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          Seven years earlier
          Rays of light slivered through the curtains and softly
     warmed the room. As his fingertips brushed against her breasts, Nathalie sighed     sleepily and smiled. "Haven't you had enough?" she asked, her eyes     still closed as she snuggled close to the warmth of his body.

          Nuzzling her neck, he breathed in her heady scent.     "Don't you know by now there is no such thing as enough where you're     concerned?"
          The young doctor rolled on to her back, her long, dark
     blonde hair fanning out against the pillow; her green eyes dancing. "You     are incorrigible."
          "I know." His hand traced a small pattern across     her torso. "It's our first day off together in over a month and I think we
     should spend it in bed." Eric softly sucked on her ear lobe, "Do you     agree?"
          Nathalie's stomach pitched and rolled. Whether it was from     nerves or the reaction she always had to his touch she was unclear. She wanted
     nothing more than to get lost in him - lost in his deep blue eyes, his soft     full lips and his lean muscular body but there wasn't time for that. There was     a conversation she had been avoiding for weeks but it could not wait any     longer.

          Swallowing the lump in her throat at the uncertainty of     things to come, Nathalie recognized that she was potentially about to blow     their world apart. As Eric pressed kisses down her throat, she focused on how     this felt, this moment when they were perfect. There had been so many moments
     like this between them and if this was going to be their last perfect moment     she wanted to savor it.
          "I've missed you," he whispered gruffly as his     lips met hers.
          Their lives, as fourth year residents, were hectic and time     alone together was rare. They had an unspoken rule that when they were alone     they kept the real world at bay as much as they could.
          "I know." Her response boarded on breathless.

          Guilt was swirling under the surface with the knowledge the     extra shifts she had volunteered for over the past month had taken away     whatever chance they had for time together. But lately being at the hospital
     had been easier than being with Eric.
          Nathalie had loved Eric for so long and so completely that     she rarely remembered what her life was like before him. They had met on the     first day of their residency as a sleep-deprived and over caffeinated Nathalie
     spilled her drink on his fresh white lab coat. Inseparable almost immediately,     they had become the golden couple of their program. Both smart and sexy, they     competed hard inside the OR to be the top neurosurgeon but left it all at the
     hospital.
          They had talked about marriage but agreed to table it until     they had established themselves as doctors. They also shared a dream of working     overseas, giving back with their time and their talent. There were so many
     adventures waiting for them, all they had to do was get started.
          Sensing her distraction, Eric broke their kiss to look in     her eyes. "Hey, you ok?" he asked softly as he smoothed her hair     gently from her forehead.

          She nodded as her eyes filled with emotion. Words danced tantalizingly     on the tip of her tongue - words that needed to be said but she couldn't quite     bring herself yet to break the moment.
          "I just love you so much."

          "I know you do. And I am going to show you how much I     love you."
          A cocky grin tilted the corners of his mouth before his lips     crashed back to hers. Nathalie allowed herself the momentary reprieve of
     sinking into his kiss before forcing herself to push gently away. The fire     between them had always been all consuming but right now she was simply delaying     the inevitable.
          "Can we have breakfast first?" she asked.
     "I'm famished."
          Eric smirked and shook his head as he kicked back the     covers. "You've been starving a lot lately. Got hollow legs?" he     teased.
          "Nah," she replied with a sultry smile. "You
     just know how to make me work up an appetite."
          Chuckling, he lightly bussed her lips as rose from the bed     and reached for his shorts. "I forgot to tell you," he began, "I     was so excited to see you last night that I forgot to share the little piece of
     gossip that reached my ears."
          "Oh?" she asked, propping herself up on her arm     and drinking him in. At almost 6 foot 4 and perfectly proportioned he was a     striking figure and one she could stare at for days.
          "Rachel is pregnant."
          "Pardon?" she asked, her heart thumping loudly     inside her chest.
          "Rachel and Greg are going to have a baby. It's all
     over for them."
          Sitting up with a start, the sheet dropped and pooled around     her hips, she tightened her jaw.
          "What do you mean it's all over for them?"
          Hearing the tone in her voice, he gave her a curious look.
     "I mean that Rachel isn't doing her fellowship. She's going to take time     off to be with the baby. All those plans that they had - to move to Europe and     travel - they're all gone. What a waste."

          "It's not a waste" she protested more intently     than she wanted. "They may not get to do what they originally planned to     do but they are getting something wonderful. Maybe a child means more to them
     than traveling?"
          Leaning against the door he studied her carefully.
          "Nat," he began slowly, "I'm happy for them     if this is what they want but I would hate for them to resent their child down
     the line when they realize what they gave up to become parents. Oops babies can     derail a person's life and they can end up taking their anger about that out on     the child."
          A rueful smile formed on her lips and she exhaled slowly.
     "I know babe, but not everyone is doomed to repeat the mistakes of their     parents."
          Eric's had not been an easy childhood, his parents had been     distant and cold. His father, a domineering man who was never satisfied, had
     berated and belittled his son to the point that by the time Eric was a teenager     he was clear about never wanting to be a father.
          None of this was news to Nathalie. She knew his feelings on     the subject of parenthood and had never once tried to change them.

          He shrugged. "I hope not. I'm just glad it isn't an     option for us. It would feel like a nightmare if I were in Greg's place. I feel     sorry for him."
          "You don't think he's happy about this? They are in
     love and have been together almost as long as we have," she said softly.
          "What's he supposed to say?" he quipped.     "Only a jerk would tell people this was awful news or not take
     responsibility. I know they didn't plan it but he's kind of trapped now."     Turning towards the door, he missed the dark clouds that passed through     Nathalie's eyes. "Anyways - pancakes and bacon sound good?"
          "Yeah" she replied distractedly as his words
     echoed through her mind.
          As he left the room she flopped back against the pillows and     sighed heavily as her eyes filled with tears. Her hand came to rest against her     still flat stomach and her mind began to churn. While she had long known his
     feeling about children she had never really imagined she would be forced to     choose between the man she loved and the child she never expected to have.
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          Seven years later
          Sitting on a bench, soaking up the late spring sunshine,
     Eric watched as Jack scrambled up to the top of the jungle gym. The young boy     stood at the top and waved excitedly before sliding down the long, winding     silver slide. As his feet touched the sand underneath, he scurried over towards     him.

          "Did you see me, Eric? Did ya?"
          Smiling, he nodded. "I sure did Jack. That must be your     fastest slide yet."
          "I'm gonna go down on my tummy!" the seven year
     old exclaimed.
          "I don't know buddy, I think that's an invitation to     bang your head."
          The young boy jammed his hands in his pockets and chewed     thoughtfully on his bottom lip. "But you're a head doctor - the best head
     doctor - you can make me all better!"
          Eric's cheeks tinged brightly at the compliment and reaching     out, he ruffled his thick brown hair. "Maybe but I'd prefer not to have to     work my magic on you, okay? No tummy slides."

          His bottom lip jutted out in a tiny pout and his green eyes     betrayed his disappointment only for a moment before he inhaled and smiled.     "Okay Eric - you gonna watch me?"
          "Always" he replied, watching as he ran off back
     towards the jungle gym.
          Reclining further against the bench he let out a long, slow     breath. It was his green eyes that always took his breath away. They were a     reminder - often a painful one - of what he was missing. Even after all these
     years he had not come to terms with how things ended. If he could even call     coming home to an empty apartment an ending at all. He had tried to move on -     he had even moved cities, from Chicago to New York, for a fresh start but it
     was simply not possible to outrun the past.
          There had been other relationships, some casual and some     serious, but he could never find anyone to make him feel the way she had. The     hold she had on his heart was proving impossible to shake and despite the
     willingness of more than a few women to create a family with him, he just     didn't seem capable of it. She had been the only family he had needed and     without her, it looked like it would be just him and Jack. Time may heal
     everything in the end but he wasn't sure how much longer he would have to wait.
          A steaming cup of coffee was shoved into his hand and     without taking his eyes from the slide, he smiled.
          "It took you long enough. How many phone numbers did
     you manage to get in the process?"
          Andrew rolled his eyes and flopped beside him on the bench,     cradling his own coffee in his hand.
          "Please" he dismissed. "Baristas aren't my
     thing."
          Cocking his head to the side he gave his friend a skeptical     look. "Oh really? When did you start getting standards?"
          Andrew smirked in response as he cocked a perfectly arched
     eyebrow over chocolate brown eyes. A move he had patented as a notorious ladies     man. He also happened to be commitment phobic, a neurosurgeon and Eric's best     friend.
          "I've always had standards, they're just minimal. And
     baristas don't make the cut."
          Smiling into his coffee, Eric simply shook his head. "I     learn something new every day."
          They had met as children at summer camp, and had had each
     other's backs ever since. He was also the only person in his life who knew the     whole story. That knowledge was both a blessing and a curse.
          "Where's the little man?" Andrew asked, looking     around.
          Jerking his head in the direction of the slide, Eric smiled.
     "He's miffed that I wouldn't let him slide down head first."
          Stretching out his lanky frame against the bench Andrew     shrugged. "Dude, he's seven. This is what seven-year old boys do. They like
     to see how hard, how fast and how high they can go. You can't wrap him in     bubble wrap."
          "Yeah well, I don't particularly feel like putting     stitches in his head, okay?"

