deadline for him to present evidence that he and Natasha would reunite so that he would be able to buy her restaurant. In their last conversation she indicated that the Italian couple were only waiting on her to call them to let them know if they could fly in next week to finalize the purchase. Even if he and Natasha never reconciled he still wanted that restaurant. So many wonderful memories were created there and he was more than a little angry with Lucinda for trying to force his hand in this way. He’d run out of arguments trying to convince her to see things his way. He tried arguing that by selling it to strangers she couldn’t be sure of how they would preserve her legacy, but if she sold it to him that would be assured. She stubbornly insisted that she would only sell to a couple who were in love.
It didn’t help matters either that Sheldon did not let up on telling him that he gave up too easily in the first month after they returned. That he should have stayed and fought no matter what argument Natasha put up! Those were easy words for someone who was not standing in his shoes. But, he decided to try one more time but this time he chose a more indirect approach to get her to see that he was apologizing and that he wanted them to talk about their relationship, to work things out. He mailed his offering to her last night. It would be his final attempt at any form of reconciliation between them. He just couldn’t keep laying his heart on the line to be trampled again and again.
The ball came toward him again and this time he dived low to save it by bumping it back up into the air to one of his teammates. Sand flew around him covering his sweat glistened body with a layer of coarse grains. He just lay there on his back refusing this time to get back up. The sound of cheering and the hoots of celebration around him signalled the end of the match. The save was enough! He’d managed again to save the match, so why couldn’t he save his marriage? Why were divorce papers sitting on his kitchen counter right that moment? Once again he was reaching out and Natasha was pushing him away.
“Great game Marcus, that dive was off the charts!” shouted Sheldon as he jogged toward him and offered him a hand up!
Marcus looked up at him unmoving, feeling limp knowing that all the fight had gone out of his body!
“Hey man, come on you did great, let’s go and celebrate with the rest of the team. Zach is buying and you know that doesn’t happen too often!” Sheldon joked outwardly hiding his concern at the empty blank look in his friend’s eyes. He looked like the other team should be feeling right now. He looked as though he was the one who lost the match.
“You go on without me, I’m going to take a swim and then I have an important business meeting later,” said Marcus finally sitting up, pulling up his knees and resting his forearms on them.
“I can wait with you if you need to talk!”
“Nah, I don’t want to talk, besides you have talked my ear off more in the last few months than any man could bear in ten lifetimes,” replied Marcus trying to soften his statement with a wry smirk.
“You do know by now that you can’t get rid of me that easily?” asked Sheldon folding his tall frame down until he was seated beside his friend.
“A guy can try can’t he?”
“So, today’s the day you meet with Luce?” asked Sheldon intuitively, while ignoring Marcus’ barbed attempts at putting him off.
“Yeah, it’s my deadline!”
“Well if you want me to detain the DiMinoglio’s at the airport when they arrive, you only need say the word you know!” joked Sheldon jabbing Marcus lightly in the ribs.
“That seems like my only option now to delay this!” replied Marcus with a serious expression.
“Hey, you do know I’m joking about that though!” retorted Sheldon quickly. There was no telling what Marcus thought was serious when he was in this frame of mind. “I am sure that Lucinda wants to sell you her restaurant and she is only doing this in the hope that you and Natasha would work things out!”
“It’s not fair Sheldon, Natasha is the one who left and she is the one holding the cards here too,” Marcus seethed.
“I’m telling you Luce is not going to sell, trust me! I bet she will come up with some other excuse to try and buy you guys some more time again!”
“I hear you but I am not so convinced anymore, besides how can time stop the fact now that Natasha has finally filed for the divorce?” asked Marcus grimly throwing a fistful of sand a few feet in front of him!”
“When?” asked Sheldon snapping his head around now with understanding at Marcus’ foul mood.
“They came last night, by international courier! The rush service no doubt,” he said bitterly.
“Natasha must be crazy or determined to wreck everything that is good in her life!” exclaimed Sheldon angrily. Natasha was his friend too but this situation was wearing thin on him too. He’d looked up to Marcus and Natasha for years quietly hoping that one day he could find someone to love just as much as they loved each other. That dream was rapidly fading and was being replaced by a cynicism and distrust of women that he did not like at all.
“Is this ringing, drawstring bag yours Marcus?” asked Sean one of their teammates as he held out a bag to him.
“Yeah, it is! Thanks!” replied Marcus taking it from him. He rummaged inside and realized he had four missed calls from Lucinda! What was the huge rush that she needed to call him four times?
“Sheldon, I have to make a call, I’ll catch up with you later!” said Marcus rising to his feet. “I am going to skip on that swim today too!”
Sheldon got up quickly with him and matched his long strides as they made their way to the parking lot. 
“If I don’t hear you by six, this evening I am coming up to Azure Lodge to find you!” warned Sheldon as he tapped on the roof of the SUV after Marcus got in!
“What would I do if I didn’t have a friend like you?”
“Too bad you’ll never have to find out!” said Sheldon smirking.
Marcus pulled out of the parking lot and drove home. He took a shower and grabbed something to eat quickly all the while ignoring the papers on the counter. He refused to reply to Lucinda’s calls preferring to talk to her face to face instead. 
It was a fifteen minute drive to Lucinda’s and already the lunch crowd was beginning to arrive. This restaurant though set out in the countryside was more popular than many located near the city and the oceanfront. It was more than a dream investment.
Once inside he was escorted to Lucinda’s office by the host on duty. Lucinda had given up doing most of the cooking as her arthritis worsened over the years and now supervised and trained specially chosen staff to cook her highly coveted recipes.
“Come in Marcus, did you get my calls earlier?” she asked without waiting for him to sit down.
“Yes, I did but not until the fourth one. I decided to speak to you in person!”
“I see, well the reason I was calling you was to let you know that the DiMinoglio’s will be here tonight instead of next week as planned. They are very eager about the sale and they want to have dinner here tonight and spend some time on the island sightseeing before the meeting next week.”
“But I thought the meeting wasn’t finalized. You said you would call them today.”
“I know and I didn’t call them. They called me! Look Marcus I want you to be the one to have this place...” she began.
“So why all these games then Lucinda? Don’t you think that if I could have gotten Natasha back here without kidnapping her and breaking the law that I wouldn’t have by now? She doesn’t want this marriage anymore. Don’t take that out on me! I know what it takes to run a successful restaurant and this one means more to me than all of the others I own! The DiMinoglio’s could never be as invested in this as I am,” he declared.
“Well, it is the fact that I know that, which caused me to call you today! I wanted to propose something to you that could satisfy both you and the DiMinoglio’s,” said Lucinda.
“What do you propose this time around?”
“I know that your restaurants are a success because you made them so with all your hard work and creative insight. The DiMinoglio’s want this place but they want to live on Derrien Island even more. 
Don’t be upset and hear me out first, okay?”
“Okay, I’ll listen,” replied Marcus.
“What if you sold Sands to them instead?” she began. 
At first Marcus was about to protest but he stopped himself and thought about it quietly as he promised.
“This would allow them to get a great restaurant and you will be able to have Lucinda’s without any opposition. I never planned to sell this place to them anyway, but I never imagined that Natasha would hold out this long either in her decision to end your marriage. I know this is a strange and unexpected proposal, but both you and I know that Sands is the most troubling restaurant for you right now. You are hardly ever there because it is where Natasha worked and it was where she quit. I also know that you have been placing more effort into building the Shores brand especially with the Sunday family buffet and all the other activities. The DiMinoglio’s are looking to establish an Italian themed place including a dinner menu and they can’t do that as easily here practically in the mountains. But your restaurant will allow them to have that.  I want you to dine with them tonight and discuss the details. What do you think?”
Marcus could scarcely breathe, at last for the first time in months something was going in his favour. She was right; ever since Natasha stopped working at Sands he avoided being there as much as possible. 
“Sold,” he replied.
 
 


Chapter 12
 
 “You did the right thing Natasha by sending Marcus those divorce papers this week. It really was the best thing you could have done to make sure you are at your best,” replied Lucas tapping his fingers impatiently on the desk. Natasha had called him on the phone to let him know that she would be out of town for the next three days in Burbank, California. He was so close to having her finally free of her marriage and here she was once again having doubts. He swallowed a groan of frustration at what her wavering was doing to him mentally.
“Lucas, I know you explained that it would be best for me to get it over with before the album launch to avoid any contract problems or negative publicity that would be caused if he contested it but I don’t think he will. Marcus is not the type of person who would want to cause me any public shame. I would have preferred to speak to him first before those papers arrive in the mail,” replied Natasha.
This was one of the problems Lucas faced by saying he would be her friend. He had to listen to her frequent references to her life on Derrien Island when she was with Marcus and to see how her eyes would still light up when she said his name or recalled something memorable that they did. He had thought that by now she would be getting over him and looking toward starting a new relationship with him. But instead Marcus remained an invisible force keeping them apart. 
Convincing her to go ahead and start the divorce proceedings had not been easy. He could not advise her from the angle of a jealous want to be lover so he used the business and publicity angles which were going to be very important as she launched her career worldwide. Some might say that it was an underhanded move but Natasha had grown to trust his advice and all was fair in love and war, not to mention business.
“Natasha, I think Marcus is just as ready as you are to take your relationship out of the state of limbo that it has been in for these few months. He hasn’t called you or tried to contact you in any way since he visited you four months ago,” Lucas pointed out.
“I know, but I just think that this approach was too cold and impersonal after all the years I have known him. This whole situation is really depressing me.”
Lucas could hear that Natasha’s resolve to end her marriage permanently was wavering by the day and he was beginning to run out of reasons why she shouldn’t call Marcus, and to let him be the one to call her. 
“Look if you don’t leave your place soon you will get caught in traffic and miss your flight and I know that you don’t want that to happen,” Lucas warned. 
“Oh no, you are right it is getting late. I will give you a call to let you know that I made it safely okay!” she replied before hanging up quickly.
Natasha made the last minute checks to make sure that her home was secure before turning off the lights. She was on her way to tape an interview with none other than one of TV’s most popular talk show hosts, Ellen. Her first two singles had done extremely well and now she was a two months away from releasing her first album. Her life was completely different now. It was a whirlwind of publicity events planned by her team, hours spent in the studio recording her new album, singing and shooting music videos. But the long sleepless nights had been all been worth it when she listened to the music she was currently recording. She could scarcely believe that she was listening to her own voice sometimes.
Her public life was extremely fast-paced, meeting all those celebrities, enjoying the high fashion and finally doing something she loved. The only thing that she wanted less of was her managers trying to portray her as some kind of sex symbol. More than once they had a few clashes on the set about what she was willing to do and sometimes she found the terms of her contract being thrown in her face. She had signed away full artistic final decisions to the record label. So some of the themes and clothing she’d worn on the video left her feeling bare and exposed to the world. That part was not what she wanted at all. Pushing those thoughts to the back of her mind she got ready to leave.
As she was about to do so, her door bell rang. Checking the video monitor she saw a delivery man with a small yellow envelope in his hand looking upward at the camera. She decided that she would sign for whatever it was on her way out in order to be downstairs in time to meet her transportation at the curb. She told him to wait and that she would open the door shortly. When she opened the door, the man asked,
“Delivery for Natasha Nicholls?” and extended to her a package and clipboard.
She signed for the package quickly and rolled her suitcase out of the complex and into the town car waiting for her at the curb. Once seated, she allowed herself to check the package in her hands. Ripping open the envelope a letter and a book fell into her lap. Natasha picked up the book and looked at the cover and saw that it was a copy of Marcus’ latest novel, “Hard Decisions”. Ever since he had last visited her, they had not communicated with each other much at all. She wanted to call him so many times during the last four months to see how he was doing, to hear his voice and just to connect. She missed him so much and that was the part of this entire experience that she wished desperately that she could change. But she had already said so many unthinkable things to him and committed herself to her contract and to her career. She had already pushed him away!
It was funny how getting what she thought she wanted opened her eyes to the fact that she’d seen her life through a tinted lens before. The more she thought back to her previous life, she realized that Marcus had been more than good to her. He had even in the last year suggested that she need not work anymore at the school because he could more than afford to support them and she could just focus on singing at Sands. But the words of her parents and her own ambitions caused her to lash out at his gesture instead of seeing it for what it really was. 
He loved her then and she messed that up forever. That realization had become harder to accept than she thought. He deserved to be free to start a new life again with someone who could appreciate all he had to offer them. 
It was all so clear now that her world had become so much larger and so much more impersonal. Finding someone to connect with and to trust was very hard, especially in this industry where it was easy to be taken advantage of. She was sure that after their last conversation that he had moved on with his life by now. After all he was a very attractive and successful man. That thought twisted her gut in knots!
“Natasha, there really is no point going over this now, you made your decision and you are going to have to live with it,” she whispered to herself softly.
Opening the front of the novel she read the dedication page and gasped in surprise. It read, 
‘To Natasha, you are still the love of my life and my heart is forever tied to yours!’ 
The book fell to her lap and the front page closed slowly, as Natasha stared at it like a hot potato. After all these months Marcus still loved her? After all she’d said to him? How could that be? Natasha stared at those words incredulously. She did not dare hope that they could be true. Shaking with disbelief, she checked the publication date and confirmed that it was his most current book which meant he’d published it since he was last here in Georgia and they had the fight that reduced her to a puddle of tears and depression for a whole week.  
Being alone these past few months and thinking back on Marcus’ last words to her about his willingness to relocate and even his generous gift of Lucinda’s, she often wondered if she had not been too hasty in telling him to leave.  As much as she prized her success she was realizing that she loved Marcus a lot more than she realized and that truth caused her to become more and more agitated as the months passed without him. The truth was that it was driving her crazy and was causing her to lose focus during studio recording time or more than one occasion. Nothing was more telling than her recently concluded recording session with Graham Chaucer for “Fire Heart”. Only after she fantasized about Marcus to complete her shoot did he muster a grudging nod in her direction at the end of the project as his sign that she’d done well to redeem herself. By all reports even that nod was a stretch for him so she was still counting her blessings that the rug hadn’t been pulled out from beneath her as yet.
Lucas kept looking out for her by suggesting and reminding her that she needed to bring closure to her marriage in order to regain her focus and to produce her best work and keep her contract. Sure she had managed to record her songs in fine voice but more and more she knew that the things she said and did to force Marcus to let her go would have driven any sane man away by now. 
Suddenly remembering that there was also an envelope inside the package, she drew it out and opened it. As soon as the flap was raised she could see the cursive imprint of Marcus’ handwriting. 
“Natasha my love,
These words simply cannot express how much I miss you and how empty my life feels without you here. I know you made your decision very clear to me so I will continue to respect your request for space while you pursue your career. 
I want to say that it was never my intention to stand in the way of you fulfilling your dreams. I just wanted to love you and give you a quality of life I thought you deserved. I never wanted you to have to worry about working. But I know you were trying to keep the peace with your parents by not becoming dependent on me. I realize that my chance of having you as my wife may be over but I cannot get you out of my mind or my heart. 
I don’t want to either. 
That may seem like a stubborn or even foolish position to take but it is the only one I can live with. I have dedicated my latest novel ‘Hard Decisions’ to you. I want you to read it because we are the hero and the heroine and it is a story of all I would have done differently had I only known how to make you happy. You will forever be the one my heart loves.
Marcus.”
Natasha was broken and in tears by the time she reached the end of the letter. She felt so awful because she had tried to take her happiness at her husband’s expense. Where she was unfaithful he remained faithful. Yes, she had her dream of singing and being recognized for something other than as Marcus’ wife but more and more she wished she could at least have that honour once again, if only for a moment. 
She had finally got the life she dreamed about but cast aside the man she always wanted to share it with in the process and she had no one else to blame but herself. The terrible thing was that she was not even enjoying the experience like she thought she would. Life was not just about achievements but about relationships and now that she had disconnected from so many of the one’s that mattered to her, just for a dream, she was now battling feelings of regret.
“Miss, we are here at the airport,” said her driver before getting out and opening her door.
Natasha knew that she probably looked like a wreck and frankly she didn’t care. The irony of the situation suddenly occurred to her. She’d just sent off the divorce papers to Marcus’ while he’d had been sending this profession of love to her. This would surely be the last straw that Marcus’ could possibly take. It would be ridiculous if he did sign them considering that she was yet to sign her copy too. What was she going to do? She was scheduled to appear on TV tomorrow in the biggest interview of her career to date and her life was in total shambles all around her.
Taking out her cell phone, she made a call before she could even think through all that it would mean. A voice answered the call after just two rings.
“Lucas? I really need a friend right now.”
 
