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Chapter 1

 The
Why

 


 


Vance ended the call knowing Stephanie was going to
be pissed. There was no chance of getting in contact with her to
discuss the change of plans before it was too late. Guy’s flight
had been delayed, and even though Steph already knew he was
planning to help Guy with his date shark client tonight, she would
not be happy about him going to the meeting alone. His next patient
would arrive in minutes and he had to make a decision. Sighing and
not looking forward to the fight it would cause, he dialed the
number Guy had given him.

Vance waited through three rings before being
greeted by a timid, “Hello?”

Curious why she didn’t answer her business number
with her name, Vance tucked that thought away. “Hello, is this
Natalie Price?”

Silence. He heard her take a deep breath. “Yes. Who
is this?”

“My name is Vance Sullivan. I’m an
associate of Dr. Guy Saint Laurent. I’m calling you on his behalf
to let you know his flight was delayed and he’s asked me to meet
with you tonight in his place.”

“Oh.” She hesitated for several
seconds before speaking again. “He didn’t want to just
reschedule?”

While Vance could understand the change throwing
her—especially knowing a little about her social anxieties—he
detected a deeper fear behind her words. “I help Guy out fairly
often and he didn’t want to push back your appointment, as he
wasn’t sure when he’d be able to reschedule you.”

“Oh,” she said again. “Um, okay. I
guess that’s all right.”

Everything about the tremble in her voice said it
wasn’t all right at all, but Vance didn’t give her an easy out. Guy
had asked him to accompany him to the meeting tonight because he
suspected Natalie needed Vance’s kind of help. Specializing in
victims of trauma and abuse, Vance wasn’t ready to make a full
judgment on Natalie, but he suspected Guy had been right to call
him.

“I’ll see you tonight then,
Natalie. Have a good afternoon.”

She didn’t say goodbye. The call ended abruptly,
leaving Vance to wonder if she would really show up tonight. That
would certainly make Steph happy if she didn’t. The idea of this
woman bailing on him bothered Vance, unusually so. He couldn’t
quite put his finger on why, but there was something in Natalie’s
voice that was begging for help even though everything else about
her told him to stay away.

 


***

 


There was something about Stephanie’s glare that
held back Vance’s usual understanding nature. He slid his tie into
place and turned to face her. “Steph, I know you’re upset about
this, but it’s just a couple of hours. A consultation.”

Crossing her arms, she pursed her lips at him.
“You’re going alone. And it’s at a restaurant, not your
office.”

“It wasn’t my choice.” Vance
sighed. Walking over to his upset girlfriend, he tried to pull her
to him, but she resisted. “I suggested changing the venue to my
office, but Guy didn’t think she’d be able to handle a last minute
change like that.”

“I know,” Stephanie said, turning
her back on him, “but I still don’t like this.”

“Why?”

Vance wasn’t surprised by Stephanie’s resistance. He
had been helping his friend with his dating coach business since
his wife, Charlotte, was released from the hospital after
complications of her chemotherapy treatment, and as long as he
helped Guy in tandem Steph was okay with it. Alone and outside what
she considered the safety of his psychiatry office, her insecurity
and jealousy got the better of her.

Steph knew Guy usually called him in when one of his
clients exhibited deep-seated emotional issues that were affecting
their ability to form and keep proper relationships. Because Guy’s
psychiatry background was mainly in the hospital setting, he liked
to get Vance’s opinion on some of his clients during what he
referred to as the “date night,” where he would take his client on
a practice date and coach them through the evening on behavior and
boundaries.

The clients Guy asked for help with usually became
either one of Vance’s patients or were referred to another
specialist for long term treatment. Vance suspected Natalie would
be the same, though there was something about her situation that
stuck in the back of his mind.

“That’s why,” Stephanie said,
drawing him out of his thoughts.

Confused, Vance look at her intently. “What?”

“The look you just had on your
face. I heard what Guy said when you were talking about her last
week.”

Vance shook his head. “All he said was that she was
different.”

“Exactly,” Stephanie snapped.
“That’s what Eli said about Leila when she hired him, and that’s
what Guy said about Charlotte when they met. Now they’re both
married!”

The sigh that escaped his body was profound. Vance
rubbed his forehead in an attempt to hide his frustration. “Are you
actually worried about me getting snatched away by this woman?”
Even though she was trying to push him away, he resisted the urge
to push back. “I have been trying to convince you to marry me for
the past five years. I haven’t given up yet, so why would you think
this client would change that?”

Red crept into Stephanie’s cheeks. “This stupid date
shark business. There’s something about it. It’s cursed or
something.”

Vance shook his head before he
could stop himself, making Stephanie even angrier with him.
“Cursed?” he asked. “Both Eli and Guy find wonderful women and end
up married, happily
married, and you think it’s cursed? Most
people would be saying the opposite.”