          "Eric, he isn't going to break."
          Falling silent at the rebuke, he turned his attention back     to the slide where Jack was preparing for yet another descent. It wasn't that     he thought he was going to break but it was the thought of him being hurt at
     all that drove him to be a touch on the protective side. He just reminded him     so much of her and he wanted - needed - to keep him safe.
          "I promised him he could watch Kung Fu Panda tonight -
     you want to come over for pizza?"
          "Is Lilly coming?"
          Eric gave a small shake of his head. "We decided to end     it."
          "Of course you did," he replied with a snort.
     "More like she didn't live up to the ghost and so you ever so politely and     kindly told her to take a hike."
          Andrew was unapologetically blunt. After all, as he had told     him more than once, the benefit of being Eric's best friend for over two
     decades was that he was unafraid, even entitled, to call him out on the     situation when he felt he was using his past as a shield.
          "She's not a ghost" he answered tightly. The     muscle in his cheek flickered. "She is not dead."

          "She might as well be. It's been seven years Eric. If     she were coming back - for him or for you - she would have by now. I don't know     why you bother hanging on when it's clear she doesn't care."

          He sucked in a sharp breath. "You've never been in     love" he pointed out sharply. "You have no idea what it's like to     give your heart to someone and watch them leave with it. Trust me, I have
     railed at her, cursed at her, and hated her. If I could stop thinking about her     I would. But it's a little hard when he has her eyes and every time I look at     him, I see her."
          Taking a deep breath Eric stared at the laughing boy.
     "And he depends on me."
          "And when are you going to finally claim him as your     own - when you are going to tell the world that you are really his     father?"
          "Don't put your baggage on me, Drew," he bit out.
     "The world doesn't need to know. That's between Jack and I."
          "I own my baggage, Eric. So should you," Andrew     retorted with little emotion. "He's going to find out one day. And it
     could be ugly." Silence surrounded the two friends as they watched Jack     zoom down the slide with only the freedom the young possess." You worry     about him breaking his head open - what about breaking his heart?"
          "Never" he whispered. "I won't let that
     happen."
          He may never have wanted children but he had fallen in love     with Jack from the first moment he held him and he wasn't going to let anything     - or anyone - hurt him.

          #
          Mbamba, Tanzania
          As the ceiling fans hummed above doing their best to     dissipate the stagnant air, she stood in the supply closet trying to remember     exactly what it was she had come in looking for. She tiredly rubbed the back of
     her neck, briefly closed her eyes and exhaled. There was an ever present dull     pounding in her head she was convinced was brought on by the humidity. Even     after all these years in Africa there were some things that still took getting
     used to.
          She gently fingered the gold locket that hung round her     neck. A constant companion, she was sure its grooves were worn into her skin.
          "Doctor Grant, you have been here for 36 hours, it is
     time for you to go home."
          She jumped at the sound of the soft, lilting voice behind     her. Turning, she smiled wearily at the nurse.
          "Mylea," she replied quietly, "I still have     patients to see. I just came here to get something."

          "Oh?"
          "I'm drawing a blank" she admitted sheepishly.
          "It is because you are too tired," the older nurse
     remarked. "You should be at home with your dashing journalist."
          "Keith knows the hours I work," she protested     softly as if that fact provided absolution.
          "He may know them but I doubt he likes them. Go
     home," she encouraged, "spend some time with him. None of the     children need your attention tonight."
          While technically Mylea was right, all of Nathalie's     patients were stable at Saint Mary's hospital, there was always someone who
     needed something and there were never enough hands to do it all. Added to that     there was Nathalie's constant fear that she would be needed and her failure to     meet those needs would result in more loss.
          With all the time she had spent there, Nathalie was as much
     a fixture at the hospital and in the town as some of the elders. They had been     slow to accept her when she first arrived on the heels of her fellowship. It     was easy to dismiss her as just another Westerner wanting to assuage some kind
     of deep-seated guilt. But she had embraced their culture and worked tirelessly     in the hospital. The longer she spent with them, the deeper their respect for     her grew.
          Mbamba was her home now. When people asked where she was
     from her answer was Tanzania. Chicago - and all the memories there - were her     past. This was her present and her future. And somewhere deep inside she     believed if she just worked hard enough or long enough it might actually be
     true.
          "I just have one more patient to see" she said,     squinting as she tried in vain to remember what it was she needed from the     supply room.
          Mylea clucked her disapproval. "We may not be a big
     hospital Doctor Grant but we do have other pediatric-" The words died on     her lips as Nathalie gripped her head and swayed.
          "Nathalie!" she cried, reaching for the young     doctor and taking hold of her. She guided her to a chair in the room and gently
     sat her down.
          "I'm fine" Nathalie gritted, her face still     scrunched up in pain.
          "They are becoming more frequent," Mylea observed.     "You need to be looked at."

          Nathalie knew very little escaped Mylea's watchful eye in     the hospital; not the sadness that framed her hazel eyes, not the way she would     grip the locket around her neck any time she felt stressed nor the increasing
     number of painful headaches she was suffering from. She had told her once that     in all the years she had worked with Westerners she had seen many doctors pass     through but the only ones who stayed did so because they were afraid of what     was waiting for them at home. She knew what Nathalie was afraid of though it
     remained unspoken between them. She had been there that night seven years ago     and every night after and she had seen first hand the price the beautiful     doctor had had paid.
          And the price she continued to pay. Nathalie was sure that
     these headaches, these pains that could stop her cold, were part of the     payment.
          Nathalie smirked as she slowly opened her eyes. "You     know Mylea, before I became a generalist, I was a specialist - a neurosurgeon
     in fact - I know when it's a headache brought on by the heat and when it's     something more. It's just the heat."
          Or penance, she added silently.
          "Of course" the nurse replied flatly. "At
     least go home - you need some rest Nathalie."
          Nathalie knew that if Mylea was calling her by her first     name at work then she was really worried. Not wanting to upset her friend     further she acquiesced. "Yes ma'am" she said.

          Unsteadily, she got to her feet and pulled her stethoscope     from her neck. "Maybe I'll be really lucky and Keith will have     cooked."
          With the older nurse waving her out the door, Nathalie
     headed down the worn stone steps at the front of the hospital and down the road     home.
          As she opened the front door she was greeted by a warm,     sweet curry scent floating from the kitchen through the house. She smiled to
     herself as she closed the door behind her. Keith was definitely here and her     favorite dish was stewing on the stove. She felt spoiled.
          Keith Wilson was a freelance journalist working in Tanzania     who had come to the hospital a year ago to do a story. Nathalie had been taken
     in by his intelligence and warmth. Not much taller than she was, he had a great     shock of red hair and warm friendly brown eyes. Quiet and thoughtful, he had     trailed her for a week, peppering her with questions. Nathalie had seen the
     interest in his eyes but had been unable to respond in kind. Too much of her     soul had been given away. And the rest was too damaged to be given.
          Relentlessly he had refused to let her hide and after many
     late dinners, he had been rewarded with a kiss. Nathalie had been rewarded with     a man who was loyal, engaging and deeply compassionate. What she felt for him     was not the gravity-defying love she had experienced before but he was a good     man and he loved her and that was enough.