Burbank, California
 “And now we have here with us the newest singing sensation capturing the hearts of music lovers all over the country, Natasha! Give her a warm welcome everybody!” said Ellen enthusiastically.
Natasha walked out onto the stage amidst thunderous applause. Her single “Fire Heart” had gone straight to the top of the billboard charts and had held that position for the past three weeks. Her second song ‘Jewels’ was also popular and was currently trending at number 8 on the charts. As she waved to the audience she felt a bittersweet mixture of happiness and hard-fought accomplishment. Being featured on this show was a major achievement especially for someone so new in the music industry. This was exposure and publicity that could launch her career to another dimension. 
Despite knowing this, live TV was the last place Natasha wanted to be right now but she had to face the world with a smile on her face nonetheless. Outside she dressed the part and had been coached on how to be a star but inside she felt like a fraud. Although she finally had her ‘dream life’, it felt incomplete and she knew why. Taking several deep slow breaths Natasha tried to calm her nerves for the start of the interview and hoped her voice would sound clear and steady.
 
 



Chapter 13
 
Marcus knew that he should be writing feverishly to meet the deadline for the editorial team the next day. But that was futile when one spent the day checking the clock constantly, seeing every hour pass with dead slowness. Natasha’s interview on The Ellen Show was broadcasting that evening. The advertisements were on for a few days and he knew that he could not miss it. It would be the first time he’d seen her since the Georgia trip. 
He was in much better spirits ever since meeting the DiMinoglio’s and since then they’d visited Sands and agreed to the change in purchase agreement. They were simply astounded by the beauty of the sunset there and the way the lighting cast a warm setting that perfect for lovers; a setting that he could not bear to be in anymore without Natasha. They were even romantics at heart and wanted him to have Lucinda’s even if it was just for the memories.
And memories it would probably be too! He was doing a poor job concentrating anyway, considering that his mind was stuck on the fact that there were divorce papers still sitting on the counter in the kitchen waiting for him to sign them. It had been almost a week since he’d received them and he refused to even touch them or read them again since that first night.
When Natasha had taken so long to send the papers he’d hoped that she was reconsidering her decision so he took the chance to send her the book and letter, but every day the presence of those papers meant that his worst fears were realized. She still wanted the divorce and true to her word Natasha wanted nothing from him. Any hope for Natasha wanting to try again was rapidly fading from his mind. She hadn’t even called and he was sure that she’d received his gift by now. His heart was telling him to give her a few more days before he signed the papers and made it official, even though the facts were the same as before.
Finally the show began and from the moment Natasha walked on to the set everything else in the room had faded to the back of Marcus’ consciousness. 
 “So Natasha you are taking the music industry by storm and you have some of the stars pretty worried that they are becoming has-been’s!  Your fans know very little about who you really are, and about your private life. Where are you from?” Ellen asked.
“I am from the most beautiful island in the Caribbean, Derrien Island!” she replied with a smile. She told Ellen some more about her island home and about the culture there.
 “That sounds beautiful; I am going to put it on my 2013 travel bucket list for sure. So, is there anyone special in your life right now?”asked Ellen unabashedly prying into Natasha’s private life.
Natasha blinked rapidly and laughed nervously realizing that the moment of relaxation was short-lived.  She quickly composed herself as she tried to think of an answer to her very direct line of questioning.
“Wow, you sure do get to the point Ellen!” she replied stalling for time.
“Yeah, that’s me, going straight for the jugular. Besides I am sure that there are thousands of guys out there right now wondering if they have even a small chance of getting a date with you.”
Natasha laughed at her boldness and did not respond immediately.
“Hey audience!” said Ellen standing up and raising her arms and pumping up the vibe of the crowd while the DJ played a few lines from ‘Fire Heart’ her hit single.
“My heart is on fire, my heart is on fire for you...”
“Don’t you guys want to know?” asked Ellen to the audience as she danced across the stage.
The crowd responded with a resounding “Yes!” amid catcalls and exuberant whistles.
Natasha’s eyes fell to her hands folded on her lap before raising them once again to look at her adoring fans and responding to the question. 
 “Yes, there was someone I loved very much, but we aren’t together anymore!” she replied.
Marcus watched as she spoke while playing with the violet teardrop jewel that hung from her left ear. It had always been his secret way of knowing when Natasha was lying about something. When she stretched the truth a little or felt insecure she tended to play with her left ear. The last time he saw her do it they were in her apartment in Georgia while she was trying to convince him that she wanted to end their relationship for good.
“You do know that with this song “Fire Heart” that your fans see you as a passionate woman, a new sex symbol and a definite catch? Does this mean all the eligible bachelors out there should know that you are available?” asked Ellen in her usual jovial way.
Marcus held his breath half wanting to hear her answer and half wishing the TV would somehow implode on itself. Instead, he closed his eyes and waited for her response. He felt like a condemned man lying beneath the guillotine waiting for the final chop. 
Natasha was to become a sex symbol for millions of men around the world? Couldn’t Lucas have helped to arrange a better branding for her? He knew how these contracts worked behind the scenes. Natasha would be Pacific Sun’s puppet and they would do all they could with her publicity and brand image for the impact that brought in the most money. He shook his head and groaned inwardly.
Natasha swallowed deeply at her discomfort with this question and steeled her expression so that she still appeared relaxed and playful.  She chose to answer the first part of Ellen’s question in an attempt to avoid responding to the latter.
“Well Ellen you could say that I am a passionate woman. I am passionate about singing and I am passionate about love songs. I think that there is something so deeply elemental about feeling really free in how we express ourselves to that special someone and I am hoping that my music will not only be entertaining but will help other couples heal,” she replied diplomatically.
Undeterred by her answer Ellen continued to press with her pointed questions.
“Yes, I can really see that expression in your work, but what we all want to know is who inspires you to perform these songs with such sexy appeal.”
“I really don’t want to call his name on TV because although my life is really public right now, I want to respect his privacy,” replied Natasha silently praying that Ellen would get the hint.
“Ok ok. I won’t press you anymore to give up his name but know that your fans are curious and so am I. Now your first album is set for release in stores in about a month’s time and I have planned a special surprise for our audience,” said Ellen.
Oh boy, Ellen was legendary for her games and pranks and she figured that she would have to be a good sport long before this interview was over. 
“Should I be worried?” Natasha asked with a nervous laugh.
“You tell me, we got a sneak peak at your new video for “Fire Heart” and today we will be releasing it to our viewers as well and launching a snippet of the title track for your first album ‘Brave’! By the way that was one hot video!” Ellen exclaimed while leaning in toward her in a conspirational tone.
Natasha cringed inwardly as she remembered just how much she hated shooting that video. It wasn’t something she was proud of but as the label kept pointing out, they were into making money and nothing sold more than sex.
Marcus swore and punched the armrest on the chair before standing and pacing back and forth in front of the television. 
Struggling now to maintain her diplomacy, Natasha plastered a smile on her face and covered her groan with a laugh.
“Wow, not even I have seen the final cut but I am sure that it is wonderful and I hope all my fans enjoy it, “
“I heard you even worked with the great Graham Chaucer, that is a feat not even realized by some of the stars that have been around much longer. How do you feel so far about how much you have accomplished?” asked Ellen.
“I know that I am pretty lucky to have had as much success as I’ve had so far. I am so grateful to so many people who have worked night and day to push this album through. Before I say anything else I want to thank Mr. Calderon and the team at Pacific Sun records, Mr. Chaucer, the many new friends I’ve made here who kept me encouraged. But, most of all I want to thank my good friend Lucas Johnson. I never would have been able to do any of this without his support,” she said finally all the while tugging on her earring.
At the mention of Lucas name, Marcus sensed the last bits of hope ebb slowly from his body. It should have been him supporting her through what was the biggest moment of her life but instead he was back on Derrien Island living alone in an empty house that felt more like a mausoleum now that Nat was no longer here. He never enjoyed the views or the fancy decor that he had once loved. This empty shell of a home mirrored the empty shell he felt he had become. Not even his job or his writing appealed that much to him anymore, it was as though Natasha was his muse and he never knew it or appreciated it until now that it was too late. It all seemed so unfair!
“Great, so tell us some more about your upcoming album launch! You must be very excited about it!”
“Well, as you know my first album is called “Brave” and I wrote the title track”, she continued, pausing as the audience cheered, clapped and whistled in support. “
“It’s all about having the courage to let go and just be who you are. My producer always tells me this, ‘that the future filled with success is not meant for the timid’ and he is always encouraging me to stretch and to go beyond my comfort zones. Sometimes it’s hard but I guess it goes with the territory,” said Natasha. Inwardly, it felt more like she was selling her soul, not stretching her talents.
The studio audience continued to cheer in excitement as Natasha breathed a sigh of relief that the attention was finally off of her extremely complicated, yet non-existent love life. She was lying again, but didn’t they tell her this life was about pretending and projecting an image? The thought of it made her feel sick to her stomach.
“Well audience, you heard it, you are in for a treat from the hottest rising star in the R&B world. Here is the title track from Natasha’s new album ‘Brave’ set for worldwide release in one month’s time, are you excited?” asked Ellen now standing and Natasha joined her as the first strains of the music filtered out from the speakers in the studio. 
The song began as the sound of a full string orchestra began playing backed by an earthy sound of conga drums. The audience began to clap along and dance in their rows as the cameras panned the room.  It was filled with joy and excitement!
Marcus watched the screen unblinkingly. Gone was the woman who used to live here with him on Derrien. Today she was a self-assured, radiant, talented, bold and extremely desirable as she swayed to the music and her long hair flowed around her shoulders shining and reflecting the stage lighting.  Everything about her radiated life and energy.
Suddenly his phone rang breaking the hypnotic trance he had slipped into while watching his wife. He leaned forward absent-mindedly and picked up the phone that lay on the coffee table in front of him.
“Hello,” he drawled into the receiver as he sat once again.
“Hey Marcus, are you watching Natasha’s interview right now on channel 56?” asked Sheldon.
“Yeah I am!” came the flat response.
“What do you think about what she just said?”
“Like what, she said quite a lot on the show,” replied Marcus knowing exactly what Sheldon was implying but was unwilling to talk about it.
“Marcus I thought you would be feeling a bit more excited than this after what she said!” said Sheldon.
“Sheldon, I am not sure that we were watching the same interview but I am happy for her success, she looks great and this song is going to take her right to the top”, said Marcus dryly.
“Ok, yes the song is great and all but I am referring to the fact that she just she lied on national TV when she said things were over with the mystery man she loved and then later only referred to Lucas as her friend, M-a-r-c-u-s”, said Sheldon taking extra care to overstress the pronunciation of his name at the end.
“Sheldon, she said it was over and I have the divorce papers here sitting on my dining room table to prove it. So, I am sorry to bust your theory wide open once again. Natasha has moved on and I am not welcome in this new phase of her life,” came the morose reply.
“Oh, I actually forgot about that. Sorry bro,” said Sheldon, his voice losing much of the excitement it had before. 
“Not more sorry than me, not more than me!” replied Marcus. You know what, I don’t think I will contest the divorce. She has not asked for anything although I wished she would. It would at least give me an excuse to talk to her. But that is impossible now I’m sure with her hectic schedule and all. She has made a clean break to live on her own terms,” said Marcus.
“Man, I cannot imagine what you must be going through right now but if you want to go and knock off some steam down at the beach, give me a call, okay?” asked Sheldon with concern.
“Thanks but no thanks, the last thing that I want to do now is play volleyball,” replied Marcus.
“Look Marcus, I can’t tell you how to live your life but ever since we got back from Georgia you have been either like a zombie or pushing yourself over the top. I know you are upset about your marriage but don’t push away all of your friends too!” cautioned Sheldon.
Marcus unable to listen anymore to people concerned about him leapt to his feet in frustration and began to pace the floor in front of the TV once more.
“What does everyone expect from me? If it is not you telling me I have a chance where none exists, its Lucinda and now lately even the DiMinoglio’s have been bothering me too,” said Marcus in an irritated tone.
Sheldon could hear that Marcus was nearing a breaking point decided to back off realizing that his friend needed his support more and his advice less at this point.
“Okay Marcus, look we all just want you to find some peace and see our old friend again, that’s all. I know this is a really rough time for you,” 
“Sheldon, I think that old friend is gone, because he was the one couldn’t save his marriage. I don’t want to see him ever again, and if I do it won’t be soon enough. I am just going to let Natasha have what she wants, I’m tired waiting and hoping that something will change.”
Sheldon could hear the resolve in his friend’s voice and knew that he had made up his mind. Frankly, it was just like him to try to shoulder all the blame and Sheldon wished he could help Marcus see that any breakdown in a relationship always involves two people, not one and Natasha was the one dealing the blows.
“I think it is time I just got out of her way. Sometimes the best gift you can give someone is space.” he continued.
“Look Marcus, I am going now, I will check up on you later,” said Sheldon not knowing what else to say at that moment.
“Yeah, later bro.”
As Marcus’ attention refocused on the scene in front of him, he saw a flash on Natasha’s left hand that he did not see before then. As he leaned forward to focus on the screen he saw that Natasha was still wearing her wedding band. Surprise and a sense of hope filled Marcus as he wondered if Sheldon was right about what he thought Natasha said. Questions filled his mind as he wondered why a woman who was asking for a divorce was wearing her wedding rings in plain sight on national television. Her publicity team would have a fit if they noticed that, he was sure. Many people wore rings on any finger they chose and perhaps viewers would not think anything of it but to him it meant everything.
 The significance of this left Marcus feeling extremely confused as he watched Natasha walk back from the performance area to the sitting area. When she sat, she began to unconsciously twist the rings on her finger while her expression grew wistful, and she looked down at them for a few seconds before smiling again and receiving the adulation of the studio audience.
“Natasha, why are you still wearing your rings?” Marcus asked speaking to her image on the television screen.
At that moment he looked down at his own hand and saw that not even he had even considered taking off his wedding band either. Looking at his band and replaying what he saw Natasha do, Marcus wondered if what Sheldon implied could be true. Did she still love him and was there some tiny chance that he could prove to her that his attitude to her having an international career had changed completely?
The sound of applause jerked Marcus out of his thoughts as the screen moved on to advertisements signalling the end of the interview. Marcus switched off the television with the remote and walked over to stand near the bank of windows overlooking the countryside below. The sun was now setting and a warm golden glow was now cast over everything in the room.
Marcus looked out at the land he had called home for the last five years of his life and wondered if his stubbornness to elevate the importance of this place in his life had really been worth it. A house was an asset and one that he could leave and return to when he liked. He could even transform it into an income property without dishonouring the memory of his parents. In fact, they would have been pleased that it would be so useful to him. Marcus knew at that moment that his parent’s memory would live on in his heart forever but if his hunch was right he still had a glimmer of a chance to become a part of his wife’s present. 
“Sorry Natasha but I am not signing those papers until I know the truth,” he said to himself finally. This time he would make sure that he brought her the undeniable proof of his support and love if she would have him. He would have to book a flight to Atlanta as soon as possible.
 