“I’m not most people,” she
snapped.

Unable to argue, Vance could only stare at her
sadly. No, Stephanie was not like every other woman. If she were,
she would have accepted his proposal years ago. She also wouldn’t
believe in curses, and she wouldn’t think that ending up with a
ring on her finger would be something to have a meltdown about.
Vance understood her fears, though, and his expression morphed into
one of concern.

“Stephanie, you know I love you,
and you know I am happy being with you whether you ever marry me or
not. I’m not going anywhere. You don’t need to be
worried.”

Much of her anger fell away in the face of his
honesty. “It’s hard not to.” The corners of her mouth pulled down
and her fingers dug into his arms a little more tightly, as if she
were truly afraid to let him go.

“Steph, I don’t want you to be
upset about this,” Vance said softly. “The client tonight, Guy said
she’s different because he thinks something bad has happened to her
and she needs some serious counseling. I’ll most likely be taking
her on as a regular patient, so there’s no chance of anything
happening between us, right? You trust me enough to know
that.”

She didn’t hesitate to nod. They had been together
since their sophomore year in college. They knew each other inside
and out. Never once in all their years together had Stephanie ever
worried about Vance getting involved with a patient, and he had
never given her reason to be concerned. This was different. He
understood why, but it was hard for Stephanie to combat everything
she had been through as a child.

“Do you want to come with me?”
Vance asked.

For a moment, Stephanie didn’t say anything. He
could tell she was considering it. He didn’t pressure her one way
or the other. If she wanted to accompany him, she could model
proper behavior. If she didn’t, he knew she would enjoy going out
with the girls. It was the last group outing they would have for a
while since Leila was getting closer to having her baby. Charlotte
would begin her next round of chemo the following week as well, and
might not feel up to going out for a while. Even Sabine was in town
for the girls’ night. Vance knew how much she loved their
get-togethers, but if she felt she needed to come with him, he
wouldn’t complain.

“No,” Stephanie finally said.
“I…trust you. You’re right. There’s nothing for me to be worried
about.”

“You don’t sound very convinced,”
Vance said.

Stephanie frowned. “It’s not about you leaving me
for whoever this woman is, Vance. I know you love me. It’s the
other stuff.”

“Would it really be so bad if we
ended up married?” Vance asked, though he already knew the answer.
The twisted grimace on Stephanie’s face rekindled an old familiar
ache in his chest.

He hadn’t been lying when he said he would stay with
Stephanie regardless of her limitations. He loved her more than
anything else. That didn’t stop him from wishing things could be
different, and lately it had been more difficult to push those
emotions away. Having grown up in a traditional family, his parents
didn’t understand why he and Stephanie weren’t married, but they
loved her almost as much as he did. His family was very accepting
of Stephanie, even though they were living together and not
married.

“Well,” Vance said, shaking off
his subdued mood, “if you’re going to pick up Charlotte, you better
get going. You know Sabine will complain if you’re late to the
restaurant.”

Mention of Sabine stole some of Stephanie’s
melancholy. Normally, Stephanie was vibrant and cheerful, chatty to
the point of exhausting some of his friends. Only at times when her
past crept back to the surface did she fall out of her normal
chipper state of being and back into how she had been when they
first met.

Sabine was almost always a sure cure for such days.
There was precious little Stephanie loved talking about more than
clothes and fashion. Sabine, being a European fashion model, always
had plenty to talk about with Stephanie. Add Leila into the mix
with her new fashion line launching in the spring, and Vance
doubted Stephanie would even think about him for the rest of the
night.

“I’m sorry about tonight,”
Stephanie said. “I shouldn’t have even said anything.”

Vance shook his head. “Yes, you should have. It’s
okay that you’re concerned.”

He pulled her back into his arms and ran his hands
down to her hips. She smiled as she pressed herself against him.
Dressed up for a night out, she looked amazing. Her dark blonde
hair fell in soft waves around her shoulders, but it was her lips
that were his weakness. He loved that she was confident enough to
wear the cherry red color. Resisting them was impossible.

“I love you,” Vance said before
brushing his lips across hers. Stephanie immediately melted against
him at the feather-light touch. He smiled, kissing just her bottom
lip. She whimpered at his teasing. He loved that he knew her so
well. He was smiling as he kissed the ridge of her cheekbone, the
tip of her ear, and then just behind her ear.

When his lips touched her earlobe, her fingers
tightened around his shirt. “Vance, if you don’t stop it right now,
I’m definitely going to be late picking up Charlotte, and you’re
going to be late for your meeting. One more kiss, and I swear I’m
not letting you out of this room for at least an hour.”