          "You cooked" she greeted him, sliding her arms     around his neck and brushing her lips against his.
          "You're late" he remarked softly quickly returning
     her kiss. "I thought your shift ended hours ago."
          "You know how it is" she demurred. "Anyways     I'm here now and dinner smells amazing."
          "I'm glad" he said, stepping out from her embrace.
     "I tried to wait for you but I was too hungry so I went ahead and ate.     I'll get your plate."
          Sensing his disappointment she exhaled slowly. "Keith     I'm-"
          "-sorry" he finished for her. "I know. You're
     always sorry, you're just never here."
          Her green eyes widened in surprise.. "I'm never here?     You were gone for a week to Cape Town to cover the AIDS conference."
          "I was gone for two weeks" he corrected sadly.
     "Two weeks. But you're so wrapped up in your work you don't even notice.     It's hard enough not to have all of your heart" he told her as he gave a     withering glance to the locket around her neck. "But I really wish that
     wish that you would at least make an effort."
          Nathalie took a step back, stung by his words.     "Keith-"
          He raised his hand, shaking his head. "Nathalie, I'm
     tired, you're tired, let's table this for another day. Have a seat and I'll     prepare you a plate."
          Her heart sank at the resignation in his voice; she cared     for him deeply and hated hurting him in any way. She smiled sadly and nodded.
     "I'm just going to wash my hands."
          Heading down the narrow hallway to the bathroom, she closed     the door and turning on the taps, reached for the soap. She bowed her head     momentarily in an attempt to regain her composure; the ache in her heart
     transmitting itself through her entire body. As she did so, her hand trembled     and small beads of perspiration formed on her forehead.
          "No, no, no, no" she muttered, glaring at her
     reflection in the mirror. It was but a moment before the tell tale pounding in     her head began and as her legs shook, she gripped the side of the sink trying     to ride out the coming seizure. An alkaline taste formed in her mouth and her     vision went blurry before finally going black crumpling her.
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          Leaning against the door of the living room Eric smiled to
     himself as he watched Jack pressed up against the corner of the chocolate brown     leather sofa. Deeply engrossed in the book he was reading, the young boy was     pulling absently on his bottom lip; it was a move he was all too familiar with
     as he often struck the same pose while reading or studying.
          Jack was the very best he and Nathalie had to offer. He was     bright and curious; he laughed easily and was incredibly stubborn once he made
     his mind up. While he mostly saw Nathalie in him, every once in a while he     would catch a glimpse of himself in his son and it still surprised him at how     fulfilling that feeling was.
          Eric Smitherman Senior was a difficult man with exacting
     standards and where most fathers loved their sons, he merely tolerated his.     From the time he was a small child he had felt the burden of expectation and     the bitterness of disappointment. His father had had grand plans for him and     expected him to do exactly as he told him to, without question. Eric's house
     had not been one filled with love or laughter. His mother had lived in fear of     his father and his father used his approval - or his son's need for it - as a     weapon. He had considered it nothing short of a miracle that he had been able
     to fall in love and be a good partner. Feeling his father's imprint on him, he     had believed it impossible to offer the same to a child. He was shocked at just     how wrong he had been.
          "Hey buddy, you almost ready? Aunt Sarah will be here
     soon."
          Looking up from his book Jack nodded. "Eric?"
          "Yes?"
          "Am I sleeping over on Friday?"

          "Not this weekend Jack - I'm working. But I've booked     next weekend off and I got us tickets to the Yankees."
          His green eyes widened in shock. "You did?"
          Grinning, he nodded. "Andrew is coming and there's an
     extra ticket for you to bring Stephen if you want."
          "Like a guys' night out?" he asked.
          Eric chuckled. "Exactly. A guys' night out at the     game."

          Scrambling from the couch Jack sprinted across the room and     threw his arms around Eric, squeezing him tightly. "You're the best     Eric."
          Too overcome to say anything, he just hugged him back. A
     sharp knock at the door broke the moment.
          "That will be Aunt Sarah. Go get your stuff from your     room."
          "Okay!" he replied, running down the hallway.
          Eric ambled to the door and opened it. Nathalie's sister
     could not be more different from her. A district attorney, her dark blonde hair     was kept short and while she and her sister shared the same eyes, there was     little of Nathalie's humor or warmth to be found in them.

          "Sarah," he greeted her.
          "Is he ready?" she asked, looking past him down     the hallway.
          "Almost. You're welcome to come in."
          "No, thank you," she replied perfunctorily.

          It was the same pantomime as it always had been with stilted     politeness and long, awkward pauses. They had never been close but the     circumstances they now found themselves in seemed to strain an already tenuous
     relationship. Nathalie had always tried to excuse her sister's coldness by     stating that they had dealt with their parents' deaths when they were teenagers     in very different ways. Nathalie had embraced life and those around her but
     Sarah had seemed determine to hold the world at bay.
          "Listen," Eric began, lowering his voice. "I     want to revisit the issue of telling Jack I'm his father."
          She violently shook her head. "No."

          "Sarah" he replied, gritting his teeth, preparing     himself for battle.
          "Nathalie doesn't want this."
          "Nathalie isn't here!" The exasperation in his
     voice was total. "What she wants, or wanted, isn't really a factor. One of     these days Sarah he is going to need to know I'm his father."
          "You're a father figure, is that not enough?"
          His blue eyes clouded over as he glared at her. "No,
     it's not."
          "You never wanted kids," she reminded him.
          She always reminded him of that. It was her stick, her card     to play against him to keep him in line and remind him of how they all wound up
     in this position in the first place.
          Exhaling slowly, he tried to keep his fast-rising temper in     check. "My wants and my reality haven't matched up for quite a while
     Sarah. I wanted Nathalie but the reality is she left me with a three line note     and an empty apartment. I didn't want children but the reality is I have a son.     And I love him. You - you brought him into my life Sarah and I'm tired of you     still trying to control everything after all these years as if we are in some
     kind of holding pattern."
          Adjusting the strap of her purse over her shoulder, she gave     him a defiant look. "She might come back."
          He shook his head. "She isn't. She isn't ever coming
     back. Hell, I don't even know where she is but I don't need to know that to     know she isn't coming back."
          Their conversation ended abruptly as Jack skidded to a stop     between them. He hugged his aunt hello before giving Eric a high five and
     happily heading out the door.
          As he closed the door, he leaned against it and sighed. He     wasn't satisfied with half measures any longer. Fear had dictated his silence
     for too long; fear he would fail as a father; fear that Sarah would change her     mind about having him in Jack's life; fear Nathalie would return to take Jack     away. Somewhere, somehow, fear had been replaced with resolve. This was his son     - his family - and it was time for him to know.

          Holding tightly to Jack's hand as they walked the two blocks     to her apartment, she took several deep breaths to calm her racing heart and     replayed the last part of her conversation with Eric in her mind. She had been
     expecting Eric's push for weeks now. It had been almost a year since the last     time he brought up telling Jack the truth and with every goodbye, she saw the     despair grow in Eric's eyes.
          Truth be told, Sarah no longer knew the true reasons she
     fought Eric on telling Jack he was his father. It had started earnestly enough,     a sister wanting to respect the plea of her only family. While Sarah didn't     have many deep relationships in her life, her relationship with Nathalie was
     sacrosanct. Or it had been.
          But as time, years, went on Sarah could admit her motivation     for keeping the situation status quo had changed. Glancing down at the joyous     sound of Jack's laugh, she smiled. She loved this child totally and couldn't
     imagine her life with out him.
          Fear gripped her heart at the thought of Jack no longer     being in her life. She told herself in the early years that she was just doing     what Nathalie had asked of her; that long ago conversation still piercing her
     heart with pain. But as time had passed and she had refused to come home and     severed all contact with her, Sarah gradually allowed herself to feel more     comfortable about the permanence of Jack in her life.
          Was she an awful person for denying Eric the right to tell
     Jack he was his father? She had observed them over the years and had no doubt     that the both loved each other tremendously. Was it time to break her final     promise to her sister? Sarah was afraid in doing that, she would break her own
     heart in the process.
          "Aunt Sarah?" Jack asked breaking her thoughts.
          "Yeah, bud?"
          "How many days till next weekend?

          "Why?" she asked, curious.
          "Cause Eric said I get to spend next weekend with     him!" The seven year responded quickly, the palpable excitement making his     small body squirm.
          "Yes, that's the plan" she responded, smiling at
     how happy he looked at the thought.
          "And, we get to go to a Yankees game!" he added.
          "I thought you were a Mets fan?" she queried.