As Lucas’ town car zipped through traffic to the airport, he was thrilled that Natasha had consented to him picking her up from the airport. Finding a flight out to California at the last minute from Georgia was a challenge to say the least and he had too many appointments lined up to grant her request three days ago. Now that she was back, he wanted to reconnect with her and find out if she’d made any progress in her divorce. Watching the traffic whizz by in the opposite direction, Lucas silently wondered what it was about Natasha’s jerk of a soon to be ex-husband that was preventing their relationship from becoming closer. It was as though she would let him come so far and no further. Yes, he was always the first person she called when she needed to talk but she always resisted his romantic advances. He was her friend, and an advisor and that was it.
Although he was willing to temporarily accept that before now, he was becoming restless waiting.  Until those divorce papers were signed nothing about his relationship with Natasha could move forward. After all, she was still wearing her wedding rings. He’d tried suggesting gently that she take them off and she’d ignored all of his suggestions. She took them off briefly during photo shoots but she promptly put them back on once they were over. As a talent director he could read body cues and pick up on unspoken language easily, after all he was paid a lot of money to discover the next stars in film, drama and the music industry. So, when he saw Natasha twist the rings on her finger at the end of her performance of ‘Brave’ and the expression that flitted across her features for a few seconds, he realized to his chagrin that Marcus was not out of the picture as yet. He had been patient enough and that was keeping him safely in the friend zone. It was obvious that he needed to do a little more to let Natasha know that his intentions were serious. 
Tonight everything between them would change because he decided that they would share their first kiss. Nothing more, not yet at least, because he did not want to scare her away but she had to know that his feelings were real  and so were hers for him. She just wasn’t allowing herself to feel them. They always had such a good time together that he found it impossible to believe that Natasha felt absolutely nothing for him. 
 As he sat in the car his nerves were on edge as he imagined what it would be like to finally taste the flavour of her lips. She was not a big fan of heavy lipstick but instead used a lot of fruity oils to keep her lips moist and many had the most amazing scents. It was all he could do not to lean over and kiss her the last time she had rubbed on some orange scented lip gloss the last time he had seen her. But tonight all of that would change. He needed to push a little harder to let her see that he could be much more than her faithful helper and her friend but that they could share a real and passionate connection with each other.
 


Chapter 14
 
“Natasha, you did really well on that interview,” said Lucas as he leaned forward smiling at his dinner date in the candlelight.
“Thanks Lucas, Natasha replied, I was a little nervous at first but I remembered to breathe and told myself that a stadium of fans was a bigger deal than a small studio audience so I need to get accustomed.”
“Well, it wasn’t actually just a studio audience you know, the Ellen Show is broadcasted all across the US and the world.”
Natasha froze as she thought of the tens of millions of people who might have seen her on the show, but quickly laughed when she saw the mirth in Lucas’ eyes.
“Thank God, I did not speak to you before the interview, or else I would truly have been a bundle of nerves,” she joked. 
“Yeah I think you are right, I don’t think the ‘deer staring into the headlights’, look would have been good for your first major TV interview,” he continued with a laugh.
After Lucas picked her up at the airport, she’d gone home to change and now they were meeting for a celebration dinner. 
“So what did you think about the recording for the song ‘Brave’. I know you’ve heard me sing it before in the studio, but how did it come off in front of that live audience?” asked Natasha.
“I keep telling you that you need to see yourself as I do. You were born for this life. Your voice, rhythm, expression, everything was simply wonderful.”
“Really?” she replied Natasha feeling a little relieved that Lucas gave such a positive review. This song ‘Brave’ was supposed to be a celebration of boldness and freedom in pursuing the dream of love but all the song did for her was to stir up afresh the full intensity of the feelings she still had for Marcus since the night he visited her. She wished that he could have been there in the studio audience enjoying the moment with her and be the one she was having dinner with. Instead here was Lucas was doing what he did best, being her friend by making her feel at ease and giving her something to laugh about.
“Lucas”, she began “I don’t know what I would do without you! Seriously, you make me laugh, you make sure I don’t forget to eat and starve myself when I am working by bringing me lunch and taking me to dinner, you hang out with me....” her voice trailed off as she looked at him appreciatively asking herself once again why couldn’t it have been Marcus. 
Lucas expression grew serious but the lines of his face appeared soft as the golden light from the candles reflected in his eyes.
“Natasha,” he said softly, “you know why I do it!” he said his voice low and smooth as he looked directly into her eyes meaningfully.
“Lucas don’t,” Natasha began, but Lucas reached out and cupped her cheek with his hand and traced the outline of her cheekbone with his thumb, silently asking her not to respond and spoil the moment. Natasha reached up and took hold of his hand to draw it away as an uncomfortable feeling passed through her and as she did she saw him glance briefly at the rings she still wore before looking down at his plate quickly before gently disengaging his hand.
“I just wanted you to know that I think you are exceptional to keep taking care of me like this. I appreciate all that you have done to help me get to this point and I won’t forget it,” she said warily while watching him retreat. She wasn’t trying to lead him on but more and more it was becoming obvious that Lucas was getting frustrated with her.
Lucas looked at her for a moment and exhaled forcefully. “Natasha, I was serious about what I said to you that day in Forsyth Park. I love you and I want you in my life.  So, I am only doing what comes from the heart naturally,” he admitted plainly.
“I know Lucas, but I’m not over Marcus! I’m still in love with him,” blurted Natasha.
“You are?” asked Lucas trying to restrain the degree of deflation he felt at hearing her utter those words. “But I thought you sent him the divorce papers. You know what that means for your career. Hasn’t he signed and returned them to you as yet?” 
“No, not yet!” replied Natasha barely audible.
Lucas observed her demeanour and knew that although she had made several bold steps she was still wrestling with the failure of her marriage. He wanted nothing more than to help her to release that pain and uncertainty from her life. He knew she couldn’t get married under her contract but that wouldn’t stop her from being able to be with him even if it meant doing so secretly. She would make her publicity appearances but she would come home to him. He knew how this worked but Marcus would never accept her new life.
“Are you having second thoughts about the divorce, Natasha?” asked Lucas holding his breath and silently hoping that she wasn’t.
Natasha did not respond immediately to Lucas’ question because the truth was that she did not know the answer as clearly as she thought she did before anymore. Yes, her contract indicated that she had to be single by the time her first album was launched, but she didn’t want that and she was not sure that she still wanted her contract, at least not under the current terms. Couldn’t the terms be renegotiated she wondered? Maybe with her successes so far, she had a bit more leverage than she had in the beginning?
“I guess I am just feeling a little sentimental about things”, she said not revealing all that she was thinking. Lucas would just try to tell her that it could never happen.
At that moment Natasha’s phone rang and she fished it out of her purse.
“Hello?”
“Natasha, its Ashley!
“Ashley? How are you? I thought you were going to call me last week to arrange your flight to come visit me,” said Natasha jovially thinking of the wonderful time she and Ashley planned to have shopping and reconnecting with each other. 
“Listen, our plans will have to go on hold for a while, I have some bad news for you. I hope you are sitting down.”
The gravity of the tone in Ashley’s voice caused Natasha to sit up straight in her seat. 
“Oh no! Is it Marcus? Did something happen to him?” said Natasha feeling the blood drain out of her face.
“No, Natasha, it’s your father! He was playing cricket for charity today at Lombardo Field when he had a massive heart attack.”
Natasha felt slack jawed as tears began to well up in her eyes and the stab of pain near her heart caused her to clutch her chest.
“No Ashley, it can’t be true!” she agonized raggedly.
“I’m sorry to have to tell you this over the phone, but Natasha, you have to come home right now. The doctor’s have given him only a few days to live and your mother is completely devastated”, said Ashley now crying into the receiver as well.
“Oh no! No, this can’t be happening! Ashley no!” cried Natasha as the tears flowed freely down her cheeks.
“Text me your flight info and I will pick you up at the airport, the doctors are saying that he does not have much time, so you need to hurry!” warned Ashley.
Natasha disconnected the call and stood up looking around frantically and glanced at her watch.
“Lucas, I need to get back to the airport right now, I have to go home!” she cried loudly grabbing her purse and while attempting to stand knocked down her glass in the process.
A few patrons at the nearby tables looked around to see who was causing the commotion.
“Okay, let’s go!” said Lucas quickly, trying not to draw any more attention to them as they left the restaurant. He could not help overhearing that something tragic happened and that it may have involved Marcus. As much as he disliked the man and wanted him out of the way he did not want the guy to die tragically and chided himself inwardly for that split second of hope. As they left the restaurant, they were lucky enough not to run into any camera men. Natasha did not realize as yet that she was fast becoming a star and paparazzi were looking for any and every reason to take the pictures of the rich and famous at their worst. Before leaving, he left a tip for the waiter told the host to cancel their order. Lucas patched a call through to his driver to come immediately and held Natasha as she broke down in racking sobs against his chest.
“Natasha, tell me what is wrong, let me help you,” said Lucas.
Between her blowing her nose and more tears he was able to get broken bits of the story that her father had suffered a heart attack.
“Okay, it’s going to be alright. I will take care of the travel details.”
Lucas was not going to let Natasha fly home alone in her condition so he called his personal assistant and asked her to cancel his appointments for the next few days.
“Lucas you don’t have to do that for me. I will be fine, I can get home alone,” protested Natasha between sobs. “Ashley will meet me at the airport.”
“Natasha, I am praying that all will be well when we get there but I am going with you, I don’t think you should be alone right now. Think of me as a shoulder to cry on. I promise not to get in the way of you and your family’s business,” he swore realizing he meant every word except where it regarded Marcus Nicholls. There was no way that he would allow Natasha to return to Derrien Island vulnerable and in need of a loving embrace without him there to give it to her. He wanted her as his and was willing to play hardball if it came to that. He would make sure that she saw her family but that any connection she shared with Marcus would be snuffed right out.
They finally reached the airport after making a quick stop at Natasha’s home to collect her luggage. Once they purchased tickets for the next available flight Natasha texted Ashley with her expected time of arrival on Derrien Island. She also called her personal assistant and head of her management team to cancel her appointments for the rest of the week.
 
 
It was 1:00 a.m. and for the first time in months Marcus had settled into a restful sleep. The sound of the telephone beside his head jarred him awake and he groggily reached out to drag the receiver back into bed to his ear without opening his eyes.
“Hello”, he slurred still not finding his voice as yet.
“Marcus, look I am sorry to wake you up, this is Ashley!”
“Ashley, it’s really late, what’s up?”
“Yeah I know sorry, but this is really urgent. I thought you should know that your father-in-law Reverend Mitchell is in the hospital. He suffered a massive heart attack today and the prognosis is not that good.”
Marcus sat up and rubbed his eyes sobering up quickly as Ashley spoke. No one had contacted him with this news and he was their son-in-law. He felt slightly offended by that but pushed it aside quickly because this was not the time to harbour those kinds of feelings.
“I already called Natasha last night and she is flying back home and will arrive later this afternoon. I know that she will probably kill me for telling you this but I didn’t want you to miss an opportunity to be there for her, you know what I mean?” stated Ashley meaningfully.
Natasha was on her way home? That did not give him much time to implement his plan and he wished it was under better circumstances. She must be really distraught by the news.
“You know I would be there in a heartbeat if she would let me. What can I do to help?” he offered.
“I really want this separation thing between you guys to be over. Frankly, every time I think about it I feel like strangling you both. So anyway, I thought that you could use my jeep to pick her up from the airport. She is expecting me and you could use that time to show her that your relationship is not over by being there for her and supporting her. She sounded really upset on the phone! I know she will probably kill me for this but I can’t help thinking that you should be the one there instead of me!”
“I would have to stay out of sight until the last moment for this to work Ashley and even then Natasha could be really offended by the deception,” he remarked still not confident about this plan. It could backfire and worsen things between them again.
“Her mind will be focused on getting to the hospital and she will be too much in a hurry to make a fuss anyway. I think you are the one she needs now!”
“Okay, I’ll do it!” he agreed.
Ashley gave him the necessary flight information and he scooted off the bed to write the info down on the notepad he kept near the phone.
From the information that Ashley gave him, Natasha would be arriving in the afternoon around four thirty. 
“I will come by your place around four to get your jeep then. I hope this plan does not make things worse Ashley!” 
“Nothing ventured, nothing gained my friend. I will leave the outcome of this totally up to you guys! You know, I always liked you with Natasha because you guys balance out each other even though it seems like you are both too stubborn to see that. Look, get some rest because you will need it later today!” replied Ashley before hanging up.
With this news, all thoughts of sleep fled far away from Marcus’ mind. Natasha’s father, a generally robust man had always seemed so indestructible to him. It was hard to imagine him now as anything but that. Ever since Natasha married him, her father had openly resented their relationship. He was a hard man who was set in his ways and he constantly held Natasha’s pregnancy and rushed marriage against him even though it happened years ago. It did not help matters now that he and Natasha were separated and she was pursuing a singing career. He could only imagine the gossip and her father’s embarrassment as people remarked on how little influence he had over his own daughter’s life now.
Despite this, Marcus knew that Natasha loved her father and even though he was generally cold toward her she never forgot his birthday or a Father’s day. In a way, she always seemed to be trying to pay back a debt to him that could never be repaid. A debt she should never have been made to feel she had to pay at all.
“Natasha, you must be so devastated by all this,” said Marcus aloud and to himself, simultaneously rubbing a hand across his face. In doing so he felt the incredible growth of stubble on his chin and jaw line and realized just how unkempt he had become lately. He went in to the office twice a week now and had spent more time here writing at all hours to finish his last book on time. Being at home gave him time to think and it confirmed that he did not have to work as hard as he did before. In fact, these last two months when he called in to check with the managers a few times his businesses were running like clockwork still. To prove to Natasha how serious he was about relocating with her, he would need a career with some flexibility and he was beginning to see that he could allow his staff to run the restaurants here with some guidance from him occasionally. Also writing was something that he could do anywhere in the world.
Marcus got up and switched on the light and looked into the mirror. Sheldon was right he looked like a wreck. He needed a haircut, a shave and from the look of his slightly bloodshot eyes, a good night’s rest.  He still found it difficult to come to terms with who he had become without her and lately he had been wondering who really needed who more. He always thought that Natasha was the one who needed him but now he was not so sure about that. He made a mental note to deal with his appearance later in the morning but the first thing he needed to make up for was the sleep deficit that had made him look like a crack addict. Whether he felt like it or not he was going to lie in bed and sleep and dream of what his future could be like with Natasha in it again.
 