Knowing she meant it, Vance slowly pulled back with
a sigh. Stephanie shivered as his breath washed across her flushed
skin. “I’d rather stay here with you, but…”

“I know,” she said with a soft
smile. She stepped out of his grasp reluctantly, but smiled
devilishly as she reached for her purse. “Let’s pick this back up
later, okay?”

Vance scoffed at her. “Yeah, right. You’ll be out
until the wee hours of the morning again and I’ll be asleep.”

“We won’t be that late,” she
argued. “We’re just going to dinner tonight. We’ve got a pregnant
lady about to pop. How late do you really see Leila staying out?
Charlotte’s not much of an all-nighter, either.”

Vance laughed. “Didn’t stop you ladies last
time.”

Giggling at the memory of the men all waiting up for
them until one o’clock in the morning last month, Stephanie just
shrugged. “Well then, I guess I’ll just have to wake you up when I
get home,” Stephanie said.

She started to walk away, but Vance grabbed her arm
and yanked her against him. “You better.”

He kissed her once more, not
gently this time, and sent her on her way. He sincerely hoped she
would keep her promise as he walked out to his car a few minutes
later. As he drove toward the restaurant, his thoughts slowly
turned toward Natalie. Guy had given him the basics of her profile
the previous week. Natalie hadn’t listed anything noteworthy in her
personal history, but Guy suspected she was hiding something.
Vance’s main question wasn’t so much what she was hiding, but
why. Years of working
with his patients had taught him that the why behind a secret was often more
damaging than the secret itself.

 



Chapter 2

 The
Deal

 


 


“Good evening, Mr. Sullivan,”
Pierce said when Vance approached the host stand at his favorite
restaurant in Chicago. “How are you this evening?”

“I’m doing well, Pierce. How’ve
you been?”

Smiling, Pierce said, “Very well. Thank you for
asking.” He glanced down at the screen built into the stand for a
moment before bringing his attention back to Vance. “So, you’re
going solo this evening? Mr. Saint Laurent called to change the
reservation from two to three. I was sorry to hear his flight was
delayed. I know how much he worries about being away from his
lovely wife.”

“Charlotte’s in between rounds of
chemo, so she’s been doing really well the last few weeks, which is
why he felt confident enough to go to the conference. If she’d been
in the middle of chemo, he’d have never gone.”

Vance smiled as he thought about his friend and how
much becoming a husband and father had changed him. It was a good
change, and despite Charlotte still being a year away from
completing chemo and hopefully going into remission, he had never
seen him so happy.

“How is Miss Charlotte?” Pierce
asked. The honest concern in his expression was
touching.

“She’s been doing so much better
now that she isn’t working. They’re hoping she’ll go into remission
sooner than expected with how effective the chemo has been
lately.”

Pierce beamed. “That’s wonderful to hear! Please let
them know I’m thinking of them.”

“I will.”

Vance stepped back to let a couple
approach Pierce and check in for their reservation. It spoke to how
much Vance and all his friends loved Dolcini that Pierce knew them so
well and truly cared about their wellbeing. The restaurant, owned
by another friend of theirs named Conrad, had been their favorite
meeting spot since before they could really afford it. Well, accept
Guy. He was the only one of them who had grown up with money. Eli
and Leo, like Vance, had grown up smack dab in middle
class.

His thoughts were pulled away from his friends when
a young, nervous woman stepped in from the cold. She had a black
dress coat pulled tight against her body and her gaze darted from
face to face anxiously. Vance hadn’t met her previously, but the
picture Guy had provided was enough to make him confident that he
had just spotted his first solo date shark client.

Watching her as she approached, Vance noted how
careful she was not to touch any of the other patrons. Her
avoidance was subtle, well-practiced. She would turn just enough to
miss someone passing by, tuck an elbow in to avoid someone brushing
against it, or take a quick step back to dodge accidental contact.
She kept a polite smile on her face the entire time, but her hands
were trembling when he finally reached her.

“Natalie Price?” Vance asked as he
approached her cautiously.

The woman jumped at the sound of her own name and
spun to face him. Wide-eyed, she said, “Yes, that’s me.” Natalie
swallowed hard. “Are you Vance Sullivan?”

Vance nodded, and she sighed in relief. He didn’t
extend his hand, as Guy had already warned him that it would only
frighten her, but he did risk taking a small step closer to her.
She tensed at the movement. Vance didn’t try to move any
closer.

“Would you like to step up to the
front, out of this crowd? Our table should be ready
shortly.”

Nodding quickly, Natalie took a hesitant step
forward. It was enough to tell Vance she was at least willing to
follow him. Vance led her through the most open areas so she didn’t
have to try so hard not to touch anyone. When Pierce spotted them,
he immediately left the host stand and walked in their direction.
Natalie must have noticed his approach, because she scurried behind
Vance just enough that she wasn’t immediately within reach.