          "Well, don't tell Eric, for one night I can be a     Yankees fan!" he pleaded.
          "It'll be our secret." She confirmed.
          "And you know the best part!? He continued without
     waiting for a response. "Andrew is coming!"
          Sarah's grasp tightened reflexively at the mention of     Andrew's name. "That's great, bud, I know you love guy time with both Eric     and Drew."
          "Can we have them over sometime? They haven't been over
     for dinner in, like, forever."
          "We'll see."
          "Aww, that always means no!" he whined.
          Laughing at his correct observation, she watched as he
     shrugged and kicked at the pebble at his feet. "You're a smart kid,     Jack." Just like your mom and dad, she added silently.
          #
          As she struggled to open her eyes she felt the coolness of
     the cloth on her forehead. Her tongue swept along the inside of her mouth and     she winced as she found the spot where she had bit down on her cheek.
          "Easy Nathalie."
          She recognized the rich voice immediately and pried her eyes
     open. "M-mylea" she croaked.
          "Shhh" she soothed her, touching her cheek.     "Keith called me when he couldn't rouse you from the floor."
          Visions of what had happened flashed through her mind. She
     could practically feel her legs shake just as they did in the bathroom and     despite the soft lighting in the room her head still pounded. Sighing tiredly,     she touched her hand to her cheek feeling the small welt from where her face
     hit the ground.
          "I'm fine" she insisted.
          "Stop it!" her friend hissed. "You have been     out for more than an hour. You are not fine and you have not been fine for
     quite some time" she told her knowingly. "It is time for you to get     help."
          "Mylea-"
          "I mean it." There was no mistaking the firm tone     to her voice. "You have that young man worried out of his mind."

          "It's just a headache," she denied.
          Mylea fixed her with a look. "You need to stop lying to     yourself, to me and to him. Denying what is happening will not change the past
     and is very unfair to those who love you."
          The door to the bedroom creaked open and Keith paused before     rushing in once he saw she was awake. "Nat" he said breathlessly,     pressing his lips to her forehead.

          "I'm sorry," she apologized quietly, Mylea's words     ringing in her ears. "I didn't mean to scare you."
          He shook his head and brushed her hair from her face.     "I was so worried," he admitted. "I love you so much and to find
     you lying on the floor, not waking up...." His thoughts trailed off. He     was unwilling - or unable - to finish them.
          Her fingers curled through his and bringing his hand to her
     lips, she kissed it. "I'm going to be okay" she reassured him. She     wasn't sure what okay meant, all she knew was that she did not want him to     worry.
          He nodded. "Mylea has booked an ambulance to take you
     to Songea."
          Her eyes widened in shock and she looked angrily at her     friend. Mylea met her gaze with a determined one of her own, practically daring     the young doctor to contradict her.
          "You need an MRI" she told her. "And I have
     called Doctor Thabo who has agreed to see you tomorrow."
          "I'll go with you," Keith told her.. "I'll be     right by your side."
          Knowing she was defeated, she closed her eyes and nodded.
     She knew she shouldn't feel this way, she knew she should be grateful to have     such good people wanting to take care of her but she didn't. She felt as though     she was being smothered. She had seen the worst humanity had to offer and had
     paid dearly when she tried to circumvent it. She no longer had an interest in     trying to change the will of the universe and would prefer to just let things     happen but she wasn't able to explain that to anyone. Keith would never
     understand and Mylea would dismiss her as being ridiculous.
          "Just rest Nathalie," Mylea said. "I will get     things ready for your trip."
          Nathalie hated the idea of being gone from Mbamba even
     overnight. She felt grounded and happily tethered here. Going to Songea took     her out of her comfort zone and trips had a way of always lasting longer than     they were intended to.
          #
          Sitting on the exam table, she chewed nervously on her
     bottom lip. She hated hospitals - more specifically she hated being a patient.     It made her feel as though she were fenced in and she hated feeling as though     she had no escape.
          Despite the bumpy terrain, it had been an uneventful ride to
     Songea. Mylea had arranged for all them to stay with a friend of hers at her     house near the hospital. Neither she nor Keith slept very much that night. He     had kept a watchful eye on her and she had tried to reassure him that     everything was fine and they would be back in Mbamba before the next day was
     through.
          "Should it be taking this long?" Keith asked as he     paced nervously.
          She shrugged. "I'm sure he's just reading the
     films."
          "Still." He glanced at his watch. "It's been     a while and if it were nothing he would have been back in here to tell     us."
          "Keith!" she snapped, "just give it a
     rest." Seeing his gazed drop she sighed quietly. "I didn't mean to     snap."
          With a small smile, he crossed the room and took her hands     in his. "And I didn't mean to stress you out."
          Leaning in, she kissed him gently. "Thank you for
     coming with me." She offered an olive branch.
          Both their heads snapped up as the door opened and the     towering Doctor Thabo came in. Nathalie immediately recognized the neutral
     expression on his face as one disguising bad news. It was a technique she had     used herself more than a few times - keep your expressions neutral so as not to     unnecessarily alarm the patient. Her grip on Keith's hands tightened.
          "What is it?" she asked in a strangled voice.

          "I believe you have a hemangioblastoma," he began,     "located in the cerebellum."
          "How big?" she asked, her hands going clammy.

          "Less than 3 centimeters" he replied.
          Keith watched the two speak and could tell by her sudden     pale complexion that it wasn't good news. "Is it cancer?" he asked.
          Nathalie smiled bravely as she shook her head. "No. No,
     it's not cancer. Hemangioblastoma is benign."
          "But dangerous" the doctor added. "You need     treatment." His tone was pointed as he looked at her.

          "Okay" Keith said. "Can we do it here in     Songea? Do we need to go to Nairobi or Pretoria?"
          He shook his head. "There are treatments here but the     world leaders in treating this are in the United States. I have a colleague who
     has had great success-"
          "Where?" she asked, swallowing down the nervous     lump that formed in her throat.
          "In New York City" he told her, writing down the
     name. "I have called him - Doctor Freidman runs the program - and they can     take you as soon as you can get there."
          The thought of returning the United States, even if it     wasn't Chicago, filled her with dread. She had sworn she would never go back.
     For seven years the distance between where she grew up and where she lived had     provided her a shield of protection but now, the idea of stepping foot back     there seemed worse than the tumor growing in her head.
          "Are there no alternatives here on the continent?"     she asked with a shaky voice.
          "Nat!" Keith admonished her. "If the best in     the world are in the U.S. then that's where we go."
          Letting go of his hand her fingers curled around her locket.     She closed her eyes and breathed deeply to stave off the rising sense of panic.     Over the years she had purposely lost track of Eric, figuring it would be     easier if she could not imagine him exactly where he was. Last she had heard he
     was living in San Francisco, miles from where she was headed; there was no     reason to believe that her past would swallow her whole if she went to New York     City.
          "I can leave on Saturday" she whispered, opening
     her eyes. She looked at Keith. "Will you come with me?"
          He closed his lips over hers. "Try and stop me."
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          Nathalie could feel Mylea's eyes on her as she carefully and     meticulously folded her clothes and placed them in her suitcase. She made no
     comment as she slipped a small stack of unsent letters in the bottom of her     suitcase. The dark green ribbon holding them together was frayed from years of     untying and retying and while Mylea had never asked her what was in the
     letters, she had already known they contained a mother's love for her son.
          The young doctor had said little since her return from     Songea other than sharing her diagnosis and announcing she would be traveling     to the United States for treatment. She had spent the better part of the
     afternoon reassuring her colleagues and friends that there was little to worry     about, that she would be back in Mbamba before they could even miss her.
          "Have you called your sister?" she asked, folding
     a shirt and passing it to her.
          Nathalie shook her head. "Sarah and I don't really talk     any more. Not since I asked her to....not since I gave up Jack."
          The nurse nodded knowingly. "But still Nathalie, this
     would be a good opportunity to reach out to her. You may need her help."
          She sank down on the edge of the bed beside her suitcase.     She missed her sister but the distance between them was entirely of her making.
     Sarah had tried time and again to make contact but she had let letters go     unanswered and phone calls go unreturned until her sister simply stopped     trying. For so long it had been just the two of them against the world - the
     Grant sisters united against all comers - but when her life had started to fall     to pieces she had pushed everyone, including Sarah, away.
          "I'm not very good at crossing back over neglected     bridges Mylea. Besides, Keith is coming with me."

          "Does this mean you are finally going to open up to     him?" she asked, nodding to the locket dangling from her neck.
          Popping open the locket, Nathalie stared at the tiny picture
     of a 3 month old Jack. It was the only photo she had left, everything else had     been destroyed. On the other side, tucked in behind the protective glass was a     four leaf clover. Eric had found it during a trip to Dublin for a conference.     He had given it to her over dinner and told her that it was clearly a sign from
     the gods that they were meant to be. She had long carried it in her wallet as a     sign of their love. Now she carried it in hopes it would protect her from     anything else going wrong.
          Snapping the locket shut, she shook her head. "It's the
     past and he doesn't need to be bothered with it."
          Mylea sighed heavily. "Nathalie, one of these days you     are either going to have to tell that man the whole story or let him go. What
     you are doing to him - holding him at arm's length - is almost cruel. He     pretends to be satisfied with what you give him because he believes if he hangs     in long enough you will eventually give him more. But if you aren't going to
     give him more then you need to let him go."
          Her green eyes blazed angrily. "I don't have more to     give him" she retorted. "I'm giving him all I have and I'm sorry if     that doesn't meet your expectations of how I should be treating him."