Chapter 15
 
“Let me take that bag for you, you look exhausted!” offered Lucas as he lifted the strap of Natasha’s carry-on bag from her shoulders when they emerged from the arrival Lounge at G.D Matthews International airport on Derrien Island. 
The brightness of the late afternoon sun and the warm balmy air slightly scented with saltiness was so welcoming that Natasha instinctively took in a deep breath of the scent of home. 
“Thanks Lucas, my shoulder is a little sore”, she said rubbing it gently, while allowing him to take the bag. She shielded her eyes with her hands while scanning the crowds that had gathered to collect friends and relatives, for the face of her friend Ashley. 
“What time did Ashley say she would pick you up?” asked Lucas also scanning the crowd nervously. I can get us a car quite easily and you can meet up with her later.”
“That’s not necessary; she said she would be here now. Let’s walk further down here, we might see her closer to the parking area,” replied Natasha still looking for her friend.
Lucas sensed that something was not quite right and he couldn’t shake the feeling that he was about to experience something that he would find particularly distasteful. It would be so much easier if he could get Natasha to see that a life with him was the best option for her. Then he wouldn’t have to worry about her husband erasing all of his work in this one trip.
As they walked down to the end of the arrival’s hall, Natasha could see a jeep that looked a lot like Ashley’s but her friend was nowhere in sight. She walked toward it quickly and just as she was about to tell Lucas that she thought she’d found the jeep, Marcus walked around the front of the vehicle to stand facing her and to her surprise he was smiling. His smile faded a little though once his eyes drifted to take in the man standing at her side.
Natasha gasped out loud in surprise to see Marcus there instead of Ashley. He looked so good, even better than he did in her dreams. He was a little thinner than when she last saw him but still very attractive and undeniably magnetic. She found herself quickly rehearsing the things she had always loved about his features; his thick black eyebrows, and his kind eyes which were always reminded her of the glossy black shine of a grand piano. They might have as well been the piano itself because looking at him her heart was quietly singing in her chest, that she had truly missed him. If only he knew how much. Once again she was unprepared for the intense emotions she would feel seeing him again. Consumed by her fearful thoughts of not getting home in time to see her father, she did not contemplate what she would do if she were to see Marcus while she was on the island. She knew that seeing him would be inevitable but she did not count on it happening this soon.
“Welcome home Nat!” he said softly, returning his focus to his wife and away from the man who stood slightly behind her looking fiercely protective of her. He assumed this was Lucas, the good friend who right now looked anything but friendly toward him. Marcus had little time to care what Lucas thought and maybe they would have a chance later on to talk man to man when Natasha was not present. It was as though some silent agreement passed between them before Marcus turned his attention quickly back to his wife who was still staring at him in complete shock. 
To his relief, she did not look horrified or even angry. Finally finding her voice she exclaimed,
“Marcus, what are you doing here? I thought Ashley was coming.”
“Right, about that, she called me and asked me to do her favour and to pick you up instead and I’m glad she did,” he replied. Ignoring the snort of disbelief made by Lucas that followed his admission he quickly continued.
“Look I made arrangements for you to stay at the Derrien Hilton which was a bit difficult because it is currently booked out but I talked to Ramon and he pulled some strings for you with the hotel owner Darius Brogan to get you a room. You know how busy it is here on the island during the tourist season,” he replied.
“Yes I do, and thanks I appreciate that. I was hoping to go straight to the hospital to see my father though,” replied Natasha. “Do you have any word on his condition?”
“No, I don’t know any more than Ashley told me at this point. I did not go to visit him on my own for obvious reasons. I thought it best to wait till you came and see what would be. Don’t worry; I will be taking you there now. I didn’t know that you would be bringing someone with you because frankly Ashley’s jeep does not have the room for three,” said Marcus pointedly looking over her shoulder at Lucas. To emphasize his point he picked up her suitcase and placed it into the back of the two-seater jeep. Hopefully that sent a clear message that Natasha was coming with him and there were no extra invitations.
Lucas looked as though he would explode with anger at that moment and from the way his eyes narrowed to slits it was apparent that he was catching on to this set-up. The man actually had the audacity to look at him as though he was the intruder? Why did Natasha even bring him here with her? Marcus asked himself.
Lucas seethed inwardly but did not dare to express his disapproval to Natasha. Things between them were progressing so nicely and it wasn’t worth it to lose control over this petty situation by being childish and insisting on taking Natasha with him. He would make sure that he would not be so easily shoved aside later.
It was as though Marcus’ words about there being ‘three’ brought Natasha back into the reality that she did have a travel companion and then the full awkwardness of the situation struck her. She was standing facing her husband with the man who claimed to love her now standing behind her.  This was beyond awkward, in fact this was embarrassing and she knew that Lucas could not be pleased with the fact that there was no room in the jeep for him. She quickly considered offering to just go with Lucas in a taxi to placate him, but on the other hand she didn’t want to insult Marcus who had obviously taken time off from work to come here and to even pull strings to get her a room at the exclusive Derrien Hilton. Not that any of that mattered because plain and simple, she just wanted to be with Marcus right now. She had to soften this situation right now!
“Marcus, this is Lucas Johnson, Lucas this is Marcus Nicholls, my husband.” She replied closing her eyes as she added the final word. It felt so right to say that even though she knew it must be confusing. After all, she’d sent Marcus divorce papers!
She then looked over her shoulder at Lucas and he saw from the expression in her eyes how conflicted she was. Quickly deciding to put her out of her predicament, but at the same time stepping into his own private hell, Lucas decided to let the situation be for now. After all, he still had to find a hotel room to stay in and from the sound of it the Derrien Hilton had no more space. Marcus was a lot smarter than he gave him credit for. He would double check on the room availability first before trying to find a room in another hotel.
Neither man spoke, nor did they shake each other’s hands but regarded each other with a tense silence.
“Look, you go on to the hospital and I will meet you at the Hilton later Natasha. I’ll call you,” he said giving her shoulder a gentle squeeze.
Natasha sensing the awkwardness of the situation knew that Lucas was offended but he put on a brave face just for her. She was very uncomfortable too! Did Marcus still think she was having an affair with Lucas?
“Where will you be staying?” she asked him.
“I know of a small boutique hotel near the Hilton that is owned by a good friend of mine. I will try looking there first,” he lied. Don’t worry I’ll be fine. You go ahead and see your father and I will be looking out for your call.”
“Thanks for being so understanding!” Natasha said as she reached out and hugged him briefly before watching him turn and walk back in the direction of the taxis.
Marcus watching this display recognized that there was a deep bond of friendship between these two and he experienced a pang of jealousy knowing that he wanted to experience that again with Natasha. He was a little irritated that Lucas had the audacity to make plans to see his wife in front of his face and for that reason he knew that Lucas had made his intentions quite clear to him without uttering a single direct word to him. This man wanted a relationship with Natasha and Marcus was now even more motivated to put his plan into action. If he didn’t he would not just be losing his marriage but he was sure to lose his wife to the arms of another man.
Forcing those thoughts out of his mind, he began to focus instead on the outcome he wanted and he allowed himself to feel the hope and happiness it would all bring to both of them.
Natasha knew in that moment that she should have insisted to Lucas that she come here alone, but at the time the thought of having a shoulder to cry on was of great comfort to her. Lucas had been nothing but good and supportive to her through her career transition. Yes, he had ulterior motives where a relationship with her was concerned but she still appreciated him because he was the one who really believed in her talent and pushed her toward her dreams. She would always be grateful to him for that! She stood watching Lucas walk away for a moment more before turning and climbing into the jeep with Marcus.
Marcus glanced to his side to look at his wife. As the wind flowed through the window, it gently lifted tendrils of her ebony hair across her face. She leaned back on the headrest facing away from him and she looked pensive as she twisted her fingers on her lap nervously. Marcus knew she had to be exhausted after probably two connecting flights and constantly moving through airports since last night. But despite all of that, she still looked absolutely beautiful. 
He knew that he should have been angry with her considering that she was divorcing him and they hadn’t parted amicably, but he could not even muster a sense of resentment now that she was so close to him. She looked genuinely glad to see him earlier once the shock had faded from her expression and he hoped that she was reconsidering all she had decided before. Aside from exchanging light conversation along the way, Marcus allowed Natasha to be alone with her thoughts. He knew she had to be very concerned about her father’s condition. 
The hospital was only fifteen minutes away from the airport so they arrived quickly. At the hospital Marcus offered to go inside with her and she nodded, readily appreciating his willingness to be there for her despite his poor relationship with her father. 
When they reached the floor with the ICU unit Natasha saw her mother at the end of the hallway standing and speaking with a doctor dressed in a long white coat. 
As they approached her it was as though her mother sensed her presence and she turned to face them. The closer they got, it became more apparent that her mother was smiling instead of crying. Natasha was surprised considering that the prognosis for her father had seemed so dire. Was there good news? She’d only spoken to her parents once since she left six months ago and they were so disappointed by her decision to leave Marcus and try for a singing career. They were even more disheartened to learn that she wasn’t going to be singing gospel. The last thing she needed now was more judgement! She was already very good and giving it to herself!
“Natasha, Marcus,” she exclaimed while opening her arms to her daughter to hug her before hugging Marcus as well. “I’m glad you could fly home at such short notice dear, I know your schedule must be difficult right now. We’ve missed you so much!”
 “Mother, I wouldn’t be anywhere but home at a time like this, my career can wait,” replied Natasha quickly, truly surprised at her mother’s heartfelt welcome.
“Well, I am glad you could come home, I know your father will appreciate it.” 
Natasha paused after her mother’s statement and Marcus knew that she seriously doubted that her father would really appreciate her visit. After all he was often quite gruff toward his daughter while she always seemed to be the one bending over backward to please him. 
“How is Dad and has his condition improved?” asked Natasha.
“I was just getting the report from the doctor when I saw you coming.”
“Yes”, interjected the doctor who introduced himself as Dr. Burns the senior cardiologist on staff at the hospital. “I was just telling your mother that your father is responding very well to the treatment and he is awake. It is nothing short of a miracle that he managed to pull through this as well as he did in such a short period of time. The nurses are prepping him for your visit. We want to keep him here for a few more days for observation but for now he is stable.”
Natasha breathed a long sigh of relief at this news. “Can we see him? When can we go in?” she asked.
“I expect any moment now actually. The nurses will direct you once they are finished. I will update you further as we continue to run tests,” replied Dr. Burns.
“Thank you doctor!” both Natasha and her mother said simultaneously and they looked at each other with surprise before smiling at each other. Moments like this had been so sparse in the previous years and the arguments too frequent.
Dr. Burns nodded curtly with a slight smile to both women before turning and walking down the hall to continue his rounds.
“This is such great news!” said Natasha. “I know it is too early to be so optimistic but I really believe that God is going to answer our prayers,” said Natasha as she rested her hand over her heart.
“Oh, Natasha! I am so glad that you came, I wasn’t sure you would after how we have treated you over the past few years,” her mother began.
Marcus could sense the tension building in his wife’s body as she listened to her mother. 
“Your father and I have been talking a lot lately about you and Marcus here!” she said gesturing toward Marcus, and well we’ve realized some things.”
“Look mother!” interjected Natasha,” don’t bother apologizing, because the past is behind us,” said Natasha stiffly not wanting to remember anything about those times. She just wanted to forget how worthless and undeserving of happiness her parents made her feel more often than she wished to recall.
“But, don’t you see it isn’t behind you at all?  We wanted so much to talk things through with you before you did anything hasty,” replied her mother looking between Natasha and Marcus significantly. “We don’t want you to do anything you may regret later!” she said with a little shrug.
Before Natasha could respond again a short nurse with honey brown hair partially covered by a white nurse’s hat came out of the ICU area and announced that Reverend Mitchell could have visitors, but only one at a time. She also advised them to keep the visit brief and not to get him too excited.
Natasha’s mom went in first leaving Natasha and Marcus together in the hallway. Natasha sat down on one of the black chairs that lined the wall outside the ward. She felt so weary, like a person who was fighting the world. As she sat, she replayed her mother’s words concerning the possibility of the divorce. Her parents had never been big supporters of her marriage and now her mother seemed almost apologetic and empathetic. 
“Marcus, you did not have to stay with me you know. I know you don’t get along with my parents,” said Natasha uncomfortably crossing her legs at the ankles and drawing them closer to the base of her chair. He was standing so close to her that she could not miss the warmth radiating from his body. She wanted nothing more than to press herself close against him and feel his strong arms encircling her right now.
Squatting in front of her, Marcus took her hand in his and he was surprised that as he did so, it was trembling. Tightening his grip, he almost expected Natasha to pull away her hand but she didn’t. Instead she folded her lips and looked down at her lap avoiding the intensity of his gaze.
“Nat,” said Marcus choosing to use his special name for her. “I couldn’t be anywhere else but here with you right now. I want you to know that you have my support. I know we have not had the perfect marriage but I am here if you need me,” he admitted sincerely.
As Marcus spoke, Natasha felt her heart thrumming in her chest and she mentally berated her trembling body for betraying her. Struggling for some kind of control she tried to open her mouth to speak to stop him, to stop them from saying things they might each later regret.
“I still love you very much and no matter what happens that will never change,” finished Marcus squeezing her hand gently in his.
Marcus still had a powerful hold over her and she felt this pervasive warmth spread through her body at his simple touch. His pledge of support filled her with courage to face what she would have to see on the other side of those doors which led to her father’s room. She tried in vain to find something to say to him that would allow her to continue to hide her true feelings but she was tired of hiding and tired of pretending. Instead she found herself suddenly leaning forward and wrapping her arms around his neck and a sigh of relief swept past her lips involuntarily.
 Immediately Marcus’ arms encircled her waist as he leaned closer to her burying his face in her neck and revelling at the connection and the fading scent of her perfume that still lingered there.
“Nat, we have to talk! I need to talk to you, will you at least give me that chance?” asked Marcus as he drew in a deep breath of her scent into his lungs.
“I agree Marcus, we need to talk!” admitted Natasha. It felt so right being with him like this now that she wasn’t fighting herself anymore. Yes, they had to talk and it was long overdue. She had some hard decisions to make, just like the hero and heroine in Marcus’ novel. She’d read it on the way back from California to Georgia on her flight. The couple in the story discovered that if they were going to solve the case of all the unexpected events surrounding them, they needed to talk and to consider each other’s feelings more. They were better as a team than when they tried to operate alone. When they joined forces and shared all they knew it allowed them to put the pieces of the puzzle together and they were able to come up with a new solution that allowed them to trap the villain. It was riveting and every time the hero and heroine spoke to each other it was as though she was talking to Marcus and they were reconnecting across the miles. It was the first time she cried while reading one of her husband’s novels.
 “But, I need to make sure my father is alright first!” she added remembering the sad reason that brought them together in this way. 
“I wouldn’t expect anything less Natasha,” said Marcus pulling back slightly and looking into her eyes noting that she no longer tried to avoid his gaze. He could see fresh tears beginning to well up in her eyes as she looked at him and he felt a tell tale pricking behind his eyelids that meant he would be joining her soon if they kept this up.
“When you are ready, I’ll be here! I am not going anywhere. I’m here for you!” he continued reassuringly.
“Thanks!” said Natasha, unable to believe that she could still be worthy of Marcus’ love. He was even more amazing than she’d ever given him credit for.
Natasha was not sure how long they remained there locked in each other’s arms looking at each other, but it was the sound of a throat being cleared that brought them back to the present moment. 
“Natasha, your father wants to see you,” said her mother looking more at peace and wearing a slight smile as she regarded the intimate way in which she just found Marcus and Natasha. She thought to herself that sometimes it took a negative situation to bring everyone to a moment of clarity about what was most important in life. It was unfortunate when it happened but it had a way of turning things around. She could only pray that was what was occurring here between these two.
Natasha and Marcus slowly disengaged themselves and stood up. Natasha began to walk into the ward alone, but her mother stopped her.
“No Natasha, I don’t think that you understand. Your father wants to see you, both of you, together,” repeated Natasha’s mother clarifying the message.
Alarm filled Natasha’s features as she considered just what her mother was saying. She always tried to keep her father and Marcus as far away from each other as possible for good reasons. They just couldn’t seem to get along and Natasha wasn’t sure that her father’s wishes were a good idea given the present condition of his heart.
“Mother, are you sure? The nurse was adamant about one visitor at a time!” Natasha protested looking back and forth between her husband and her mother. She wasn’t going to let her marriage be the reason her father died today. 
“I am quite sure! In fact, your father was quite adamant that he speaks with both of you right now and the nurse agreed on condition that he did not get too excited.”
“Well, let’s see what your father has to say to us Natasha!” said Marcus smiling in an attempt to allay Natasha’s fears. “I am sure it’s going to be alright!”
“Yes Natasha, it is very important that you do this!” pleaded her mother knowing that Natasha was re-playing in her mind the last time she and her father had a conversation in Marcus’ presence. It had turned into a shouting match of sorts with Marcus calling her father a grumpy, old, hypocrite and a fraudulent excuse for a reverend and her father saying that Marcus’ was an ingrate and a waste of human existence destined for hell fire. It wasn’t a good memory at all. In fact, up till this moment Natasha had almost convinced herself that it was a memory that she could forget.
“Mother, are you sure about this?” asked Natasha still shaking her head.
“I am sure!” she replied simply. “Now go on you two!”
Marcus and Natasha entered through the sliding doors leading into the ICU and followed the directions Natasha’s mother had given to them. Opening the door, Natasha saw her father propped up in bed waiting for them to arrive. He was hooked up to a heart monitor that beeped in the background and to drips supplying him with fluid via IV. He looked different not being arrayed in his usual three-piece suits or majestic purple robes but instead looked almost boyish and vulnerable in his speckled hospital gown. 
Seeing them at the doorway he beckoned them over to come closer with a weak wave, to sit in the chairs that were placed near the bed for his visitors.
“Father, how are you feeling?” asked Natasha as she sat down looking at her dad with concern. His face was drawn and tired-looking and his voice was not as strong as it was before. 
“I’ve had better days and my chest feels as though it was run over by a steam roller, but I am thankful to be alive. I was really pushing myself too hard preparing for the conference and also trying to play in that cricket game too,” he replied hoarsely.
Marcus did not go inside with Natasha immediately, but waited near the door to be invited to enter. Rev. Mitchell looked at him then and said in a gentle and surprising tone,
“Marcus come and sit as well. I want to speak with you too!”
Marcus joined Natasha and sat in the second chair that had been placed beside the bed.
“I’m glad to see you are improving, sir,” said Marcus sincerely. He had realized long ago that Natasha’s father was only looking out for his daughter in his dealings with him, but he just did not know how to do it. Instead his gruff manner and constant impossible expectations had driven her to depression and obligation and him to many arguments with his son-in-law.
“I asked both of you to come because I do not want to waste another moment before I clear up this mess going on between us. Six years is long enough! As a minister I often preach about eternity rather than what happens now. But this experience woke me up to the fact that all we really have for sure is now and I needed to do more to make those moments count for something. I want you both to know how sorry I am that I treated you so unkindly all these years. Please forgive me”, he asked brokenly. “I know this may have taken you by surprise but I have been thinking about this for some time now but I never had the courage to call you and say anything. Marcus, I am sorry for making you feel so unwelcome in this family even though I could see how much Natasha loved you, and I can’t say enough how sorry I am about that”. Natasha’s father paused as his eyes filled up with unshed tears.
Natasha knew that her father was a proud man and to do this he must have really thought it over a lot. She felt her heart soften toward him and grasped his hand where it lay on the bed.
“It’s okay Father!” said Natasha comfortingly.
“No honey, it is not okay how I blamed you for little Sara’s death and the things I said to you about this marriage were unforgivable. I want you to know that and I ask your forgiveness. I know I helped to add to the tension in your relationship instead of helping you to resolve the issues,” said Rev. Mitchell as tears began to flow down his face.
“Dad, you need to calm down, you just had a heart attack,” warned Natasha.
But her father was adamant and focused his gaze on Marcus. Although his body looked weak, the fierce determination to be heard was still clearly reflected in his eyes.
“No, Natasha, I don’t know how much time I have left and I need to say this. It is very important. Marcus, I know you have tried to be a good husband to my daughter over the years but instead I focused on all the wrong things like the pregnancy and the rushed marriage. I couldn’t see that you were a blessing to us and instead I treated you like a curse. Will you forgive me, son?” added Rev. Mitchell emphasizing the last word as a sign of his sincerity.
Never in the six years he’d been married to Natasha had her father ever extended a moment of warmth toward him, much less to call him son. He was made to feel like a pirate who had stolen a father’s greatest treasure and then discarded it on an isolated beach somewhere. His unbelief and blatant scorn were some of the reasons he’d been so driven to accomplish as much as he did! He swore from the first day they met that he would never let this man see him fail to take care of his only daughter and he had done just that, at least in the material sense.
 He regarded the man sitting before him and realized that Natasha was not the only one bending over backward to please this man but in his own way, he was as well. So many years spent hating this man, being driven to his limits to do all he could to give Natasha the life of wealth she had grown up with only to have her leave him too. He had in a way become her father and that thought left him shaken. It was time to put all of this to rest and Marcus suddenly felt as though a weight was lifted from his shoulders, a weight he had been carrying around for years.
“Rev. Mitchell, I think that it is time for me to put down my weapons as well. I also apologize for the times I was disrespectful to you and added fuel to this situation. The truth was that I loved and I still love your daughter with all my heart and soul and I only wanted you to see that,” said Marcus looking at Natasha.
He watched her green eyes widen with surprise at his bold admission in front of her father.
He continued, “I just wanted you to think that I was worthy of her and it was frustrating that I could never do anything right in your opinion. But, as you said, this has gone on long enough and I forgive you too, and I forgive myself,” replied Marcus sincerely. 
“Thanks Marcus, that means more to me than you could ever imagine. So I want you and Natasha to resolve this separation. I have had the opportunity to watch the two of you together and Nat, I know beyond any shadow of doubt that Marcus sincerely loves you. I also know that you still love him. I have been following your singing career and you are free to pursue your dream but don’t ever forget God or your promise to him to love this man till death,” said Rev. Mitchell gesturing toward Marcus. We saw the video to your song and your mother and I know that you can’t really be happy doing what you are doing now. I know this is your dream and we want you to be truly happy, but achieving a dream in the midst of a miserable life will never be worth it and you will only have regrets. Whatever you decide we are here for you, remember that, said her father now struggling to suck in a lungful of air after expending so much energy after his speech.
At hearing those words from her father, Natasha felt as though she would burst. She had avoided calling her parents when she left because she was afraid that they would try to manipulate her into quitting. She tried to hide how miserable she felt inside from everyone but her parents saw through her facade, saw her misery behind her success. He didn’t berate her but offered her his unconditional support even though he clearly did not agree.
“Father, I just want you and mum to be proud of me,” said Natasha as tears rolled down her cheeks and she squeezed her father’s hand.
“What about Marcus, Natasha? Don’t you want him to be proud of you too?” pressed Rev. Mitchell insistently.
“Father,” began Natasha and her voice trailed off as she looked at Marcus. He too was looking into her eyes and they reflected a burning desire to know the answer to that question as well. She felt naked and exposed under his gaze and a sense of her betrayal washed over her heart. 
“Okay, I think that is enough for today!” said the short nurse who had escorted them in earlier. “The Reverend needs as much rest as possible!”
Quietly, Natasha exhaled a sigh of relief at being rescued from her fate. She knew that her father meant well and he was a professional at marriage counselling but she did not want to have this conversation here and certainly not now. Not before she and Marcus had a chance to discuss their own feelings.
She hugged her father and allowed to nurse to escort them back outside to the hallway where her mother was waiting.
“How was it dear?” asked her mother standing up quickly from her seat.
Natasha hugged her mother. “Mom you were right, it was alright! I think things are going to be alright!”
 