Pierce was all too familiar with the date shark
business, and immediately slowed. He stopped several feet short of
the pair and said, “If you’ll both follow me, I’ll show you to your
table.”

Vance heard Natalie sigh behind him and his concern
grew. There was definitely a reason she refused to touch anyone,
and it had nothing to do with germs. Something, or someone, had
scared Natalie badly enough that she wasn’t willing to let anyone
get near enough to do it again. Pierce led them to a table at the
back of the restaurant, away from the other diners. Guy had
requested the table specifically, and Vance was glad to see some of
the tension drop away from Natalie when she saw it.

Sensing she would want the chair farthest from the
other diners, Vance pulled the chair out for her and then stepped
away from it. The gesture helped her relax a little more and she
sat down with a quiet word of thanks. After Vance took his seat,
Pierce ran through the specials being offered that night and
promised their server would be with them promptly. Natalie kept her
eyes down and arms folded tightly against her body the entire
time.

The table was almost solemn for the first several
minutes. Vance didn’t want to intrude while she composed herself,
so he looked at the wine list, even though he knew it by heart.
When Natalie was ready, she said, “Did Dr. Guy’s flight get
situated so he could get home?”

“He texted me a while ago and said
his flight would be in later tonight,” Vance said.

“Oh good.” Natalie smiled
hesitantly, but it seemed less forced than he expected. “How did
you end up covering for him?”

Vance stifled a smile. “Guy and I went to school
together, and I occasionally help him out when he needs it.”

“That’s nice of you,” Natalie
said. She moved her fork nervously, then put her hands in her lap.
“I just want you to know, I’m not crazy, or anything. I’ve heard a
lot of the women Guy sees have some serious problems, but I’m not
like that.”

Leaning back in his chair, Vance looked at her with
a polite interest he had perfected over the years. “I never thought
you were crazy.” He smiled when she sighed in relief and he found
himself feeling profoundly glad he’d been able to relieve some of
her anxiety. “I am curious, though, why you came to Guy for
help.”

Natalie’s eyebrows rose. “It’s pretty obvious, isn’t
it?” When Vance didn’t say anything right away, her shoulders
dropped. “I’m afraid of…well, people.”

“What…?”

Before he could finish asking her about that
statement, Megan approached the table and Natalie went very still.
Vance refocused on watching Natalie’s reactions to Megan. She was
just as leery of her as she had been when Pierce first approached
them, but an edge of some kind seemed to have been taken off her
nerves. She didn’t scurry away as she had with Pierce, but she held
so still, like prey trying to avoid a predator’s eye.

Megan disappeared after taking their drink order and
Natalie visibly relaxed. Vance intended to finish his question, but
something unusual happened before he could. An elderly couple, who
had just stood up from the table nearest them, stopped when the
woman tugged on her companion’s arm. Her eyes were fixed on
Natalie, a warm smile on her face. Startled as he was by the
attention, Vance was still acutely aware of the way Natalie’s
breathing picked up. Vance wasn’t sure what to do when the couple
shuffled over to their table.

“Your hair is so lovely,” the
woman said in a soft voice. “My daughter’s hair had the same lovely
bronze color, though her hair was so curly you could barely brush
it.” She turned and looked up at the man. “Doesn’t she look just
like Alice did when she was young?”

The man smiled and nodded. “You’re a very lovely
young lady.”

They seemed to expect Natalie to say something in
response, but judging by the way her hands were gripping the edge
of the table, Vance guessed he needed to step in. “Thank you,” he
said politely. “That’s very kind of you to say.”

“Yes,” Natalie finally managed to
squeak. “Thank you.”

Seeming pleased by her words, they excused
themselves and continued their slow walk to the front of the
restaurant. Vance couldn’t even guess at why Natalie would be
afraid of a kindly elderly couple. It was time to start asking
questions.

He waited until Natalie had calmed herself back down
before taking the first step. “Can you tell me about how you
function at work?”

Startled by his voice as much as his question,
Natalie curled her arms around her body. “I have an understanding
with my boss. I get to work early, leave late, and stay in my
office all day. If there’s a meeting, I conference call in. Only
when I really, really need to be there in person does he insist I
show up, but he makes sure I’m as far away from other people as
possible.”

Captivated that her boss would be so accommodating,
Vance considered his next comment. “You must be very good at your
job for your boss to be willing to make so many concessions.”

“I am,” Natalie said. That was her
entire response, no explanation or detail, but Vance pushed a
little more.

“You’re an internal auditor,
right?” When she nodded, he asked, “What all does that
involve?”

Natalie settled back in her chair, giving up her
tense posture but not completely relaxing. “The company where I
work analyzes projects from other companies that want an outside
review of what they’re planning to implement before it actually
goes live. Everyone has an area they like to specialize in.”

“What’s your
specialty?”

“Risk management, especially for
new projects that will involve significant amounts of
money.”