          Unfazed by the outburst, the nurse simply shrugged.     "That is all you have to give him because your heart belongs to someone     else."
          "Yes it does" she answered tightly. "It
     belongs to my son."
          "No, it belongs to the man you left behind. You are     still in love with him."
          Nathalie returned to folding her clothes and placing them     inside her suitcase. She let Mylea's words hang in the air, refusing to respond
     to them. There was little point in her even trying as she could not lie to her     friend.
          "I need you to keep a close eye on Baakir" she     said, changing the subject. "He is refusing to take his meds and hides
     them when he thinks no one is looking. We will never get him well if his     infection does not clear up."
          Mylea nodded as she got to her feet. "You concentrate     on getting well" she said softly, "and we will worry about the
     patients here."
          Nathalie smiled sadly. It was always easiest to take out     your frustrations and fears on those closest to you and her friend had     certainly borne a significant brunt of both of those. She hugged her friend
     tightly.
          "And I will miss you" she told her. "Very     much. It will be strange to wake up some place and not see you."
          Mylea took both of her hands in hers and squeezed them.
     "Nathalie, the universe is not random. Do not let opportunities to rebuild     those bridges pass you by." Seeing the protest form on her lips, she     hugged her again. "Be well my friend and we will see each other
     soon."
          As she slipped out the door she headed straight for her     office. There was a number she had tucked away there and it was time for her to     use it. Sometimes people needed help to rebuild.
          #
          Andrew let out a low whistle as he read over the chart.
     "While the tumor is interesting," he remarked to Eric, "the     medical history is even more so. This Doctor," flipping over the chart, he     read the name. "This Doctor Thabo sure has been through the ringer. Burns,
     breaks and now a tumor."
          Eric nodded as he looked at the films. "Yeah. There     were micro-fractures to the spine that I assume happened at the same time of     the burns on their back. Leave it to Freidman to give me the case so he can get
     in an extra week of golf."
          "Guess this patient isn't one for the journals or there     is no way he'd let you run with it."
          "I'm kind of glad," Eric admitted. "I'd like
     to talk to them about their work in Africa. I still....there are days I still     think I'd like to go there."
          The wistful look on his face was unmistakable and he paused     for a moment before shaking his head. "Anyways, the sooner we can start
     treatment the better. Based on the placement of the tumor," he said     looking back at the film, "the headaches must be excruciating."
          Looking over his shoulder at the films, Andrew agreed.
     "The chart said something about seizures as well. Not surprising but I     would imagine it's pretty hard to see to your patients if you're constantly     worried about seizing."
          "Yeah." Eric glanced at his watch. The patient was
     scheduled to arrive in an hour and he wanted some quiet time with the chart and     the films to be as well prepared as possible. "Hey Drew?"
          Recognizing the look on his friend's face, Andrew put the
     chart down and grinned. "I know, I know. Princess needs her space to get     in this zone."
          Andrew ran for the door, closing it behind him as Eric     chucked a pen at him. With his shift almost over he headed to the cafeteria in
     search of one more cup of coffee to see him through. He was sent reeling as a     petite woman careened into him.
          Reaching out he righted the woman. "Watch where you're....Sarah?"
          Her eyes were almost wild with fear. Her normally meticulous
     appearance had been replaced with some kind of homage to dishevelment.
          "Where is Eric?" Her breathing was ragged as she     dragged her hand through her hair.
          "Why? Here to spread your special brand of humorless
     cheer?"
          "Shut up," she hissed angrily. "Where is he?     I need to see him."
          Bristling at her words, he pulled himself to his full height
     and studied her carefully. "Is something wrong with Jack?"
          She shook her head wordlessly.
          "Then what is it?"
          "Where is he?"
          Exasperated at her unwillingness to answer his question he
     exhaled slowly. "He's with a patient."
          "Who?" She bit out as she reached out to grasp his     arm for emphasis.
          Shocked by her touch, Andrew glanced down to her hand
     grasping his forearm and was struck, not for the first time, by the contrast of     her fair skin against his own deep olive tone.
          "Drew, who is Eric's patient?" Her grip on his arm
     got tighter.
          "Sarah, why does it matter who he is with? It is none     of your business and if it isn't about Jack then you need to go. He doesn't     need your sanctimonious, self-righteous, 'I am the keeper of all knowledge'     crap. What he needs is-"

          "It's Nathalie" she blurted.
          Andrew said little for a moment as he tried to process what     she had just said. "Wh-what? What do you mean it's Nathalie?"
          "I mean his patient. His patient is Nathalie and I need
     to get to him....to her...to them before they see each other"
          He shook his head. "His patient is some doctor from     Africa whose name is definitely not Nathalie Grant."

          "Is it Thabo?" she asked urgently.
          He blanched. "How do you know that?"
          "Because that's her doctor's name. Nathalie     is...was...in Africa. She was sent here for treatment."

          "Eric has no idea what he's about to walk into"     Andrew said as much to himself as he did to her.
          "Neither does Nat. Andrew....they can't just meet like
     this. Not after all these years, not after all that's happened."
          Though his friend pretended he was tough he knew better than     anyone that Nathalie was like kryptonite to him. The memory of her could still     bring him to his knees; seeing her when he had no clue would be so much worse.

          Grabbing hold of Sarah's hand, he tugged her along.     "Let's go!"
          #
          Nathalie pulled at the hospital gown in a feeble attempt to
     ward off the chill. She was exhausted and incredibly cranky after her long     flight and the unnaturally chilly air floating down from the vent was not     helping her mood. All she had wanted to do when they landed was to check into     the hotel and sleep off the jet lag. She had been non-plussed to discover
     Doctor Thabo had booked an appointment for her that very same day. Fearing she     was going to say something to Keith she could not take back and just needing     some time to herself, she had asked him to fill out the insurance paperwork for
     her.
          She could see the small tremor in her leg and knew a seizure     was bubbling up.. Between the headaches and the seizures she had reached the     point where at least half of every day was spent trying to recover from or ward
     off an episode. She had dosed up on pain medication for the flight over but it     did little to relieve the ever present headaches.
          Keith, ever the investigative journalist, had researched     almost every aspect of Doctor Freidman's career. He pulled journal articles,
     research awards and media announcements about his advances. He told her he felt     confident she would be in good hands. He was taking such good care of her - or     at least taking as much care of her as she would allow - and she felt terrible
     about it.
          Her conversation with Mylea played over and over in her mind     and she knew she was right. Her heart could never belong to Keith, no matter     how much he wanted it to, because she was still in love with Eric. Knowing they
     could never - would never - be together did little to diminish her feelings for     him. She needed to have that conversation with Keith. She needed to set him     free for to allow him to hang on any longer was indeed cruel. As she looked
     down at her twitching foot she realized the conversation would have to wait for     a few days.
          A knock at the door pulled her from her thoughts and she     looked up expectantly.
          "Good afternoon Doctor Thabo, I'm Doctor Smitherman and
     I'm-"
          The words died on Eric's lips as his jaw dropped open.     Pressing himself against the wall, he simply stared.
          It was hard to tell who had the bigger shock. Nathalie     blinked in silent surprise as she came face to face with the man who still had
     her heart; certain that his presence in front of her was not real but merely a     side effect of the tumor. She attempted to clear her vision but he remained in     front of her, a stunned look plastered across his face.

          "It's not p-p-possible," Eric stammered as the     chart tumbled from his hands.
          "Wh-what are you doing here?" she asked,     dumbfounded.
          "Me? Wh-what....how....it's not really you. How can it
     be you?" His voice shook as he took a few tentative steps toward her.
          The twitch in her foot became stronger and she pulled more     tightly on the gown. "Eric" she whispered, unable to say anything
     further.
          The door to the exam room flew open with Andrew and Sarah     rushing in stopping short behind Eric. "Nathalie!" Sarah cried,     seeing her sister for the first time in seven years.