Chapter 16
 
After the hospital visit, Marcus dropped off Natasha at the hotel and was very gracious about postponing their conversation till the next day until she got some rest. The flight had left her totally jetlagged and she was more than emotionally spent after meeting with her father. So he helped her get checked in and walked her to her room. After hugging her briefly and kissing her gently on the cheek he allowed her to go in promising to come by the next day. Natasha stumbled across the floor to the bedroom after depositing her suitcase near the door. Falling across the bed she drifted off to sleep almost immediately. 
In the morning when Natasha rolled over, she was at first a little disoriented and wondered where on earth she was. Slowly the memories came flooding back and she tried to roll over from her stomach onto her stiff back. From her horizontal vantage point she had the chance to look around the room.
No wonder her friend Ramon had chosen this hotel as the site of his second honeymoon. This room was absolutely breathtaking in it’s’ hues of crème and orange. A sliver of sunlight snaked in under the corner of the curtain illuminating a vase of brightly coloured fresh flowers that stood on the writing desk. 
As her thoughts turned to her friends Ramon and Courtney, she smiled because despite the many difficulties they experienced, they had managed to hold on to each other and rebuild their marriage stronger than ever before. It had only been almost six months since she caught the bouquet at their sunset wedding at the marina. She remembered the way they had looked at each other as though nothing and no one else existed that night and for a brief moment she had almost reconsidered her decision to leave Marcus. Especially when she caught the bouquet! 
After having a shower, she changed her clothes and sat on the balcony to enjoy the salty sea air she sorely missed. She noticed after her shower that she did not have her carry-on luggage with her. Lucas must still have it with him, she thought with dismay. She did not have her toiletries but thankfully the hotel supplied her with all she needed including a brand new toothbrush, bath soap, shampoo and even a floral body mist. That was a touch of class she really appreciated especially today. 
With the surprise of seeing Marcus and wanting to see her father she’d completely forgotten about Lucas. She would have to get her things from him later when he contacted her. She hoped that he did not find too much difficulty in locating a hotel room. 
 She sipped on the glass of chilled orange juice and bit off a piece of the buttered toast that was a part of the delicious breakfast that room service brought up for her.  It was a surprise considering that she did not order it, but well thought out considering that the plate was filled with all of her breakfast favourites. There was a generous heap of caramelized bacon with eggs sunny-side-up, toast and fresh cubes of cantaloupe with a flagon of hot steaming ginger tea. It was perfect especially being able to enjoy it in the warm salty air blowing off the sea below. It must be Marcus that she had to thank for this. He was the only one who knew that this would have been perfect for her.
It had been such a long time since she had a swim and today she decided that she had waited long enough.  She was home and in the distance the glittering turquoise waters seemed to be drawing her in by pure magnetism. She always travelled with a bathing suit in case she got a chance to swim in the pool during her down time so she was sure to have one in her suitcase. She did not have much of a chance to unpack after the trip to California and she only switched out a few of the outfits when she’d rushed home from the restaurant the day before. 
Swimming was one of her favourite ways to relax. She had been under so much stress lately with the album recordings, image appointments, interviews, concert rehearsals, finalizing the divorce and now her father’s illness. This swim would be a welcome relief from it all! 
Her thoughts of swimming were suddenly interrupted by the ringing of her cell phone. Looking at the screen she saw Ashley’s name and number come up. She really had a lot of nerve for the stunt she pulled off yesterday but somehow Natasha felt more grateful than angry at her friend.
“Hello traitor!” she answered with mock seriousness.
“Natasha, you know I love you, you are my girl and I would never do anything to hurt you!” responded Ashley defensively.
Natasha laughed out loud at her friend’s nervous response.
“You can relax, everything worked out fine. I am not mad at you for lying to me. Although it would have been nice to see you,” said Natasha smiling.
“Seriously? I switched with Marcus and you are laughing?” asked Ashley grateful for the happiness she heard in her friend’s voice. 
“Yes, it all worked out for the best. We ended up having a really important conversation with my father. So I really should thank you instead!” replied Natasha, imagining the stunned expression on Ashley’s face.
“You guys spoke to Rev. Mitchell and it was great? I am having trouble believing you,” said Ashley in complete shock.
“Well I guess his brush with death allowed him to think about some things and we were all able to finally put the past behind us!” replied Natasha. “He asked for our forgiveness, and I do not remember a night when I slept so peacefully. It is as though something was lifted from my shoulders.”
“Wow,” was all Ashley could say in response.
“Yeah, wow! It was an answer to my prayers over the years. All I wanted for so long was for my parents to accept that Marcus was the one I chose to be with!”
“How did Marcus respond to that?” asked Ashley.
“He was really gracious and he forgave my father as well. I can’t tell you how good that felt. I only wish we could have had this conversation before.”
“Why?” asked Ashley listening to the regret in her friend’s tone.
“This whole divorce mess and now my own confusion about how I really feel about Marcus are really affecting me. I thought I had resolved all of this before but more and more I think I made a mistake,” said Natasha as her voice became low and her thoughts drifted back to how she felt stealing small glances at her husband as he drove her back to the Hilton yesterday evening.
“Are you sure that confusion is the word you want to use. You have always been very clear on how you feel about things. It’s your stubbornness that gets in the way,” replied Ashley.
“You are right; I’m not confused at all. I fooled myself into thinking it was over while I was here but I was so wrong about that. We didn’t even discuss the divorce yesterday. It is as though he never even got the papers. We plan to meet to talk about everything sometime today.”
Natasha had to pull the phone away from her ear as Ashley squealed with excitement.
“The next time you do that could you at least give me a little warning first,” said Natasha dryly.
“You don’t know how happy that makes me. You and Marcus might have a chance of getting back together!”
“I did not say that Ashley, I said we would talk!” said Natasha defensively.
“Talk, schmalk! Listen, I think you should have an open mind and heart and hear what he has to say. At least give him that before you ask him put the final stroke on those papers.”
“Final stroke huh? I have not signed mine either,” Natasha confessed. So it wouldn’t actually be the final stroke. I left mine back in my apartment in Atlanta.
“Natasha, can’t you see? You are not ready to end your marriage either. This really confirms what I am saying to you.”
“I know and it is not really a decision that’s in my hands anymore. My contract requires that my divorce is finalized before my first album launch next month,” said Natasha cringing at the explosion she knew would follow her admission.
“You what? How could you do something so ridiculous Natasha? Surely you couldn’t want this career that much?” blurted Ashley angrily.”Sometimes I feel that I could strangle you!” she shouted into the receiver in disbelief at what she was hearing.
“I thought I did at the time. I let myself get so jealous of Marcus and I just wanted something that would make me stand out for once!” said Natasha now filled with regret. “Marcus seems so different now, so calm, considerate and assured. I thought he would be so angry and resentful toward me. But all I see in him is love for me and I can’t understand it at all!” said Natasha with a hoarse whisper as tears began to prick behind her eyelids.
“Maybe you are the one who is different now that you are finally seeing what a great guy you had all along!” replied Ashley.
“Hey, are you trying to become my personal marriage counsellor?” asked Natasha swiping her hand at her eyes to remove the tears that just escaped her eyes.
“No. I am just being your best friend. I want to see you happy, that’s all, and you know that right? It might not be too late for you guys to work this out.”
“You are a great friend, Ashley Green!” replied Natasha with a sniff. “So when am I going to see you?”
“We can meet up tomorrow probably, once Marcus does not have plans for you. I don’t want to get in the way of you guys making the most of this time. By the way, how long are you going to be staying?”
“I have to be back in Georgia in three days to begin preparation for a major concert I am opening at Madison Square Garden. I am sure the team is going crazy with me being gone at a time like this,” said Natasha wondering if there would be a career waiting for her once she and Marcus were done talking. She still had the problem of the divorce to think about and the fact that she didn’t want it anymore. 
I am thinking about going for a swim in about an hour or so,” proposed Natasha.
“I think that is a fabulous idea, you will be able to think more clearly when you are relaxed,” said Ashley encouragingly.
After Natasha hung up, Ashley’s mind was already racing with her next plan to save her friends marriage. Natasha had two more days on the island, three really if you counted today. There was certainly nothing wrong with giving her another slight push in the right direction. She immediately dialled Marcus’ number to give him a heads up on Natasha’s beach plans.
 