Vance nodded, finding her line of work quite
appropriate given what he had observed already. “What made you
interested in auditing?”

Shrugging, Natalie didn’t answer right away. She
fiddled with a few items on the table before giving in. “I guess I
just think people should know what risks they’re facing.”

“That’s important in business and
life, don’t you agree?”

Her eyes popped up to his. They narrowed,
scrutinizing him before dropping again. “It’s only fair,
right?”

“Fair,” Vance said slowly. “That’s
a tricky concept.”

Natalie ventured looking up at him again. Her lips
pressed together, though he couldn’t tell if it was in fear or
annoyance. “Some things are always unfair,” she said.

The sudden heaviness surrounding them was broken up
by Megan approaching with their drinks. She took their entrée order
and disappeared again, but Vance decided not to press Natalie any
further. Guy had explained how one of his coaching dates usually
went, but he had suspected working with Natalie would be different,
and he was right. This woman didn’t need dating advice, she needed
someone to talk to, someone to trust.

Vance didn’t return to any topics that might upset
Natalie for the rest of the meal. Instead, they simply talked. She
told him about her little pug, Gypsy, and how she had rescued her
three years ago when she’d moved to Chicago after graduation. He
couldn’t help but be interested in hearing her talk about enjoying
the peace of living on her own. As much as she seemed to enjoy
being by herself, the quiet of being in an apartment alone at night
had prompted her to seek out her furry friend.

From what Vance could gather from the discussion,
Natalie had little to no social life. She did her best to avoid her
neighbors at all costs and had as little interaction with her
coworkers as she could manage. Which was too bad, because Vance
actually found her to be delightful and rather engaging once she
started to feel more comfortable with him. Questions about family
were skirted, and anything having to do with her life before coming
to Chicago were answered vaguely. A few theories were starting to
unfold for Vance, but he risked one more question as they finished
their desserts.

“Natalie, what prompted you to
call Guy?”

Everything she had said during the evening pointed
to her being perfectly happy staying away from, well, everyone.
Vance wasn’t sure why she suddenly wanted to start dating. So far,
he was the only person she hadn’t had a straight up aversion to. He
imagined that if some poor man did try to ask her out, she’d faint
or run away to hide in her apartment with Gypsy.

Natalie was clearly uncomfortable with the question,
yet she surprised him by answering. “I know Guy isn’t just a dating
coach. He’s a psychiatrist.”

“And that made you feel more
comfortable working with him?” Vance asked, though it didn’t sound
right even to him.

Confirming his suspicions, she shook her head. “I
don’t really care about dating. I want to be alone. I just…” She
glanced down at her hands twisting around each other. “I just don’t
want to be afraid all the time.”

“You thought Guy could give you
tips on overcoming your fears.” Vance nodded, seeing how her
thought process had brought her to this meeting. He still didn’t
fully understand her choice, though. “Why not just go to a
psychiatrist from the beginning?”

Natalie took in a deep breath. She tried to hide it,
but Vance could hear the way it quavered. Keeping her eyes down,
she said, “This was less risky.”

His next question should have been why talking to a
psychiatrist was a risk for her, but he didn’t ask. He had no idea
what this woman had been through before moving to Chicago, but it
had affected her deeply. For whatever reason, revealing her
experiences was terrifying. Knowing that didn’t stop him from
saying what he needed to say.

“Natalie, the reason I’m here
tonight isn’t just because Guy’s flight was delayed.” He paused
when she looked up at him, clearly startled. “Guy asked me to come
to this meeting last week after your initial interview.”

“Why?” she asked. The fear in her
eyes pulled at him, but he couldn’t back down.

“Guy calls me in when he thinks
one of his clients needs more counseling than what he can provide
to overcome an event or experience that’s keeping them from having
a normal relationship.” He paused again, taking in her panicked
expression. “I know that idea scares you, but I want to make you a
deal.”

Her breathing was escalating, but she was still
keeping it under control for the moment. He didn’t push her, and
after a few minutes, she asked, “What kind of deal?”

The breath he had been holding since voicing the
offer slipped out of him slowly. “The deal is, you don’t have to
tell me anything about your past that you don’t want to, but you
would come to see me at my practice twice a week.”

“Why would I come see you if we’re
not going to discuss my past?” She seemed genuinely confused by the
offer.

“Because we’re not going to work
on your past until you’re ready. In the meantime, we’ll work on
trust instead.”

Natalie pulled her bottom lip between her teeth.
“I’m not sure I understand what you mean by that.”

Resting his elbows on the table, Vance leaned toward
her. “I won’t question you about what made you scared of other
people and unable to trust them, but learning how to trust people
around you is a good first step. At my office, you’ll be in a safe
environment, and you’ll be in control.”

“How will I be in control?” she
asked.