          Nathalie looked from her sister to Andrew to Eric and     realized she had been right. Her past couldn't swallow her whole but it could     crush her. Opening her mouth to speak she found her tongue fat and     uncooperative . Her entire body trembled as she tried to slide off of the exam
     table. Whether she was going to fall into Sarah's arms or make a run for it she     wasn't sure.
          "Nat, I got the forms but who are listing as next of     kin?" Keith paused in the doorway of the exam room and looked at the four
     people all staring mutely at each other. "Nat?" he asked, brushing     past Eric to get to her.
          It was all too much. Her head pounded and her body shook and     the last sound she heard before the seizure took hold was Eric calling her name

           
          
          
[bookmark: c5]Chapter 4

          Feeling the fog from around her brain slowly lift, Nathalie     gingerly touched her hand to her cheek and winced as she felt the bruise. If     the tumor wasn't removed soon she was going to be black and blue from all the     seizures. Carefully opening her eyes she sucked in a sharp breath as her past
     and her present collided in front of her.
          "Nat?" Keith called to her, touching her hand.     "Nathalie, say something."
          But she couldn't speak. She was hyperaware of Eric's
     presence by her bed and she didn't need to look at him to know the contempt he     felt for her. Glancing at Andrew, and the disdain she saw reflected in his     eyes, she looked away quickly until her eyes landed on her sister.

          Nathalie exhaled at the kindness reflected in her sister's     clear, blue eyes. Sarah looked older but stylish as always. Whereas Nathalie     had always been a jeans and t-shirt kind of girl, her sister had long ago     developed a taste for fine clothes which seemed to serve as her version of
     armor. Even in her worried state Sarah still looked like the model of business     elegance.
          "Sarah," she croaked
          "Okay, everybody out" Sarah ordered.

          The two doctors looked at her in shock. "Sarah, you     aren't a doctor-" Eric began.
          "You're right, I'm not. I'm her sister and I'm kicking     all of you out until I have a chance to speak with her." She glanced over
     at Keith who was staring at her in surprise. "You too."
          He shook his head and looked back at Nathalie. "You     never told me you had a sister."
          "Nathalie likes to keep a lot of details to
     herself," Eric said bitterly. "Doesn't want to burden anyone with     them."
          Her cheeks burned with humiliation and regret. She looked to     her sister and silently pleaded with her for help. The walls were closing in on
     her. Sarah grabbed Andrew by the arm and urged him towards the door; she gave     Eric a look demanding he do the same.
          Keith gave Nathalie's hand a squeeze and headed out of the     room. Sarah pushed the door closed, took a deep breath and turned back to her
     sister.
          "Natty," she said softly.
          Hot, angry tears tumbled down Nathalie's face as she hung     her head in shame. "Sarah, I'm scared."

          Crossing the room the normally restrained lawyer enveloped     her sister in a tight, reassuring embrace as she had many times when Nathalie     had been frightened or sad after their parents had passed away. "I'm here     Natty, I'm here." Sarah whispered.

          Nathalie let herself be warmed in her sister's arms for several     minutes before gently pulling away and wiping at her tear-stained face.     "Never....never in my worst nightmares did I think this would     happen," she said, smiling weakly.

          "Is it really a nightmare?" Sarah asked unable to     hide the hint of hurt in her voice. "Seeing me - even seeing Eric - is it     really so bad? Because I've missed you Nathalie. You are my only sister and
     seeing you is more like a dream than a nightmare."
          Suitably chastened, she shook her head. "No, seeing you     is not a nightmare" she told her softly."I'm....happy....to see you,     I just....I didn't think I would see any of you again."

          "Well sometimes the universe has a mind of its     own."
          Wiping at the tears pooling in her eyes, she nodded as she     clasped her sister's hand. "I am glad to see you, Sarah."

          Words unspoken, questions unanswered hung heavily in the     air. The two sisters stared at each other for several long minutes, neither     sure what to say next.
          "Keith seems nice" Sarah offered, scrambling for
     neutral ground.
          Exhaling and melting against the pillows, Nathalie nodded.     "He is. He is a very good man."
          What remained unspoken was that he was not the right man.
     The small glimpse of Eric had set her heart racing and reminded her that she     was not free to give her heart to another because it still belonged to him.     Nathalie couldn't help but think that if she had had some warning she could     have prepared herself, or steeled herself more like it, for her first glimpse
     of him in over seven years. But that was foolish. Eric always had the ability     to take her breath away. It appeared that hadn't changed. Nathalie felt the     stress and emotional turmoil of the day begin to claim her.

          "I'm glad you found someone" Sarah told her     softly.
          Nathalie nodded but refused to meet her sister's eyes.     "What about you?" Nathalie asked wearily.
          Sarah swallowed the lump in her throat at the obvious
     opening to tell her sister about Jack.
          "Still too busy saving the world from the bad guys to     take time for yourself?" Nathalie offered at the lack of her sister's     response.

          "Something like that." Sarah responded.
          "What, what about Eric?" she asked in a whispered     tone as if she knew she didn't have the right to ask and was desperately afraid     of the answer. "Did he find someone?"

          Sarah's voice was soft as she replied, gently shaking her     head, "No one of importance that I am aware of."
          Nathalie closed her eyes.
          "Nathalie I-" As she looked back at her sister and
     realized she had fallen asleep, she sighed in resignation. She tucked the     blankets around her and placed a soft kiss on her forehead. Rising gently from     the bed she exited the room and quietly pulled the door shut behind her.

          Keith jumped up from the chair. "Is she okay?"
          Sarah nodded. "She's asleep."
          "I'm going to sit with her," he told her in a tone     that indicated it was demand and not a request. He slipped inside the room
     without so much as a backwards glance.
          Sighing, Sarah leaned against the wall and tiredly rubbed     her hand over her face.
          "You okay?"

          Opening her eyes, she was surprised to find Andrew standing     beside her; she had not even noticed him when she came out of the room.     "Where's Eric?" she asked.
          Andrew's dark brown eyes clouded momentarily. "He
     needed air."
          Chewing on one of her perfectly manicured nails and nodding,     Sarah stared at the floor. Tears unexpectedly welled in her eyes and she swiped     angrily at them. Andrew nudged her shoulder. "Sarah?"

          "She didn't ask about Jack," she whispered.     "Not a single question."
          Andrew's face softened. "Sarah, she thinks he's been     adopted. She believes that you placed him for adoption as she asked you to. She
     probably didn't ask about him because it's too painful for her."
          As she lifted her head to meet his eyes, her face betrayed     the vulnerability she look felt. "I'm going to lose him" she said
     tearfully, "which is stupid because he was never mine to begin with but     I'm going to have to tell her about him and then I'm going to lose him."
          Shocking her, he tugged her towards him and hugged her. With     a muffled sob, Sarah melted into his embrace. Befitting their complicated
     relationship. they spent most of their time sniping at each other but every     once in a while, all that just disappeared.
          Andrew gently smoothed her back as she tried to catch her
     breath, "One step at a time Sarah," he told her gently. "You're     going to be okay." He just wished he could say the same thing about his     best friend.
          #
          Lying on her side, her face smushed into the pillow, her
     breath was a soft ruffle. Leaning against the wall Eric stared at her in     disbelief. With the exception of her short shorn hair she looked very much like     the woman who had shared his bed one night and left him the next; clearing out     while he was at work, leaving an inadequate note to poorly explain why she had
     broken his heart.
          After being kicked out of her room by her sister, he had     stormed down the hallway, ignoring Andrew calling after him. He had returned to     the exam room where she had collapsed and had sunk into the chair. His heart
     had hammered loudly inside his chest and his brain had felt like it was going     to explode. There wasn't anything that could have prepared him for seeing her     again. As he had sat there trying to gather himself a glint from the floor had
     caught his eye. Bending down, he had picked up a locket that had partially     slipped under the table. Instinctively he had flipped it open and all the air     had rushed from his chest. On one side of the locket was a baby photo and
     without being told, he knew it was Jack. The other side held a four leaf     clover. He had been instantly transported back to that night in Dublin where he     had given it to her.
          The locket left him feeling terribly confused. As a coping
     mechanism he had, over the years, convinced himself Nathalie had never really     loved him, that the moments he had held so dear were meaningless to her and the     depth of their connection was an illusion. Once Sarah had introduced Jack into
     his life and despite him knowing something terrible had to have happened for     her to give him up, he had painted her a villain, as shallow, unfeeling and     manipulative. But the picture and the four leaf clover told him that she had     loved him. It also reminded him that he had absolutely no clue what had driven
     her to make the choices she had.
          Watching her snuggle further into the blankets he remembered     all the nights they had spent wrapped around each other. His heart raced as he
     remembered how well he knew every inch of her body and she his. There had been     other women since she had left but none of them were capable of making him     feel, in bed or out, the way she did. He wondered savagely how many nights she     had spent wrapped around her new boyfriend's body and if he could make her
     shriek and moan the way he had.
          Peeling himself off the wall, he moved towards the door but     stopped cold as she called his name. Slowly, he turned around and looked at     her. Their eyes connected and Eric felt it like a punch to the stomach. Anger
     at her, and at himself for caring, churned just below the surface waiting to     find an opening to be expressed.
          "Don't go" she asked quietly.
          "Sarah says your boyfriend went back to the hotel"
     he told her flatly.
          Pulling herself to a sitting position, she swallowed     thickly. "I know."
          Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out her locket and
     placed it on the night stand. "This fell off during your seizure, I     thought you might want it back." He decided not to tell her he had looked     at it; he was not yet ready for that conversation.
          Her panic was obvious to him as she snatched the locket from
     the table and unsteadily put it back around her neck.
          "Thank you."
          He nodded and took a small measure of satisfaction at the     obvious distress she was experiencing. Eric did not to think he was a cruel
     person but he was relieved to know that their reunion was causing her more     emotional pain than her calculated departure apparently had.
          Nathalie winced and rubbed the furrow over her brow. Eric
     pushed back the rush of emotions and memories to focus on her present     condition.
          "Given the placement and size of your tumor, you have     been in serious pain for quite some time - a few years I would guess - I don't
     understand why you didn't seek treatment before now."
          She shrugged. "I just....I thought they were just     headaches."
          He shook his head ruefully. "You were at the top of     your class Nathalie, you had to have known they weren't just headaches. I never
     knew you to lie to yourself but then again, I guess I never knew you at     all." He headed for the door again.
          "Stay," she called urgently. "We can....we
     can talk."
          An incredulous look crossed his face as he snorted     derisively. "We can? Maybe I can just write my feelings for you in a three     line note and leave it on the nightstand. It seemed to work well for you."     Turning on his heel, he stalked out of the room.