The hotel was a tropical paradise! On her way down to the beach, she’d noticed some stores and kiosks selling local souvenirs. At one shop in particular, a lovely turquoise beach wrap literally called out to her fashions sensibilities. So she decided to pass some of the time exploring the hotel shops to see what else she could take with her. After asking the saleslady at the first store to hold the wrap for her until she came back, she kept walking and soon found a jewellery store with many unique pieces. She saw one that reminded her a lot of the shark’s tooth pendant that Marcus used to wear when she first met him. He’d lost it years ago and she’d missed seeing him with it. Maybe she should get it for him, she thought.
“What is the price of this necklace?” asked Natasha the saleslady
“This one is six hundred US dollars. It is made from onyx and twenty-four carat gold,” replied the sales clerk holding it up to the light.
“Oh it is so beautiful, I want it, but I don’t want to take it with me now, what time do you close?” asked Natasha thinking about when she would be able to get her money. She’d left all her valuables and cards in the hotel safe in her room.
“We close after six thirty this evening so you have a lot of time to buy it still after your swim,” replied to the sales clerk noting Natasha’s attire.
“Natasha, you are hard to find! I must say that this hotel has kept your presence here a closely guarded secret! I tried calling you but I guess you shut off your phone?”
Natasha whirled around to face the familiar voice and smiled.
“Lucas, what are you doing here?” she asked in surprise. She had completely forgotten that he was here. 
“I’m visiting you of course! How are you and how is your father?”
Natasha bid goodbye to the sales clerk and promised to return later as she left the store to speak with Lucas more privately. They walked outside and Natasha sat on the edge of a large, elaborate waterfall near to the front lobby area.
“My father seemed to be recovering miraculously. It’s a real blessing for all of us. I plan on visiting him again later this afternoon.”
“I am glad to hear that, you look great by the way,” said Lucas with admiration shining in his eyes. Even in a simple bathing suit and shorts she looked ‘front-cover of a magazine’ amazing!
“Thanks, I had a long rest last night!” replied Natasha. 
“So, what are your plans for the morning and can a friend squeeze in some time with you?” asked Lucas hopefully.
“I am going swimming here at the beach shortly. It’s been a while since I enjoyed a good sea bath. You are welcome to come along if you want although you don’t exactly seem to be dressed for it,” replied Natasha noting the crisp white shirt and dark blue slacks he wore. She felt relieved that he wouldn’t be able to join her, it wasn’t a good time!
Noting her critical visual sweep of his attire he said, “Hmm, I don’t seem to be dressed for that. Can I convince you to come to lunch with me instead and then I can take you to the hospital,” he offered.
 “No, that won’t be necessary. Besides I would have to go upstairs to change to do that. I just want to relax and enjoy the sea this morning.”
“Okay, what if I run back to my hotel and change into something more beach-friendly? I found a room at a hotel not too far from here,” he said.
So the subtle approach was not working, thought Natasha. “Listen Lucas, I need to talk to you about something,” she said suddenly looking quite sombre.
“What is it?” he said with raised eyebrows at the sudden shift in her tone.
“I want to thank you for coming here with me but I am afraid that you might be feeling a little out of place right now. You don’t have to stay, I’m fine now,” said Natasha fidgeting with her hands slightly.
Lucas could see that Natasha was trying to let him down the easy way and it hurt. He would admit that!
“Is it Marcus? Is that why you are pushing me away all of a sudden?” asked Lucas getting straight to the point.
“You are right, it is Marcus. I felt so awful yesterday watching you walk away at the airport. I had no idea Ashley had arranged for him to meet us and I don’t think you deserved the embarrassment. The truth is that I treasure your friendship but my marriage is not over yet and until those papers have been signed I don’t want to cloud the issues,” she explained.
“Cloud the issues? Natasha you have known how I felt about you for months now. You know how much I love you and I told you I would wait, but the more I see the more I think I may be waiting in vain! Have you forgotten what your contract says?” asked Lucas bitterly.
“You don’t need to remind me about that darned contract. I am hoping that I can use my recent successes as a bit of leverage to renegotiate some of the terms.”
“Natasha that is not how things work, your contract is a binding document and you will lose all that you have worked for up till now if you don’t fulfil the requirements. The music you produced belongs to the label whether you are there or not!” he said gravely hoping that she would snap out of this fantasy world she was refusing to let go of.
“Look Lucas, I am aware of the risks but I have to try something. I never wanted to lead you on. I thought I made it clear that we would keep this as a friendship!” 
“Friendship?” he exclaimed loudly. “There’s that word again! I cannot tell you how much I have grown to hate it now!” said Lucas getting frustrated. It was bad enough that he had to find a hotel away from Natasha but now she was asking him to leave politely.
“Your reaction is exactly why I think it is best that you leave. I have to talk with Marcus while I am here and we need to decide what we are going to do about our marriage. Having you here waiting in the wings is not fair to anyone, most of all you! I haven’t made you any promises,” explained Natasha hating that she had to defend her actions to Lucas.
This was all going so wrong, thought Lucas. Having Marcus show up yesterday had been unexpected and he kicked himself all night for not trying to finalize their hotel bookings elsewhere before arriving on Derrien.  But Natasha was right, she was still very much a married woman and he was the one who was trespassing illegally. But he was way past caring now that he was pushed to his limits. He had bent over backwards to make sure she got the career she wanted, called in favours, and now he was being tossed aside like someone useless?
“I can’t accept that Natasha. You need me and you always have because I know how to help you through that world out there. You need someone who understands how that world works and is prepared to love you and stand by you through all of what will come your way. Marcus doesn’t have a clue how to do that for you. All he has ever done is to hold you back but those days are over. You just need to see that!”
“Lucas, I am the only one here who is qualified to say that my marriage is over! You have no right!”
“I don’t have any right?” echoed Lucas incredulously. “I am not going sit back and watch you make the biggest mistake of your life by going back to Marcus. You may not know it but we can be great together and I think that it’s time that I showed you just how much,” he said with a determined glint in his eye. 
As he finished speaking he reached out and grasped the nape of Natasha’s neck and brought his mouth down to hers for a crushing kiss. He hoped that she would not push him away and that she would feel something. He hoped that the kiss would ignite any dormant feelings she might have for him, but the firm pressure of her hands against his chest as she pushed him away and the unyielding nature of her lips told him everything he needed to know.  He’d already lost. He leaned back and allowed his hand to fall away slowly.
Natasha could see the very pained expression in Lucas’ eyes and knew that she was breaking his heart in this very instance but she had to honour her marriage, even if she was not sure how things would eventually turn out. Just the uncertainty of that should have filled her with fear but instead she felt a peace radiating within her and she knew that she was making the right decision concerning Lucas. He was her friend and nothing more and she had always made that clear to him!
“Lucas, I’m sorry, I just can’t! I don’t love you in that way.”
“Yeah, I’m sorry too!” he said closing his eyes and exhaling forcefully. “I’m not giving up you know! You will come to your senses before this trip is over. Talk to your soon to be ex-husband and see again why you left him in the first place. If you choose to stay here with him I will back off and I will back out of your life completely. But if your divorce is finalized, I want you to know that I am going to do everything in my power to win your heart!” said Lucas with a very determined expression on his face.
Marcus was standing the other side of the large potted palms that shielded him from the view of the couple seated on the waterfall. When he saw Lucas kiss his wife so possessively he was livid. He almost interrupted them but thought the better of it when he noticed his hands folded into fists which he was not afraid to use. Making such a scene in this hotel would not be a wise decision. When Ashley called him again that morning to tell him of Natasha’s plans to go swimming he was going to let her have the time to herself. But, then he remembered a place he wanted to take her for their anniversary and he decided that maybe if he was lucky she would be willing to shift her swimming location.
 Now it was taking every ounce of strength in his body to remain where he was and listen to this man pouring out his heart to his wife a second time. He was using every tactic he could to try to convince Natasha to leave him again.
As Lucas got up and made his way back toward the lobby, Marcus followed him out and making sure that Natasha was not following as well, he called out to Lucas just as he was about to hail a taxi in front of the hotel.
“Lucas!” he shouted.
Lucas looked up and seeing Marcus he dropped his head and shook it while laughing.
“What’s so funny?” asked Marcus tersely finally reaching his side. 
“You know, you have a great woman in there and I don’t think you even know it!” replied Lucas.
“Don’t you dare talk to me about Natasha as though you have the right! I stopped you because I want you to know that you just came within an inch of leaving here with two black eyes and a busted lip. Natasha is still my wife and if I ever see you touch her or kiss her again while Nicholls is still her last name I won’t be so accommodating!”
Lucas observed the narrowed eyes of the man who stood before him clenching and unclenching his fists. 
“Well if we are getting our feelings off our chests, let me tell you something as well. This is your last chance to save your marriage, and I think you know that better than anyone else and when you fail I will be there for Natasha,” replied Lucas.
“You have a lot of nerve man coming here like this!” warned Marcus sensing the earlier rage intensifying once again.
“I have done nothing but what you should have been doing all along, and you know what, Natasha appreciates that, and that is the basis of our friendship and I have no regrets about it. Maybe you should check yourself rather than running out here to deal with me!” said Lucas taunted. “Maybe if you spent less time feeling offended and more time listening to your wife you would actually have a marriage right now,” said Lucas boldly.
Lucas words hit Marcus like a boulder, because it was exactly what he had discovered personally, but he did not need it handed to him by the likes of Lucas Johnson.
“Lucas, you know what, you are right!” said Marcus humbly noting the shock register on Lucas face at his agreement. “But, the important thing is that I realized it and I have changed. But you need to let Natasha have the breathing space to make up her own mind. We are still married, and that means that you are messing with my wife and I have a right to say something about that. Now, this is my first and last warning to you! Stand aside and let us work this out alone!” said Marcus.
Without another word Lucas smirked lazily and opened the door of the taxi he was standing beside, got in and drove away.
As Marcus turned to walk back inside the hotel he saw Natasha standing a few feet away. He stopped in surprise not knowing she had followed them outside and wondered exactly how much she had heard.
“Tell me, Ashley again right?” said Natasha with a knowing expression on her face and her arms folded across her body.
“Yes, you could say that, but I would have called you to make plans for today anyway,” replied Marcus now walking slowly toward her.
“I see that you and Lucas were getting acquainted,” she continued, nodding her head in the direction the taxi left in.
“In a matter of speaking, we were,” replied Marcus cautiously hoping she heard as little of what just transpired as possible.
“Well, I guess this is as good a time as any to have that talk, don’t you think?” asked Natasha.
Now that she was standing, Marcus could see why Lucas was having a hard time letting go and certainly why he wasn’t prepared to either. Natasha looked gorgeous in anything that she wore but today dressed in a pair of khaki shorts and an emerald green bathing suit that plunged in a V just below her cleavage, she looked like a goddess. Her hair was pulled back and pinned with a tortoiseshell comb so that her high cheekbones seemed that much more prominent and her green eyes sparkled in the sunlight.
“What about your swim? Have you changed your mind about that?” asked Marcus.
“No. I still want to do that! Seeing the beach this morning after living in the city these past few months has made me appreciate why I love coming home here.”
Yes, coming home was even better than she’d imagined. The circumstances weren’t the best but still just waking up to warm fresh tropical breezes instead of city air made a huge difference in her mood and energy levels already. Besides that, coming home meant seeing Marcus again and he looked so handsome. He was dressed in a blue and white board shorts with a white tee shirt and it suddenly reminded her of the day they met for the first time. She was so mesmerized by her immediate attraction to him then that she almost forgot she was injured. 
She wanted to apologize and explain so much and even now she marvelled that he was still even speaking to her. She hadn’t been kind to him, but here he was still remaining open, still wanting to make things right. She didn’t deserve him at all and now that she was having more and more reservations about her job and the exacting demands of her contract, was it all really worth it?
“Yes there is no place like home,” replied Marcus wistfully as he studied the expressions flitting across Natasha’s face. Was that a tinge of regret he saw just now?
“No place like home!” she echoed.
“Okay great, I think we can combine the two then. I was hoping to take you away from here for the rest of the morning where we could talk more privately and the place I had I mind would allow you to still get your swim. Interested?”
Natasha smiled knowing that whenever Marcus proposed a mysterious outing in the past it was always more than impressive. 
“Okay, I’m game! Where are you parked?”
They walked together to where Marcus had parked his SUV and got in. “Won’t I be needing a bag or anything for this adventure of ours, after all I was only planning to swim in front of the hotel,” remarked Natasha gesturing toward her clothing.
 “No, you have just enough clothes, trust me, I think you will like what I have planned,” replied Marcus not prepared to give any chance for today’s plans to be interrupted. He finally had Natasha with him and she was willing to talk. This was worth more than diamonds or rubies as far as he was concerned. Getting a towel and a change of clothes was way down on the list of what he considered to be important.
“Okay, any clues on where we are going today, or is it a closely guarded secret as usual?” asked Natasha suddenly enjoying the playful banter that passed between them. It reminded her of how light and wonderful their friendship had been in the beginning.
“Not one!” laughed Marcus as he started the engine and pulled out of the parking lot. 
 