Vance held back a smile, glad she was at least
considering it. “You’ll be the one to choose the topics.”

“What if I don’t want to talk
about anything?”

“Then we’ll eat lunch, I suppose,”
he said with a shrug. “I’m assuming you’ll need to come during your
lunch break since you’re not going to ask for time off, because
that would require speaking to someone at work and explaining the
reason, right?”

She nodded slowly. “I’m still…I can’t…” She bit her
bottom lip again. “I can’t be alone in a room with you.” Her
fingers began trembling as she said it, and Vance knew there was no
way he was going to get her to change her mind.

Sitting back, Vance took a moment to consider his
options. He wanted to help Natalie. She seemed like a lovely woman,
but she had zero chance of ever having a normal relationship at
this point. She needed help, and he felt was up to the task, but
this was going to have to be done on her terms. An idea occurred to
him after a while, but he sighed as he contemplated it. Stephanie
was not going to be happy at all.
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 The
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Staring at her computer screen, Natalie couldn’t
even force herself to focus on her work. She’d been staring at the
clock in the bottom right corner of her screen for the past hour.
If she was going to leave, she had to do it soon, or she’d never
make it in time. Getting up and walking out should have been a
simple thing, but it was far from it.

Natalie survived her work day by being invisible.
She came in early, snuck into her office before anyone else
arrived, and stayed there until the end of the day when everyone
else had gone home. Only the occasional, unavoidable meeting pulled
her out of her safe haven. Others left for lunch, or at least went
to the break room. Natalie brought her lunch every day, and even
had a small microwave tucked away on top of a filing cabinet so she
never had to venture into the kitchen. Leaving her office during
lunch meant having to make it all the way downstairs without
talking to or touching anyone. Natalie felt sick to her stomach
just thinking about it.

Jumping when the alarm on her phone went off, she
could only stare at it as her heart raced. She had to leave. Now.
Fighting back her fears, Natalie pushed her chair back. It rolled
smoothly across the carpet, unfortunately. Standing took even more
effort. When she finally made it to the door of her office, she
couldn’t bring herself to touch the handle.

The alarm sounded a second time.
Her hand leapt forward, almost of its own free will, and grasped
the handle. Turn it. Just turn
it, she pleaded with herself. Taking in a
steadying breath, Natalie finally managed to twist the handle
enough that it slid away from the doorframe. Just that few inches
of separation spiked her anxiety.

Scouring the aisles and cubicles
outside her office for anyone, Natalie sighed when she found only
one man walking away. She knew that wouldn’t last long, though. The
lunch hour was just about to hit, and as soon as it did, there
would be too many people for her to navigate. Then just go. Go now, she told
herself. She was almost out of time.

Finally convincing herself to step out, she felt as
though she couldn’t breathe. So Natalie did what she did best. Run
away. She felt as if she were being chased as she slipped into the
nearby stairwell and escaped into its emptiness. Once there, the
echoing taps of her heels on the steps was oddly comforting. Mainly
because they were the only ones she could hear.

Being on the third floor of a rather large office
building made the daily trek up and down the stairs feel like
torture, but there was no chance of her stepping inside an
elevator. Even if she managed to snag one that wasn’t carrying any
other passengers, she had no control over who got in and out once
it started moving. Natalie’s calves and thighs were burning from
her hurried escape by the time she reached the ground floor, but
she kept moving quickly until she reached the relative safety of
her car. When she locked the doors, she felt as though she hadn’t
taken a single breath since leaving her office. A few minutes
later, she was relaxed enough to start the car and drive. When she
pulled up to the café where Vance had agreed to meet her, she
waited for the rush of anxiety to start again. Surprisingly…it
didn’t.

Meeting Guy for the initial interview was
terrifying. She wasn’t even sure why. Natalie didn’t really have
friends, but the coworker who had hastily recommended Guy after
sitting through an awkward work meeting with her had assured her
that he was very professional and worked around his clients’
issues. Still, sitting through that first meeting with Guy had been
torturous. For some reason, Vance didn’t instill that same sense of
panic. She wasn’t sure why, but Natalie was almost sure he
understood more about her than he should.

That strange sense of comfort she felt around Vance
was the only thing that convinced her to get out of her car and
walk to the café entrance. When she approached the door, Vance was
there waiting. He opened it for her, stepping back so she could
walk in without risking contact. Once she did, she wasn’t sure
where to go.

“Good afternoon, Natalie. How are
you doing so far?” Vance asked.

“Uh, okay, I guess.”

Vance didn’t comment on her tone. It was easy to
tell she was anything but fine, yet he only smiled and gestured for
her to follow him. She appreciated that he gave her space, and he
even seemed to have made sure the way was clear of people for her.
They made it to a table in the back corner where a lovely blonde
woman sat. Natalie was actually relieved to see her.