          Nathalie flopped back against the pillows and pressed the     heels of her hands to her eyes. He was so angry with her and rightfully so. How     had a decision that had started out with his best interests in mind turned out
     so horribly wrong? She had hurt him enough to last a lifetime and any thoughts     she had of telling him about Jack were pushed from her mind. She could not -     she would not - hurt him any further.
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          Eric stared blankly at the chart in front of him. He had     read her chart so many times he could practically recite it by heart but none
     of it brought him any closer to understanding why the love of his life had     taken off without telling him she was pregnant nor did it help him understand     why she had given the child up four months later. It was clear from the
     information that she had suffered some serious injuries; as he examined her films     the depth of pain she must have suffered was obvious. While a part of him     wanted, needed, to understand what had occurred after she left him, the doctor
     in him recognized that none of her injuries had been debilitating. As he tried     to imagine what had happened to her, how she could have willingly desired to     give up their child, a seven year old conversation replayed in his mind.
          "What do you mean this is my s-son?" he
     stammered.
          The child in her arms let out a sweet sigh, oblivious to     the drama currently surrounding him.
          "Just what I said the last four times Eric. Nathalie
     was pregnant when she left you. She gave birth to Jack four months ago and     called me last week asking me to place him for adoption. I know - I know she's     going to change her mind and when she does she will be devastated at her
     choice. I'm holding on to him so at least when she comes to her senses she can     reconnect with him. I'm telling you about him because I think that at least one     of his parents needs to be involved in his life."
          Unable to help himself, the tall doctor reached out and
     stroked Jack's tiny hand, delighting in its softness. "I can't     believe....she never said a word. I don't understand why she would lie to     me." His normally steely blue eyes betrayed the conflicting emotions of
     betrayal swirling in his brain.
          "You were pretty clear about never wanting     children," Sarah pointed out.
          Tiredly he rubbed his hand over his face. "Yes I was     but I wasn't....she never gave me..." He exhaled. "I would have liked
     the chance to at least know about my child."
          "Fair enough," she said coolly, "but     there's nothing I can do about that. What I want to know is will you help me
     with him?"
          He shook his head. "Why won't you tell me what     happened to her? What caused her to want to give him up? For God's sake Sarah,     you won't even tell me where she is!"

          "I can't" she replied simply, bringing Jack to     her shoulder and rubbing his tiny back.
          Stymied by stonewalling, he brought his hand down on the     table, startling both of them and eliciting a small squawk of protest from
     Jack. "Dammit Sarah! I'm still in love with her - you have to tell me what     happened."
          "No deal" She meet his angry gaze with her own.     "I am already risking my relationship with my sister by doing this but I
     really believe this is for the best. So are you going to help take care of your     son or not?"
          Realizing there would be no more information, and that in     the end Sarah would fiercely protect her sister no matter the cost, he blew out
     his cheeks in defeat. "Of course I will," he replied softly.
          He had no idea how he was going to balance it - he had     just started a fellowship in Neurosurgery at Manhattan General and had been
     tapped as one of the high fliers in the program. It had never been the path he     wanted but his desire to work in developing countries left when Nathalie did.
          He had thrown himself into his work and was intent on
     being the very best there was. But this was his son - this was the child he had     made with the woman who had stolen his heart from the moment he met her.
          "You can't tell anyone that Jack is your son with     Nathalie."

          "What?" His blue eyes widened in shock.     "What do you mean?"
          "Eric, she is going to change her mind. She will     come back for him and I need to make sure she can do that with as little public
     humiliation as possible." Sarah stated emphatically.
          "What do I tell people?"
          She shrugged. "Tell them you're helping out a     friend; that you're his uncle, cousin...I don't care. You are just never to
     tell people you are his father."
          "Sarah this is ridiculous." he interrupted.
          "Look Eric, this is only going to be for a couple of
     weeks - two months tops. I want you to know your son while Nat is away but she     will come back and you have to be prepared that she will leave with him. And     you have to let her." She placed Jack in his arms.
          Looking down at Jack he touched his hand and felt the
     baby curl his hand around his finger and hold tightly. In that instant his     heart expanded and he knew he would protect, love and take care of his son at     all costs.
          Shaking his head free of the memory, he sighed regretfully.
     He had lived in hope for a long time that Nathalie would come back but as days     gave way to weeks and weeks gave way to months he had figured out she wasn't     coming back. It had made him furious - seething that she would give up their
     son without so much as a backwards glance. And in the mean time he had     developed a deep, unbreakable bond with his son.
          "Did you get any sleep at all?"
          Hearing Andrew's voice, he looked up from the chart and gave
     a small shake of his head. "Not so much."
          Kicking the door closed behind him, he flopped into the     chair opposite his friend and pushed a steaming cup of coffee towards him.     "Didn't think so."

          Gratefully accepting the coffee, he pushed back the small     plastic tab on the lid and took a quick sip, wincing at the heat. He closed     over the file and pushed it away. He leaned back in the chair and closed his     eyes.

          "You know you can't be her surgeon," Andrew     stated.
          Eric's eyes flew open. "Drew-" he began.
          His friend shook his head. "Eric, dude - it is the     classic definition of conflict. You cannot - cannot - be her surgeon."

          "I know" he sighed heavily. "Will....could     you...."
          He grinned wryly. "Yeah, I can take the case if you     take my cranky old lady."

          A ghost of a smile crossed his lips. "Sure." Taking     another sip of his coffee, he looked pensively at the closed chart. "What     do you think happened to her?" he asked quietly as he examined her films
     illuminated across from him; the breaks in her bones echoing the scars on his     heart.
          "Do you care?" Andrew asked carefully.
          "More than I want to" he admitted.
          #
          Sleep had been impossible after Eric's abrupt departure from     the room. Her mind was flooded with memories including many that she would have     preferred to keep buried. There were a few truths she had realized after he     left. She had hurt him profoundly and forgiveness was unlikely if not
     impossible. Telling him about Jack would only compound the hurt. And she     realized that there were some loves that would never die no matter the distance     or space between. She also admitted, in the dark confines of her room, what she
     knew to be the truth years before. She should have never left him. She should     have told him the truth that long ago day. But the past was gone and she wore     the scars of all her ill founded decisions.
          At home, in Tanzania, when she was bothered or unable to
     sleep she would walk. There were so many wide open spaces in the village that     she could walk for hours until the burden started to lift. The hospital here     contained no such open spaces so she had been left to wander the halls. She had
     even tried to get to the roof but the door was locked and she had not quite     been ready to bust the door down. Having exhausted all pathways available to     her, Nathalie tightened the belt of her robe around her waist as she slowly
     walked back to her room.
          She paused in the doorway as she saw Keith pacing by the     window. Deep worry lines were etched into his face and she was reminded yet     again that she needed to let him go.
          "Hey," she called softly to him.