Chapter 17
 
As they drove, the journey took them through the countryside as Marcus headed toward the east of the island which was more rural and less densely populated but had the most breathtaking views of the Atlantic Ocean. They did not say much on the trip preferring to enjoy the scenery of the countryside as it whizzed by. Coming to a sandy track passing between a grove of palm trees, sea grape shrubs and coconut trees Marcus suddenly turned off the main asphalt road and began driving through the trees into what appeared to be increasingly dense vegetation.
“Uh Marcus?” asked Natasha bumping up and down in her seat on the uneven terrain.
“Don’t worry it’s a surprise!” smiled Marcus.
“It’s just that this road is a bit away from any village settlements I am familiar with!”
“We are soon there! I think that you will forget about all of these fears when you see what I have to show you,” he said.
You know what, I have never understood how you as an American by birth know so many hideaways in the country in which I was born and raised,” laughed Natasha. Marcus had always loved surprising her before and she was never disappointed. 
They drove for another minute before emerging into a grassy clearing that led onto a bay shaped beach with pinkish sand. Marcus parked beneath a large sea grape tree and jumped out quickly and excitedly. It had been so long since she had seen him really smile. After all there hadn’t been much to smile about between them for a long while. Curious about what was creating his excitement Natasha climbed out quickly and walked with Marcus to the shoreline. 
The eastern coast of the island was not as calm and tranquil as the west coast with the year-round gusty winds and large waves which made it more suitable for persons who liked to surf. The force of the wave action had created several towering stacks of rock which were the weathered remains of where the cliff had once extended hundreds of years ago.
“I discovered this place many years ago on one of my hiking trips, and I haven’t thought of coming here for a long time. One of the locals told me that it was called the Cave of Pools. I thought that it was a weird name for a beach at first but you are about to see why. Marcus reached for her hand and she let him hold it as though it was the most natural thing in the world for them to be holding hands and strolling down a secluded beach together. The warmth of his fingers as they intertwined with hers sent ripples of heat flushing through her body which centred and intensified at her heart.
As they came closer to the end of the beach she saw that the rock had been eroded into what seemed like an archway that formed a natural roof. Within the chamber was a large rock pool of calm water gently stirred by waves filtering in through two smaller openings on the other side where the waves crashed against the rocks. Beyond the first arch was yet another opening and she could see two smaller pools in there. The reflection of light from the water danced on the rock wall above and around the pools illuminating crystalline structures in the rocks.
“Marcus this place is absolutely magical! How is it that you are only bringing me here now?” asked Natasha as she absorbed the sheer beauty of the place.
“Do you want to know the truth?” asked Marcus.
“Earlier in the year I decided that I wanted to bring you here for our wedding anniversary, which as you know will be in a few months time!” replied Marcus. “So, seeing that you are here now I could not think of a better time to carry out my original plan to sweep you off for a day of magic and adventure,” he said grinning at her wide-eyed expression.
“Seriously, you had this in mind?” asked Natasha sounding slightly disbelieving. “Even though I was hardly speaking to you, you still wanted us to do this together?” 
“Natasha, I didn’t know back then why we were not getting along and I was just thinking of ways I could make you happy again!” replied Marcus hoping that she would see his sincerity.
“I don’t know what to say! This is more than I even deserve from you! It’s so beautiful Marcus, don’t many people know of this beach?”
“Not really and I am hoping that it doesn’t become another place on the island overrun by hundreds of tourists. I think it is nice that Derrien Island still has many unspoilt locations,” he replied.
Natasha turned to face her husband and admired the strong angle of his jaw and the slight darkening of the shadow of his beard along it. Somehow not even the worst of times she’d put him through had changed the essence of who he always was inside.
“Marcus, I need to say something to you and I want to do it before we do anything else today! I’ve been thinking a lot about us since you visited me in Georgia and even more since we talked to my father yesterday,” she began. 
“I let a lot of my own disappointments and how hurt I was by my parent’s reaction to us cloud my judgement. I treated you unfairly on many occasions and I am sorry. I know we can’t go back in the past but I am asking your forgiveness for shutting you out and for leaving you in the way I did that night. I held on to all of the things that hurt me and I tried to dump it all on you as though it was your fault. I never came to terms with the fact that we both lost Sara, and closing part of my heart at the time was the only way I felt I could survive. It kept me from feeling anything and eventually I learned to retreat more and more into that numbness whenever I felt a sense of loss. Then, every time you brought up all that was going right for you I only saw a growing list of what was going wrong for me and I retreated and pushed you away too.  I meant to talk to you about the singing opportunity weeks before, but I convinced myself that there was no point and I procrastinated. I finally decided that I would take the selfish approach and just leave. I know it caused you a lot of confusion and pain and I am sorry for that,” said Natasha earnestly. I am sorry that our relationship turned out this way!”
“Nat, I forgive you but I don’t blame you for how you acted, not for a minute,” replied Marcus. “I think that I am the one who needs to apologize. I could see how beautiful and talented you were and I didn’t want to lose you like Sara and give your father more reason why I didn’t deserve you. So whenever you would bring up ideas about leaving and pursuing your career I felt threatened, like I would lose you to everyone and everything else. At the time, it made more sense to try and become as successful as possible so that you would not even need to look for a career and I hated the fact that you felt you had to work at the school instead of with me at the restaurants. I wanted to be all that you needed and that was selfish, irrational and ridiculous. Then on top of it all I convinced myself that my parents would have wanted me to live on Derrien in that house and on that land. I let that and all the hurtful memories I had left behind in the US decide that I would not be willing to be anywhere else. When you left, the truth hit me really hard”, said Marcus with a dry laugh. “My home was wherever you were because you have my heart and the house felt empty and cold and it still does without you there. If I could choose again, I would do things a lot differently. I wanted to say that to you when I came to Georgia four months ago but I came with the wrong motives. I was still trying to have you on my own terms. Asking you to even consider coming back here to sing in a restaurant so I could feel better about myself? I cannot tell you how lousy I felt when I fully realized what I had done. By then, I had already flown home and I was convinced you did not want to hear from me again, he said exhaling forcefully. “So I need you to forgive me too. Will you forgive me for not being the man you needed and forgive me for being so darned myopic?” asked Marcus.
“Yes I do Marcus, but I haven’t been angry at you for months now. Actually it was I who felt as though I was swimming in regrets. You didn’t do anything wrong, in fact you are the one that did not give up on me. I feel so ashamed of how I acted toward you that morning because it was the only way I could satisfy the requirements of my contract. I know I want to sing but the cost of losing you seems too great now!” said Natasha sadly.
Marcus could scarcely believe what he was hearing. He had so many questions racing through his mind at her admission. So why did she send him divorce papers if she was feeling so much regret, he wondered.
She continued, “Even though I said all those things to you, I tried telling myself that you didn’t call me because you really didn’t care anymore and I was right in my decision to leave. But I got exactly what I asked for and I hated it, I hated trying to make it big without you. I am stubborn so I refused to call you to show any signs of weakness or wavering either,” she said closing her eyes and looking away from his penetrating gaze.
“I was just giving you the space I figured you needed. You seemed to feel so stifled by me and I just decided that I would let you breathe and be you. I can’t feel anything for you but love, Nat, replied Marcus kicking at the sand so that a few grains flew into the air and were carried away by the breeze. 
“I think that was the best thing you did too because it helped me to see that my strategy was not working at all. I thought I was over you, I thought I felt nothing but the harder I worked the lonelier I felt. Yes, I had my team there and Lucas of course but something always seemed to be missing and I knew it for sure the day I had the interview on Ellen,” she breathed wearily.
“Yes, I watched the interview that day on satellite. You looked so amazing and your song, “Brave”, I think that one is going to take you platinum,” said Marcus with a smile.
Natasha smiled at hearing her husband compliment her song. This was what she was missing, those were the words she longed to hear and this was the man she wanted to say those words to her. She stepped closer to Marcus and laid a hand on his chest and felt the rhythm of his heart strong and clear begin to speed up and his breathing became more rapid and shallow. She finally laid her head against his shoulder and felt his arms encircle her in a warm embrace.
“Marcus, I missed you so much. I missed us!” she said as the tears she refused to release for months finally began to flow down her cheeks. “I told myself that it was brave of me to step out and to accomplish my dreams without you and that is what that song is all about, but it is so wrong. I can see that now! I couldn’t even record that video without thinking of you! Sometimes I just feel that the sacrifices I am being asked to make just aren’t worth it,” she sniffed.
The warmth spreading out from Natasha’s body to his as they stood there wrapped Marcus in a sense of oneness with his wife that they had not experienced in many years. So many obstacles, family opinions, selfish motives and not dealing with their grief in the right way had cost them many years of happiness together. But, just having her finally surrender against him like this, Marcus knew that he was being given the gift of a second chance and it was more precious to him than anything else that he owned in the world. Burying his nose in her hair he inhaled the familiar scent of mint oil that she often used after washing her hair longing just to run his fingers through it. 
“Nat, I know that so much has happened between us and we have been living separate lives for so long now, but I want you in my life again and I want to be a part of yours,” whispered Marcus.
“I want the same thing too,” she replied truthfully.
Neither dared to speak after those heartfelt admissions, allowing the depth of what they other spoke to really sink in. Only the sound of the wind whipping about their ears was audible.
“What about Lucas? What does he mean to you?” asked Marcus carefully.
At the mention of Lucas’ name he felt Natasha stiffen in surprise for a moment but then she relaxed before gently pulling away from Marcus and sitting on the sand where they were standing. Following her lead he sat beside her and waited for her response.
“Lucas was the one who had arranged for me to have a chance at the singing contract all those years ago and when we ran into each other , he wanted to know if I was still interested because according to him I still had the look and the voice. I admit that I was flattered and it restored a lot of the hope I had lost over the years and finally I decided that I wanted back the life I was offered. So he offered to help me through the transition. He has been really supportive and a wonderful friend to me. I don’t know how I would have made it though if I did not have that help,” she admitted.
Looking at Marcus she saw him wince at her open admiration for Lucas Johnson. 
“You do know that he wants more from you than a friendship, don’t you?” asked Marcus.
“I do know and I have always told him where I stand concerning that. He always knew that we could only be just friends and he promised to respect my marriage until I had finished sorting out the details in my mind,” she explained.
“So, what’s changed for him?  I saw him kiss you this morning at the hotel,” stated Marcus once again feeling a desire to wring the man’s neck.
Natasha blew a gust of air out of her mouth and picked up a seashell and ran her fingers around the serrated edges.
“I was hoping that you did not see that! Yes, he has been hinting at having a life with me more than ever lately. I think that he feels threatened by the fact that you are here and he hasn’t made much progress with me. He is always reminding me that I need to finalize my divorce so I don’t mess up my contract.”
“How do you feel about him?” pressed Marcus further, while filing away the thought that he needed to ask her exactly what kind of contract she signed which required that he was out of her life permanently.
“Truthfully I love him like I would a brother, but that is all it’s ever been for me!  You are the only one I am in love with and still love in that way.  I am sorry that Lucas is hurt but I have been honest with him from the beginning,” Natasha replied now sifting the pinkish coarse sand through her fingers.
“Today was the first day I felt that I could start a fight in a public place. When I saw him kiss you it was all I could do not to walk up to him and throw him into the waterfall,” said Marcus honestly.
Natasha could hear how serious Marcus was about the statement he had just made and was glad that he was always the type to think first and then act. 
“I was telling him that I thought that he should go back to Georgia without me.”
“Okay, so I need to ask you this, why does your contract say you have to divorce me?”
“It is the image of me they want to portray as this sexy, young, unattached female. They also don’t want any negative publicity around that at least until I build up that image for my fans! At the time I was so excited about being offered a contract and still in denial about us that I just signed it. Lucas said it was a great opportunity and I guess I trusted his experience in these matters. If I don’t have the divorce finalized by my first album launch I will have to forfeit the contract and lose a lot of the money I earned from my singles. I was hoping that my success with those might cause them to reconsider that aspect but I had to fly out here, so I have not had that conversation with them as yet! My album launches in a month’s time!”
“So are you saying that you were willing to divorce me just to get ahead in your career even though you knew you still had feelings for me?” asked Marcus feeling hurt at her admission.
“Yes and now that I have had the time to really think about all of this I can see how wrong that is,” she said quickly as his expression darkened. “The funny thing about all of this is that although I sent the papers to you I hadn’t signed them either. Especially when I got your book I knew that I had to think twice.”
“Do you think we can save our marriage or are our lives too far apart now?” asked Marcus cautiously hoping that Natasha’s answer would give him the chance he was praying for.
“Marcus, I don’t want the divorce anymore, I want to work things out with you, but I can’t see that happening with us living so far away from each other or with me in the midst of this binding contract,” said Natasha sighing with frustration.
She braced herself to witness the conflicted look he always wore when she spoke about this but instead he looked back at her and laughed openly. It was not a laugh of ridicule but he was happy. Puzzled by this new reaction, she was unprepared for him suddenly threading his hand behind the nape of her neck and kissing her passionately. This experience was the complete opposite of what she felt when Lucas tried to do the same thing earlier. Immediately, she felt herself opening up responding instead of retreating and pushing him away. Moving closer to him she straddled his lap as the kiss deepened. It was as if they became lost in their own world, one of reconnection and re-discovery. Marcus ran his hands lovingly along Natasha’s spine and eventually reached up and freed her hair from the comb that held it in place. He had always loved the weight and silky texture of Natasha’s hair and how it felt in his hands.
The feel of Nat’s curvy body pressed intimately against his after such a long time of just wanting her close made him feel like a man who was starving, who just could not get enough.  His lips trailed kisses along her neck and he could taste a mixture of sand and salt but mainly the flavour that was uniquely her. 
Forcing himself to drag his mouth away and to regain some measure of common sense, Marcus fought the wild urge that was rising up in him to just throw caution to the wind and to make love to his wife right there on the beach.
“Nat, if we don’t stop now, I cannot guarantee that I will be able to in a few minutes.”
“I don’t want you to stop Marcus, we’ve been playing it safe for too long and look where it’s taken us. I’ve been hiding my feelings and now I just want us to be like we were, no restrictions, playful, hopelessly in love, she said punctuating each word by a feather soft kiss to his lips. I want to come out and play with you again Marcus,” said Natasha before kissing her husband’s lips again, this time boldly drawing his lower lip into her mouth and sucking on it lightly. Marcus groaned and tightened his grip around her waist.
It was a secluded beach but he knew that Natasha was not just another local girl anymore and he wanted to protect her privacy from possible scandal and the lens of the unscrupulous paparazzi looking for a story. But if she kept doing what she was doing none of that would even matter. She said she wanted to try again and that was all that mattered. The contract obstacles, the issues about distance and living arrangements were secondary and minor in comparison to that.
“Nat, I promise you that before this day is over I will redefine the word play in both of our vocabularies, I mean that! But not here, you are a rising star and you have to remember that you might be photographed. I don’t pictures of my wife spread all across the Enquirer,” explained Marcus groaning with each word.
Natasha rested her forehead against his and relented, “You are perfectly right as usual. I need you, because you balance my wild, crazy side”, laughed Natasha. “I love you Marcus Nicholls!”
“Those were the words I wanted to hear,” said Marcus. “I am madly, truly and deeply in love with you too. Are you really here with me in my arms like this?” asked Marcus looking at Natasha with wonder.
“I am, and this is where I want to be forever,” replied Natasha.
 
 


 
 
 
 
Chapter 18
 
Natasha could not remember a day when she had so much fun with Marcus. Returning to the hotel had been a riot of laughter and fun as she teased him about having to drive without his shirt back to the hotel.  He did tell her that she had enough clothes when she left the hotel earlier. He had explained that he did not want her to return to her room just in case she changed her mind about coming with him. Then he pretended to be a gallant knight with a medieval English accent trying to win her over with his charm. She could see why he was such a talented and imaginative writer.
As they returned to the hotel they were so engrossed in each other that they did not notice Lucas sitting in the lobby area on one of the chairs. 
“Somehow I’m not surprised at all!” came a familiar voice which caused Natasha to whirl around and the laugh she was sharing with Marcus became frozen on her face as she took in his hurt expression.
“Lucas, what are you doing here?” she asked with surprise.
“I came to return your carry-on luggage before I made my way to the airport. I think you forgot that you left this bag with me yesterday!” he remarked flatly holding it out to her.
“Yes, I meant to ask you about it this morning but I guess the conversation got a bit sidetracked. Thanks!” she replied taking it from him.
“Natasha, can I speak with you privately?” he asked looking pointedly at Marcus.
“Lucas, I warned you this morning,” replied Marcus. 
“Marcus it is okay! You go on up to the room, I’ll meet you shortly.”
“But...,” protested Marcus. 
“It’s okay! I need to speak to Lucas privately as well,” said Natasha reassuringly.
Nodding slowly, Marcus recognized that Natasha needed the space to do and say what she needed to ‘her friend’, but he was only giving her five minutes. Walking slowly backward, he and Lucas exchanged looks, neither was very friendly but this time Marcus could see that Lucas carried an air of resignation. Hoping that he had silently made his point clear once more he turned and walked slowly toward the bank of elevators.
“I see that you two have reconciled,” said Lucas. “I suppose congratulations are in order!”
“Yes, you could say that!”
Are you happy?” asked Lucas.
“I could not be happier right now. I never stopped loving my husband Lucas, I only made myself forget that I did,” replied Natasha.
“He is a very lucky man, a lucky man indeed,” said Lucas enviously with a reluctant nod. “ My flight will be leaving in another hour and a half. I just wanted to say goodbye properly to you because when you get back to Georgia, I am going to need some time before I will be able to relate to you as I did before. You understand right?” said Lucas.
“I do and I’m...” said Natasha starting to apologize.
“No don’t apologize to me,” he interjected quickly with a dismissive wave of his hand. “I knew the risks and I ignored them. I still don’t think he deserves you, but I am terribly biased on that point. I know when to accept defeat.”
“Can we ever be friends again?” asked Natasha.
“Right now, I can’t think about that and besides you won’t need me anymore. You have him now.  I also think Marcus would have serious objections to us even continuing this association. Don’t you? I know I would if I was lucky enough to be in his shoes. Look I have to go! Running into you will be pretty unavoidable considering the industry we work in. I am sure you will get your contract settled somehow. At some cocktail party or awards ceremony in the future I’m sure I will see you across the room and I might even come over and say hello. I just need some time now,” said Lucas finally.
Giving her a brief and final embrace Lucas walked out of the Derrien Hilton never once looking back. 
As Natasha watched him leave she felt the conviction of a strong lesson in her heart. As she thought back to many of their conversations she realized that she did not want to seem ungrateful for his help so she let them get closer while procrastinating about dealing with how she really felt about Marcus. She was honest with him but it still wasn’t fair and that realization hurt. But it couldn’t be worse than the pain and disappointment Lucas was facing himself.
A pair of strong arms encircled her waist from behind as she felt Marcus nuzzle her neck softly as a reminder that he was waiting for her. So he didn’t leave, she thought with a knowing smile. Now that he had her in his life again he was not prepared to share her with anyone and that feeling was priceless to her.
“You do know there was no way I was leaving you down here alone right?” he whispered in her ear.
“I’m beginning to see that!” she confessed.
“Well, unless you want to make a scene down here in the lobby, I have an urgent need to get you upstairs to your room,” he said pulling her back against him so she could feel the evidence of his undeniable arousal. 
Heat was emanating from him in waves and a pool of warm desire was spreading in her lower abdomen just in response to the promise in his voice.
Threading her fingers through his, she turned and allowed him to lead her to the elevators and then to her room. As soon as they were inside and the door closed all the passion they restrained on the beach came pouring out.
“Natasha, I want you right now!” groaned Marcus as he pressed her against the wall near the door and gazed into the mirrored need in her eyes.
Without moving his gaze from hers he lowered his mouth to hers and she tiptoed to close the distance between them. As their lips merged with bittersweet intensity they both allowed everything that was now behind them to fall away. Sliding his tongue past her parted and welcoming lips the kiss deepened as they tasted, sought, tangled and mated with each other again in an intoxicating dance. This was what heaven must be like thought Natasha as spirals of warm current exploded from every part of her body, especially her core. She couldn’t get enough! Her reasons for starving herself all this time seemed to be so ridiculous and petty. Being with Marcus was even better than her supposed dream career. It was why she hadn’t let him go and was on the verge of losing her contract and somehow she didn’t care. This connection was what she needed and if she had it anything else would be possible. Public success and private loneliness and turmoil just weren’t worth it.
Marcus hands slipped down and around her hips and he pulled her in toward him and ground against her as what sounded like a low growl rumbled in his chest.  She was his and that would never change again. Not as long as he drew breath in his body!
“If we don’t get out of these clothes I’m going to go crazy, whispered Natasha trying to catch her breath while pushing the straps of her bathing suit of her shoulders exposing the round fullness of her breasts to his hungry gaze.
This wasn’t the time to take things slow, Marcus agreed. That could come much later. The consuming desire to be one with his wife again coloured everything around them in a cloudy haze.
Marcus trailed his lips and tongue along her neck and shoulders tasting the residual saltiness of the sea against the smoothness of her skin. He wanted to remember every single millimetre of her body in this way as he made his way to the already hardened dusky peaks that called to him. Lifting her against the wall he braced her body with his arm around her waist and his thigh before clamping his mouth over her causing her to push against his straining arousal intimately as the sensations he was evoking swept through her body like a flood.
Oh she missed Marcus’ touch so much. She wanted no one else and nothing else in this moment than to be with him again. She was being devoured so thoroughly and so completely as Marcus teased and nipped at her swollen buds. He released her allowing her body to slide along his as he reclaimed her lips, tasting the recesses of her mouth as she matched his desire equally.
They quickly removed each other’s clothes stumbling over to the bed and toppling over onto each other, laughing at their clumsiness.
“We seem to be out of practice with this,” whispered Natasha against the planes of his shoulders as he propped himself on his elbows above her.
“Not for long,” Marcus replied pulling himself into a kneeling position and pulling her up into a sitting position beneath him. She ran her hands lovingly over his chest and shoulders before running them up and along his neck and the back of his head and pulled him toward her, kissing his lower lip and sucking on it deeply until he groaned with need.
“Tell me this is what you really want Nat, to be here with me, to have me inside you again!” asked Marcus as he cupped and massaged her breasts in his hands and ran his thumbs over their tips making her cry out in ecstasy.
“Marcus yes, I want you so much! There is nothing else I want more right now!” she cried unable to stop the uncontrollable trembling of her body. “No more waiting Marcus!” she demanded breathlessly.
Moving his leg from where it imprisoned her, he held her waist and flipped her over onto her stomach and trailed his tongue along her spine all the way to her neck and earlobes.
“Maybe I should make you wait just a little for how you made me wait for you!” he growled in a low voice and his warm breath tickled her cheeks. The sensation of his hot, hair roughened maleness was intimately pressed against her lower cheeks and she could feel that every delicious inch of him was already hard with readiness to possess her. Natasha felt herself moisten again in anticipation for him.
“Marcus don’t make me wait this time, I promise that all the other times you can make me beg, plead, if you want to but not now. I’ve been dreaming of this for months,” she admitted.
Marcus could scarcely contain the joy that was now rising through every cell of his body hearing her admit that she was just as miserable without him these past months. He could no longer fight the urge to be inside her any longer and he pulled her up against him and entered her from behind. 
Feeling him fill her and stretch her, Natasha gasped at the hot invasion of her body and she pressed back against her husband to feel more of him and to take him deeper inside.
Marcus thrust against her wildly and their united cries of pleasure filled the room. She was so hot and ready for him and with every thrust she squeezed him inside. He was going to lose his mind for sure today. Pulling out of her suddenly he flipped her on to her back and resheathed himself within her with one slow deep thrust until he filled her to the hilt. As she wrapped her legs around his waist he leaned down and kissed her, their tongues twirling, twisting and thrusting matching the frenzied undulations of their bodies together.
“Come with me, Nat,” groaned Marcus sensing that her release was close as she began to tremble and cry out beneath him. 
She ground her pelvis against him and dug her fingertips into the muscles of his back as the first waves of orgasmic tremors shook her body triggering his own release as he filled her core with his warmth. 
 