“You must be Stephanie,” she
said.

“And you must be Natalie.”
Stephanie smiled, but it seemed strained, which wasn’t all that
surprising.

Natalie slid into her seat, well away from Vance and
Stephanie. Anxiety had her hands twisting together the moment she
set her purse down. She focused on Stephanie, hoping to alleviate
some of the awkwardness. “Thank you so much for doing this. You
have no idea how much I appreciate it.”

Looking down at her hands briefly, it took Stephanie
a moment to respond. “It’s no problem, really. It gives me an
excuse to have lunch with Vance twice a week.”

When Vance had first suggested having Stephanie join
them during their sessions, Natalie hadn’t been keen on the idea at
all. Talking to Vance would be hard enough. Adding in his
girlfriend? It wasn’t until Vance explained that Stephanie’s
presence would act as a buffer so she didn’t feel threatened by
being alone with him, that it started to make sense. Even still, he
had to work at convincing her. What had finally pushed her to give
in was the realization that with Stephanie there, Vance would be
forced to stick to his agreement not to ask her about her past.

These lunch meetings were about building trust. That
was it.

“I have to say, Natalie,”
Stephanie began, “the blouse you’re wearing is just lovely.
Maxwell, right?”

Startled by her accuracy, it took Natalie several
seconds to put together a response. “Uh, yeah. How did you
know?”

“I love Maxwell. I make sure
Sabine or Leila take me to his shows every year. I simply adore his
work. What other designers do you like?” Stephanie smiled, and this
time it seemed less edgy. She clearly expected an answer, as
well.

“Um, well, I really like Paul
Lucien. His stuff is more businessy, but I don’t have much of a
reason to buy anything else.” As the words left her mouth, she
realized how lame that sounded. Heat rushed to her cheeks, but
Stephanie gave her no chance to linger in her
embarrassment.

“Paul Lucien is pretty amazing,
but I prefer Niko if I’m looking for business casual. Now, for
evening causal, you have to check out Franky Gibs. He’s fairly new
on the scene, but Sabine turned me on to him and he’s absolutely to
die for!”

Vance cleared his throat, leaving Stephanie’s mouth
open as she prepared to launch into another string of words Natalie
was barely able to follow. Her mouth snapped shut at his quiet
insistence. She didn’t seem to mind being interrupted, as though
she were fairly used to it, and sat back with an easy smile.

“Before we get into the pros and
cons of every designer in Chicago, we need to take care of some
paperwork, first.” Vance reached into his briefcase and withdrew
several documents. He handed one to Stephanie and one to
Natalie.

While Natalie wasn’t surprised by the forms,
Stephanie certainly was. “What’s all this?”

“A confidentiality agreement,”
Vance explained. “These meetings are fully protected therapy
sessions. Natalie has agreed to your being here, Steph, but I still
have to have you sign. You can’t tell anyone what we discuss, no
matter how mundane it might seem, okay?”

She frowned for a moment, but then shrugged. “Yeah,
of course.” Her gaze darted down and she started signing next to
all the little sticky arrows. Natalie did the same.

When they handed both sets of paperwork back to
Vance, everyone seemed relieved. Natalie wasn’t sure why Stephanie
seemed less stressed, but Natalie felt like someone had just
offered her a lifeline. Talking to Vance scared her to death,
despite the fact that he didn’t frighten her nearly as much as most
everyone else did. She didn’t want to dig up what she had tried so
hard to bury, but she didn’t want to go through life hiding from
everyone and everything anymore. It was time, and as terrifying as
that was, she wanted to take this step.

Vance put the paperwork back into his briefcase, and
when he looked up, he had a strangely interested, yet not too
interested, expression on his face. No one said anything at first.
Natalie almost wished Stephanie would start talking again. Natalie
wasn’t big on fashion, in general, but she did want to look nice.
It was kind of pleasant listening to her speed-talk about what she
seemed to love, because it meant Natalie could sit back and say
nothing. In fact, she had begun to suspect that was why Vance
invited her, in part.

Before Stephanie could start back in on the season’s
colors and patterns, Vance said, “How is Gypsy doing?”

“Gypsy?” Stephanie asked. “Who’s
that?”

The intense way Stephanie regarded her was a little
much to handle. Natalie felt confident she wasn’t trying to be
hostile, but having that much focused attention on her caused her
heart to speed up. Natalie looked away, seeking refuge in Vance.
She only half-looked at him, but she said, “She’s my dog.”

“A dog! I love puppies, but Vance
won’t let me get one.”

Natalie risked turning just enough to see Stephanie
frown at Vance, though it was edged with warmth.

“I won’t
let you get one?” Vance said with an amused laugh. “You’re the one
who’s allergic to dogs. You can’t blame me if I don’t want you
walking around sneezing and wheezing while you’re home.”

