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ERICA IS BACK, AND everything should be back to normal. They’re the happy little family Mark envisioned again.

Right?

But it just isn’t that simple. And even though Mark had known that they would have to really work at it, it seemed harder than he’d imagined. Even though Erica is seeing a therapist. Even though she’s trying with Emily.

Even though they have a couple’s therapist now.

But Erica still doesn’t want to sleep with Mark. She won’t even share a room with him. And Mark doesn’t know for a fact that she won’t leave again.

And Amber is still around with the promise that she will be there once Erica leaves, making Mark wonder if he is fighting for the right thing. Their history, by the way, is still a secret. 

Just before it all falls apart, Mark and Erica seem to break through the invisible wall that separates them and for the first time, there is hope that they can get through this.

Until Amber tells Erica what happened between her and Mark.

Will Mark and Erica be able to get through yet another trial? Or is the fragile structure of their relationship just not strong enough? 
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It had been almost a month since Erica had decided to move back in with Mark. It was crazy to think how quickly time could fly – at first it had been the month that she had been gone and Emily had gotten settled at home without her mother. And now, it was the month where Erica had been back, and everything was heading back to the way it should have been.

Of course, the first month had flown by with Erica back because it hadn’t exactly been a full month that Erica had been living with Mark. Despite her eagerness to come back, she had been apprehensive to jump right into the family life again. Mark was sure that she was still nervous about being a mother and living in the same house as Emily was a daunting prospect.

He knew that she was nervous that it would immediately show when she didn’t know what she was doing.

So, even though Mark had wished that Erica would come straight back to him, he had suggested that she stay in the abandoned apartment on top of the country club until she had seen enough of Mark and Emily to be comfortable coming home with him. With Paige entertaining Emily at the private suite during the day, Erica had enough time to get to know her daughter without having to be hands-on twenty-four-seven.

It had been a good idea, too. During the first week, Erica had seemed a little afraid of Emily. It was a very big responsibility to take care of someone so helpless. But as time progressed, and with Paige’s encouragement, Erica became more and more involved.

So, after two weeks of staying at the country club, Erica finally moved back in with Mark, bringing her bags to the new apartment where he had decided to make a home in her absence.

Erica had suggested that they all move back to the country club, but Mark wasn’t ready for that yet. He wanted to be away from the country club, he wanted the opportunity to spend time alone with Erica without the business being in the background all the time.

And he wanted to give Erica a chance to focus on him and Emily without the distraction, too. He just didn’t want their past to linger, and the only way he knew how to make that happen was to keep their personal life and the country club separated.

Even though it had only been two weeks with Erica back in the house, things were already looking up. Mark was happy to have Erica around again and to have his family together. What made him the happiest was that Emily would be growing up with her mother around.

But, despite his happiness, Mark was struggling. He knew that he should have been happy watching Erica bond with Emily. She really was trying, and she was getting better and better at it. But there were so many loose ends. They had a lot of work to get their relationship back to what it once had been, and even though Mark would never say it out loud, he was terrified that they would still fail.

How would he be able to cope with a second failed marriage? He had truly believed that this time it would be different. But the complications seemed even worse than the first time around, and Mark was worried that they wouldn’t be able to work through it.

He didn’t want to lose Erica. Not for good. He didn’t want to have to raise Emily alone. He had had a taste of what that meant, and he preferred to have Emily’s mother at his side for the job.

But Mark was determined to make it happen. He loved Erica just as much as he always had and he believed they were meant to be.

“Good morning,” Erica said, coming into the kitchen where Mark was heating bottles for Emily.

“How did you sleep?” Mark asked.

Erica nodded. “Well enough.”

Even though Erica had moved into the apartment, she was staying in the guest bedroom. And despite Erica being back home again, here to help out with Emily, she didn’t do much that involved her daughter.

Mark didn’t understand it – why was his maternal instinct stronger than hers when she was the one that had given birth? But he was willing to give it the time that Erica needed.

“How about you?” Erica asked.

They made small talk, and Mark tried to ignore the fact that their conversation was extremely shallow. There was still a very big rift between them. Erica’s disappearance from the hospital couldn’t be fixed in a snap – they would both have to work really hard at it.

But Mark was willing to do what it took. And he wanted to believe that Erica was willing to do the same.

“What are your plans for the day?” Mark asked Erica.

Erica pulled up her shoulders. “I will probably just spend the day with Paige and Emily at the private suite again.”

Mark knew that Erica was struggling with not doing much. Before, she had worked at the country club, teaching and socializing.

But since Erica had left, everything had changed, and she couldn’t just seamlessly slip into the role she had had before.

“What are you going to do?” Erica asked.