 


“I’m really going to miss it here when I leave this evening!” said Natasha. The team at Pacific Sun are going crazy with the concert preparations happening in two days and my not being there. I think my manager must have left thirty irate messages on my phone by now,” remarked Natasha while standing on her balcony and admiring the scenery below. “I wish I could take a piece of this island back to the US with me.”
She and Marcus had just spent the two most exhilarating days of her life reconnecting with each other. When they weren’t making love or trekking around the island, he took her to visit her father who was now recuperating steadily. In fact the doctors were stunned at how rapidly he was progressing. During one of their talks her father said he suspected that the change in his condition had a lot to do with just coming to a place of forgiveness and acceptance in his life of many things he had spent years resisting. He just needed to stop fighting against the things he could not change. Both Natasha and Marcus had to agree because now that they too had both let go and forgiven each other for the past, the bond that existed between them had grown stronger than it had ever been before. 
She felt a strong arm wrap around her waist and her hair drawn aside before a warm kiss was imprinted on the back of her neck, followed by a mischievous nip.
“I know what you mean and you can,” replied Marcus enjoying her heady fragrance. He and Natasha had just spent two insatiable days getting reacquainted and he still could not get enough of her. It was as though they were both trying to make up for all of the time they had lost while they were still apart.
“Aren’t you tired yet Mr. Nicholls?” asked Natasha turning around to face him so that their mouths were mere centimetres away from each other.
“No, I could never get tired of you, love!” he replied following his words by tasting his wife’s lips slowly, and deliberately. “You are much too delicious for that to ever happen!” 
After making love the first afternoon at the hotel Marcus had asked Natasha to come back with him to their home at Azure Lodge where they could really have the privacy they needed. He wasn’t sure if she would agree at first but she readily said yes and he helped her to check out that same afternoon. 
“Marcus I lied when I told you that I did not love this house. I think it’s spectacular. I really can’t blame you for wanting to stay here before. You worked hard and you deserved this. I was wrong to make you feel otherwise.”
“Nat, right now none of those misunderstandings are important. There is nothing I want more in my life than to be with you. We can have a dozen more Azure Lodges, if it means that I could spend my life where you are. Don’t you see that I would sell this place tomorrow if it meant I could prove that to you?” 
“No Marcus, I don’t want you to sell it, this is your parent’s legacy!”
“Yes, but I mean to create my own legacy with you. Look, you aren’t making me do anything that I have not thought through deeply already,” Marcus replied. “As a writer my work is very flexible! I just need a quiet space for creativity to flow and I am fine. I can work anywhere on this planet. All I want is to be with you and for you to be happy being with me.”
 Marcus had told her last night for parts of the year he intended to live with her wherever she wanted to in the world and wherever her career took her. He would keep his restaurants and also Natasha’s Place and Art Gallery. He’d proposed the idea to her again of having her art displayed at the restaurant and she finally agreed. They had dinner there last night and Lucinda was so happy to see them together again. He would spend a few months here making sure that it was set up well with the right staff and management. Both were thinking that Ashley would be perfect to take up managing it as she was someone they both knew and trusted and she also had a background in management. 
When they left the restaurant they spent the night drinking wine and eating cheesecake while they burnt the divorce papers outside by the mahogany tree, allowing the ashes to float across the countryside. 
That first night back at their home, Marcus made a call to his friend Trenton Parks at Emperor Music, a competitor of Pacific Sun and asked him to express an interest in Natasha’s contract and to say that she was not happy at Pacific Sun and was considering relaunching her career at Emperor Music. Trenton was glad to help because he was not only a huge fan of Marcus’ books but he himself had been married to the same woman for thirty three years and he believed that the love between a man and his wife should be protected.  He was also willing to sign Natasha to Emperor Music if Pacific Sun did not agree to her terms of staying married and renegotiating how they would market her music. 
As far as Marcus was concerned her video to “Fire Heart” would be the first and last time she would have to parade herself like that or else he could see himself getting into a lot of fights with her producers, directors and the leering male models she would have to work with. 
Mr. Calderon himself called and he was infuriated with Natasha at first for trying to pull what he called a reckless stunt and threatened her with losing all her money from the projects she’d worked on. Natasha did not even budge and told him that he could keep it and she would try her luck at Emperor Music if that was what he wanted. She told him boldly that she was sure to make ten times more than what she was set to earn on ‘Brave’ and her two singles combined on the albums that she would make throughout her career. That got his attention as he considered the long-term losses versus the short-term gains.  He agreed to meet with her and her legal representatives when she returned to renegotiate the details. It was a moment of happiness for both of them to know that she could still pursue her dream and complete her current album.
 “Do you want a cup of coffee Natasha?”
“No, I was naughty yesterday when I drank that mocha already. I should be drinking teas to preserve my vocals. I don’t want to sound as though I am croaking at the upcoming concert,” she laughed. “Do you think you can slip away just for one day to be there? It’s my first concert opening!”
 “Hmm, I don’t know, is that something you really want?” he hedged mysteriously.
“How could you ask me that? If you knew how much I wanted you to be there when I was on Ellen you would not ask me that. I wanted to be able to look out at the audience knowing that you were there. It felt like something was missing. I finally had my big moment but it still felt empty, you know.”
“So Sheldon was right!”
“Sheldon? What does he have to do with any of this?”
“He called me when he saw you on TV that day. He was convinced after watching the interview that our marriage still had a real chance of working.”
“Why am I not surprised, he always tends to notice too much and then some. I guess that is why he is paid the big bucks to be head of security?” she said smiling. What did you think, could you tell I wanted you still?”
“I wasn’t sure until I saw you do two things. But I am not sure I want to tell you my secrets. I will tell you this though, one was surprising to me and the other is my personal secret weapon of observation about you,” he replied with a wink.
“I bet I know how to make you talk. I seem to have discovered a secret spot or two of my own yesterday alone. Don’t you remember?” asked Natasha with a wink of her own advancing toward him slowly.
“You drive a hard bargain lady, but you are assuming that I would somehow refuse to allow you to use your new found secret weapons. Bring it on!” he challenged.
“Arrrgh! I should have known better. You really are insatiable!”
“When it comes to you, I have no apologies about that fact.”
“Okay back to my question, can I count on you being there in a few days. I know you still have business to wrap up and you have to meet with your publishers as well but I really need you to come.”
“Natasha, I would not miss it for anything.”
***
The audience packing out the Madison Square Garden for the concert was massive. The tickets had been sold out days ago. Two well-known artists from the Pacific Sun label were a part of the first half of the program and that made this concert one fans did not want to miss. 
Marcus, with a bouquet of red roses in hand, stood backstage watching Natasha totally own the stage, dressed in stilettos and a white jumpsuit covered in sparkling jewels. Whenever the lights captured her she shone just like the star she had truly become. Her meteoric rise to popularity was testament not just to her exquisite beauty and her obvious talent but that she chose to believe she could do it, at all costs. They had finally put the past behind them and he could not be more proud of her. She had just sung her first songs “Fire Heart” and “Jewels” and now she was speaking to the audience.
“How are you doing tonight?” she asked the roaring crowd standing in that sexy, confident pose with her legs slightly spread apart. The cheers and whistles sounded as though it would literally lift the roof off the stadium.
“Just before I do my final song ‘Brave’, there is something I need to say. I want to dedicate this song to you my fans. You guys have been so awesome getting the word out there about me! I would not be here if it weren’t for your support and your love! When I wrote this song, this reality was still only a dream, but it is here now because of all of you. But there is someone else who I need to thank; someone who has loved me even when I was at my worst, even when I pushed him away, he did not give up on me, he never let me forget who I really was. He forgave me when I didn’t deserve it and today he is the brightness of my life. Marcus I love you, you are the brave one, and I want the world to know it and I dedicate this song to you! Marcus are you here?” she asked.
Marcus stood in shock backstage. Natasha had just told the whole concert hall that she loved him. The audience had gone quiet and a buzz filled the auditorium as the spotlight panned the backstage entrances and the audience to see if he was somewhere in the crowd.
“You are not just going to leave her standing there, are you?” asked the stage director looking at Marcus with his bushy eyebrows raised.
“No, no I’m not, I am just surprised that’s all, I didn’t expect her to do that,” replied Marcus.
Onstage Natasha was turning around in circles searching for him. Taking a deep breath to calm his nerves at the thought of walking out in front of thousands of people, he focused only on Natasha and realized this was her way of telling him now that she was letting him fully into her life, no more hiding, no more pretending. 
Marcus emerged from behind the curtain and when Natasha saw him, she began to jump up and down on the spot and announced through her microphone. There he is, my husband Marcus Nicholls.
The crowd erupted with shouts and applause and flashbulbs were going off all around the auditorium. When he finally reached her side, he gave her the flowers and kissed her briefly on the lips. 
“Isn’t he amazing?” she asked and the crowd agreed and continued to whistle and applaud their approval.
As the first bars of the song began to play, that unusual combination of strings and drums, she continued to hold his hand, and mouthed the words, “I love you” to him. Behind her the dancer’s had already assembled and began to execute their routine.
The stage crew backstage began to motion to him that he could leave the stage at that point and he gave Natasha’s hand a final squeeze before returning backstage. 
Natasha was so happy that Marcus made it. Up till that point she wasn’t sure that he was able to get in for the surprise she had planned. He must have come directly from the airport in order to make it in time.
Filled with newfound energy to really make this one count she sang with all of her heart and by the time she was finished, the entire stadium was giving her a standing ovation. She stood for a moment and accepted the applause before running offstage to find Marcus. She did not have to go far because he stood there right in the wings of the stage. 
“Nat, that was unbelievable!” he said hugging her tightly and still in awe of how every cell in his body buzzed in response to the song but more so to the love he felt for her. He had never really paid attention to the words before because the last time he heard it Sheldon had called him on the phone. But now, hearing the lyrics, he realized that all along Natasha had poured her heart into this song and he was touched that she dedicated it to him tonight.
“Come let’s go into my dressing room,” she advised quickly.
Once inside, she locked the door so that they could have privacy.
“I’m so glad you made it, I love you!” she said encircling his neck with her arms.
“Nat, I am so lost for words right now and that is difficult for a writer to admit,” said Marcus.
“Did you like the song?”
“I loved it, every single note and word, and I love you,”
Hugging him tightly, Natasha savoured the feeling of completeness that she had wanted all along. She now felt that she could do anything and to go as far as she dared, once Marcus was there.
THE END
 
 


Note to the Reader
 
Thank you for reading Forgotten Love, Book 1 in the Derrien Island Trilogy of novels. I had a great time writing this one!
This book carried many themes that are important for married couples but I will let you extract which ones were most important to you. 
However, there is just one thing! It is a point of view that affects all of us, whether married or unmarried and that is to recognize that the other person is really you. If you can see others and love others like you love yourself a lot of the short-sightedness, and coldness that creeps into relationships would not even have a chance to take root.
Even though Marcus and Natasha loved each other they had their own selfish interests linked to many other “stories” that surrounded their lives. Maybe it’s time to look at what influences our relationships and the way we feel about that special someone. When the truth comes to the surface, remember love is a choice.
 
I would love to meet you online so feel free to link up with me socially on my 
Author Page on Facebook
Simmone Thorpe @MarriageSpice on Twitter
 


About the Author
Simmone Thorpe is a hopeless romantic who melts like butter at the very idea of love, desire and passion, and can often be found curled up with a bowl of popcorn watching the latest romantic comedy. In fact, after watching the movie Titanic she was so moved by the passion of the love story that she cried for over twenty minutes in the cinema much to her chagrin. 
Throughout her teenage years and adult life her favourite pastime has always been reading romance novels and thus she is quite enamoured with the typical romance story and the happily ever after fairy tale wedding. Having experienced her own ‘fairy tale ending’ she has come to realize that where the typical romance novels end, is for many people where passion and love end as well due to a number of reasons.
After watching the demise of many marriages and the rapid rise of divorce she is now redefining marriage, passion and romance with her Marriage Spice Collection. It is her hope that every reader will see past the romantic wedding and experience the real joys of marriage with a bit of added fantasy and excitement of course!
She resides on the tropical island of Barbados with her husband and daughter.
 If you have enjoyed this book, please recommend it to a friend and leave an online review for future readers. Thank you. To participate in our online book club hangouts and to receive updates on book launches and discounts, please consider joining my mailing list.
 


Other Books in the Series
 
Have you read the Introductory Novella to this series?


Finally Love by Simmone Thorpe
 
CAN A LOVE TESTED TO THE LIMIT TRULY SURVIVE?
 Ramon Belham is planning the perfect seduction for his wife for their seventh wedding anniversary and all of his plans are falling into place. Every sensuous detail he’s envisioned is precisely designed to recapture the heart of the woman who stole his heart nine years ago. 
Courtney Belham loves her husband, but trusting him with her whole heart is another matter altogether. Haunted by a past filled with painful secrets and her own husband’s recent betrayal with another woman, she was ready for a divorce. 
Fighting through the pain and finding healing has come at a great cost and now Courtney wants to open her heart to Ramon fully and frankly he's done waiting for her to try!  This is a man on a mission who will stop at nothing this time, until his beautiful wife surrenders her heart, mind and soul.
 
 


Book 2:
Hidden Love by Simmone Thorpe will take your breath away as Darius Brogan puts aside his pride to recapture the heart of his ex-wife Candasee.
 
BEHIND EVERY HEART OF STONE IS A HEART THAT IS AFRAID TO LOVE...
Darius Brogan is a handsome, rich, wildly successful, highly admired hotel chain owner. He’s a billionaire who seems to have it all, and is on the guest list for every high society event, with the pick of any companion that he chooses. But, he would leave it all behind just for a chance to take back every callous word he said to his ex-wife Candasee and regain her trust and their marriage. Now, two years after their divorce he can no longer hide the truth from her any more -that letting her go, and trying to live without her was the biggest mistake of his life.
Losing Darius meant walking away from the first close-knit family Candasee ever had and away from the man who once inspired her to reach for the stars. Moving back to the land of her birth she started a new life, desperately trying to forget the one she left behind. This former attorney-at-law and now a dance instructor has found the career she always wanted and the approval of a man who loves her, but when her job forces her to return to Derrien Island for one week to host an arts and media intensive on the island, everything she’s built looks shaky in the light of what both she and Darius were both hiding in their hearts.
 
Book 3: Lost In Love:The Pact It’s Sheldon’s turn to fall in love and he has a secret about his new wife that could cost him his job, his freedom and the respect of his peers. He’s sworn to protect her but who is protecting him?
 
SOMETIMES A PROMISE IS MEANT TO BE BROKEN IF IT MEANS YOU CAN HAVE IT ALL...
Stay tuned!
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