Stephanie huffed, but a smile slipped onto her lips
anyway. “I still want a puppy.”

“I told you, we can get a fish or
a bird or something if you really want a pet.”

“I don’t want a pet. I want a dog. Fish smell
gross and birds are annoying.” She wrinkled her nose and shook
herself. Her attention shifted back to Natalie. “What kind of dog
do you have?”

“A pug.”

“Oh! Pugs are so adorable!” She
turned back toward Vance, but before she could say anything, he
started shaking his head again. Stephanie pointed a finger at
Vance, but looked at Natalie. “He pretends it’s just because I’m
allergic, but I think he secretly hates dogs or
something.”

Vance rolled his eyes. Natalie almost laughed. She
couldn’t think of the last time she had listened to two people talk
and tease and laugh with each other. Even before…that wasn’t the
kind of home she grew up in. She never really had any friends
either. Her dad had made sure of that. Even if someone had been
inclined to sit with her at lunch or invite her to a movie, they
were all too scared of her dad to attempt it. That had only made
her wish for something different even more, and that desire had
been growing lately.

“Do you?” Natalie asked quietly.
“Hate dogs?”

Natalie didn’t realize she had interrupted something
Stephanie was saying until the quiet made her look up. Stephanie’s
open mouth closed and pulled into a patient smile. Vance, on the
other hand, looked as though he wanted to pretend he hadn’t heard
her.

“I don’t hate them,” he grumbled.
“I just can’t stand having them lick me. It’s
disgusting.”

Stephanie narrowed her eyes at her boyfriend. “I
knew there was something.” She pretended to be mad at him, but
Natalie could see how much they loved each other. Watching them
broke her heart. Vance’s fingers curled around hers, and Stephanie
leaned against him, but if someone tried to do that to Natalie…it
wouldn’t have ended well. Even just watching them touch was
difficult. It stirred an unsettling feeling in the pit of her
stomach.

“Natalie?” Vance’s firm tone
interrupted her squeamish thoughts. “Are you okay? You look like
you’re going to be sick.”

Her mouth twitched. Could she really answer him
honestly? It would mean explaining…maybe. Not answering would mean
staying where she was instead of moving forward. “I have a hard
time seeing people touch each other.” Shame for her weakness made
her cringe, but she forced herself to keep talking. “I’m sorry. I’m
usually…I can handle other people touching, most of the time. It’s
just…I don’t know, too close, I guess.”

Vance let go of Stephanie’s hand and leaned away
from her before focusing on Natalie. “I didn’t realize that would
have an effect on you. I apologize.”

His apology only made her more miserable. She waited
for Vance to tell her she was overreacting, or for his expression
to reveal how pathetic he thought she was. Instead, she only saw
compassion in his eyes.

“Natalie, I really am sorry. I
didn’t realize physical contact between Steph and I would have such
a profound effect on you. It won’t happen again.” His voice was
patient and reassuring, but that made it so much worse.

“No, I…” She wanted to tell him it
was okay, that she had to figure out how to see other people
touching and not associate it with her own experiences…or lack of
experience. It was a normal part of life, touching each other. For
normal people, anyway. She desperately wanted to say he could touch
his girlfriend whenever he wanted, but she couldn’t. Just the
thought of seeing it again made her stomach roll. “I’m sorry,” she
said tearfully.

Vance sighed. “Natalie, you don’t have to be sorry.
We’re here for you, not the other way around. If you need us to
keep our distance from each other, that’s what we’ll do. There’s
nothing wrong with that.”

“There is,” Natalie argued. “It’s
normal, right? People touch all the time.”

“You don’t,” Vance countered.
“You’re not ready for that, and we’ll respect your
limits.”

Tears slid down her already puffy face. “Why?”

“Because that’s what people do for
each other,” Vance said. “You’ve come to me for help. How can I
expect you to trust me if I can’t provide you with a safe
environment?”

“But…holding hands…”

Vance shook his head. “That may be normal for Steph
and me, but it’s not for you, and that’s okay.” Sitting back, Vance
relaxed, but his eyes stayed focused on Natalie. “As we get to know
each other, I need you to tell me what you’re comfortable with, and
what you’re not. Trust me enough to respect your limits, and I’ll
trust you to be honest with me. That’s the only way this is going
to work.”

What he said made sense, but she knew there was so
much more to it than that. Trust was the first step, but it felt as
if it were miles away from solving the real problem. Vance promised
she didn’t have to talk about why people terrified her, but she
knew nothing would really change until she did. As she held Vance’s
gaze, she understood that he knew it too. He was simply patient
enough to take it one step at a time. The way to facing what
terrified her most was through him. Natalie knew that with more
surety than she could even understand.

“Okay,” she said
quietly.

Vance smiled. “Okay.”
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