Mark hated the strained exchange between them. He explained to Erica what was on his agenda for the day, all the while aware of how shallow it all seemed.

Emily was ready in her carrier for Paige to arrive, and she squealed. Mark glanced at Erica, wondering if she was going to do something. When Emily’s squeals turned into whimpers, Mark left the bottles on the counter and attended to his daughter. He was a little frustrated that Erica hadn’t even made a move to try and appease Emily, to at least stop her from crying if nothing else. He knew that Erica was unsure about being a mother, but she wasn’t going to learn if she didn’t even try.

It had only been two weeks, Mark told himself. Two weeks where Erica had been home as a part of their family and not just a visitor during the day. He couldn’t get irritated right away. All she needed was time.

Not long after, Paige arrived, and Mark let her in.

“Good morning,” she said brightly when she walked into the kitchen and saw Erica. “And how is my little butterfly doing?” She went to Emily, who responded with smiles and outstretched arms.

Mark glanced at Erica again, and he saw her watching ruefully as her daughter responded better to another woman than herself.

At least there was proof that Erica wanted things to be better, even if she wasn’t able to make them better herself yet. Mark was glad to see that it bothered Erica because it meant that she cared.

Paige and Erica had been getting along okay. Mark had worried that Erica would lash out at Paige because of her jealousy – two mothers under one roof never worked and for all intents and purposes, Paige was filling the role of a mother while she was with Emily. But Erica didn’t seem to be hostile toward Paige. Their relationship was careful, but it was working.

“Erica,” Paige said, “I found a really interesting book on baby massage, and I want to try it today. Would you like to do it with me?”

Erica nodded, a little unsure, but at least it was an affirmative.

Mark was glad that Paige was making such an effort to draw Erica in and encourage her to spend time with Emily. Technically, Paige was nothing more than a nanny, and she wasn’t responsible for anything other than taking care of Emily while she was on duty. But she seemed to have taken it on herself to pull Erica into the picture, to make her more comfortable with being a mother.

Mark had no idea what Erica had told Paige about why she hadn’t been around before, but Mark hadn’t been the one to let Paige know that Erica was nervous about being a mother. Either Erica had told Paige, or the nanny had taken the initiative after seeing the signs herself.

Either way, Mark was more and more impressed with Paige and completely convinced that he had made the right choice in hiring her.

“I have to go,” Mark said. “I will see you at the country club.” He walked to Erica and gave her a chaste kiss on the lips. Even though they were sleeping in separate rooms and there was nothing more between them than these little kisses, at least Erica was okay with displaying this much physical affection.

They had to start somewhere, even if it was from scratch.

When Mark looked at Paige, she nodded, and something passed between them – the understanding that Emily would be safe no matter what, the promise that Paige would try to reach out to Erica as she had been doing.

Mark climbed in his car and drove to the country club. As soon as he drove away from home, Amber jumped into his mind, and Mark sighed.

It had been a while since he had last seen the brunette beauty. He had had a short fling with her while Erica had been away, and even though Mark had his wife back now, he still couldn’t seem to shake the thought of Amber.

It had been a while since they had spoken. After Mark had returned from the Hamptons with her car, she had picked it up without speaking to him. Of course, she had been angry because he had led her on only to tell her that he wasn’t going to give up on his wife. It was only fair that she was furious with him and refused to speak to him again.

Besides, Mark had what he had wanted – Erica had come home, and their family was complete again. He shouldn’t even have been thinking about another woman. But he couldn’t help it. He thought about the kiss that they had shared – first in the overnight rooms at the country club, and then again at her house in the Hamptons.

A part of Mark still wished that they had gone further. Amber had been more than willing to give herself to him, and it had been very close, or Mark would have taken her up on her offer. She was seductive, charming, sexy, attractive.

And Mark had missed being wanted. Even now, a month after things had worked out between him and Erica enough that she had come back, there was still nothing romantic between them.

Mark needed physical affection. Back then, he had ogled her body, and he had thought very dirty things about her. He still lingered over the way she had looked on the beach in her lace underwear, perfectly comfortable in her skin and no reason to want to cover up. Amber was model-pretty with a body to die for.

And it could have been Mark’s.

With the thought about her body and the way she flipped her hair as she looked at Mark through hooded eyes came a wave of desire that usually accompanied these thoughts.

But it wasn’t only desire that overtook Mark whenever he thought about Amber. There was also a lot of guilt.

He groaned and shook his head as if he could get rid of the thoughts and feelings by doing so. But of course, it didn’t help.

Even though Erica was the one who had walked out on him, they had never officially broken up. When he had pursued Amber, Erica had still been his wife. 

He had kissed another woman, had nearly slept with her.

And
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