          Smiling in relief, he crossed the room and gently kissed     her. "Went for a walk?" he asked knowingly.
          She nodded. "Have you been here long?"
          "Not too long," he lied. "How are you
     feeling?"
          "Not bad" she lied as she climbed into bed.
          Easing himself on to the edge of the bed he slipped his     fingers through hers. "So, you have a sister. Any other family hidden away
     - husbands? Children?"
          Her heart dropped and she swallowed thickly hoping she     wasn't betraying herself. "A girl has to keep an air of mystery," she     offered weakly.

          Keith looked at her seriously and sighed silently. "I'd     be okay with a little less mystery" he told her directly, hopefully.
          Her hand trembled slightly as she reached out and stroked     his face. "I'm not a very good girlfriend to you Keith."

          Turning his head, he kissed her palm. "You are a good     girlfriend. I just wish....I just wish you wanted to share more with me."
          Leaning forward, she pressed her lips to his. "It's not
     you," she whispered. "I just..can't" she trailed off.
          "I know" he told her.
          They sat in silence for several minutes, neither rushing to
     say the words they both needed to say. She stared at their joined hands and     remembered all the hours she had spent holding someone else's hands and the     electricity that simple act would send through her body.
          "Do you want a coffee?" he asked, finally breaking
     the silence.
          She smiled and nodded. "That would be great."
          Keith gave her another quick kiss and disappeared out her     door. Leaning back against the pillows she draped her arm across her eyes and
     took a deep breath before slowly letting it go. The instinct to run was almost     overwhelming and if it wasn't for the debilitating headaches she would be     packing her bags and on the next plane back home.
          "I'd like to talk to you about course of
     treatment."
          She recognized the voice immediately and groaned inwardly.     The only thing more difficult than dealing with Eric was dealing with his best     friend. Pulling her arm from her eyes, she gave him a wary look.

          "Why?"
          "Because I'm your doctor now," he told her almost     unkindly. "There is no way Eric can be your doctor so I guess you get     me"
          She smirked mirthlessly. "Eric may be a conflict of     interest but so are you."
          Arching an eyebrow, he tilted his head to the side.     "Oh?"
          "The first rule of being a doctor is 'do no harm',"
     she told him wryly, "and as I'm pretty sure you'd like to see me dead, I'm     not sure you are placed to be my doctor."
          His face softened briefly. They had been friends - the three     of them - good friends.

          "Nathalie I would never....I hate what you did to him...and     to Sarah," he tacked on as she visibly paled. "You practically broke     them when you left and I don't understand why you did it but you are in no     danger on my table. I don't want you dead" he said seriously. "I want
     you healthy and then maybe you can start to deal with the shit-storm you     created. Because, make no mistake, you have years of damage to atone for.     Besides, you know I am too arrogant to ever lose a patient on my table."

          She tried to laugh but as another pain seared through her     head she was unable to formulate a response. She clenched her eyes shut and     urgently rubbed her forehead.
          "On a scale of 1-10, what's the pain?" he asked,
     moving closer to her bed.
          "Six" she gritted out.
          "How about you try that again and tell me the     truth?"
          "Nine" she whispered, "maybe 10."

          Scribbling down orders on her chart, he nodded. "Okay.     We're going to try and shrink the tumor with some localized radiation before I     remove it," he told her. "I'm going to increase your pain meds in the
     meantime. We'll plan for your surgery in about a week's time."
          "How...how is he?" she asked.
          Andrew shook his head. "I'll discuss a lot of things     with you Nat but not him. He is off limits, do you understand?"

          "Yeah" she sighed. If only her heart would get the     same message
          #
          "You had me paged?" Eric queried as he entered
     Nathalie's room.. "Five times". He added brusquely.
          "If you had answered the four previous times, I     wouldn't have had to page you the fifth." She said, indignation in her     eyes.
          "If I recall, patience never was your strong
     suit." His retort dripped in sarcasm as he moved to stand at the foot of     her bed.
          "If I recall, you were never a coward." Her eyes     flashed in a challenge. "So what happened?"

          Eric's jaw tightened reflexively. "I don't think you     are any position to judge me a coward."
          Nathalie had the grace to lower her eyes as she swallowed     the lump in her throat. "Touché." She smiled wryly as her eyes once
     again met his, this time with a sheen of tears.
          Eric visibly fought the urge to go to her, to offer comfort.     She was reminded that their fights, while never unkind, had always been     passionate with neither of them giving any quarter until the bitter end. It was
     almost a tradition that all of their fights ended up with them in bed; both so     turned on in mind and body that their coming together was explosive.
          "What did you need, Nat?"

          You was the first response that popped in her mind     but she knew that would not be welcome. "Why...why didn't you tell me you     had given my case to Andrew?" she asked quietly.
          "We decided he would tell you at the same time he
     discussed your treatment options."
          "I don't have options, Eric," she said heatedly.     "My only option is surgery and I would feel more comfortable with you
     operating. "
          "Why? Andrew is a very capable doctor. You know that."
          "Andrew also hates me, Eric."
          "And for some reason you don't think I feel the same
     way?" His tone was cold.
          Waves of emotion passed over her face as she absorbed the     devastation she left in her wake. Shaking her head slowly as she anxiously     pulled at her fingers she locked her gaze with Eric.
          "I guess I had hoped that as angry with me as you may
     have been, and as much as I hurt you, you would remember the good times between     us. Andrew looks at me and only sees how much I hurt you."
          Eric blinked repeatedly at the tears forming in his eyes.
     "I do remember the good times, Nat." he said thickly.     "Unfortunately, I can't forget them. And I can't forget how you walked out     on me without a word, without an explanation. How you never told me..."
     Eric bit off the last of his sentence before he said too much.
          Stunned, Nathalie nodded in understanding. "I know it     may not make sense but I thought I was doing the right thing when I left."
          "Would you care to explain that? Are you finally ready
     to tell me why you thought it was okay to blow my world to hell without     discussion?" Eric asked, hope tinging his voice.
          "I can't." she whispered, in obvious distress.
     "It's complicated."
          "Yeah, I'm sure it is" he acknowledged.     "Which is why Drew needs to do this surgery. If you don't want him to do     it, you can find another surgeon. But it won't be me, Nat." Their eyes
     connected as both let years of things left unsaid pass between them. "It     can't be," he said with finality.
          "Ok. Drew it is."
          "Alright. Well, I guess that's it," he said as he
     walked to the door.
          "Yeah, that's it." Nathalie echoed in slightly     more than a whisper.
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          Eric exhaled softly as his eyes continued to adjust to the     darkness enveloping him; Nathalie's steady breath the only other sound in room     echoing loudly in the silence. It all reminded him of the nights he would lie
     awake and watch her sleep, struck both by her beauty and his luck at having her     love him. After all the years of feeling unworthy, even unloved, by his     parents, he had been determined to show her every day how much he treasured
     her. Apparently he had failed.
          And now he had been reduced to this. In the three days since     their confrontation, he had been sneaking in her room in the middle of the     night to watch her sleep. And to remember. Like floodgates opening, every night
     he relived the joy of falling in love with her and the unbearable pain of     losing her. He recalled with startling clarity their first meeting as she     spilled coffee all over his lab coat. How their ensuing banter had turned to
     flirting, how their battle of wills had turned into a passionate desire to     possess her. Eric had loved her fiercely and thought those feelings were     returned - until the day his world turned upside down. Arriving home from a 72     hour shift to find her all traces of her gone and a note by their bed:

          "E - I am sorry but this is for the best. I love     you. Be well. Nat. "
          That she boiled down four years, the best of Eric's life, to     a three line goodbye note was an anguish that never left him. Despite his pleas
     to Sarah, even after learning about Jack, he was remained at a loss as to why     she left or where she had gone.
          The images on her x-rays confirmed to Eric that there was
     more of the story to be told but he was no longer sure he cared. She had left     him and given up their child. Was there really an explanation available? He was     afraid to hope there would be and scared to imagine what it was.
          Unfolding his lanky frame from the guest chair he assessed
     her with a critical eye. Always slim, she had lost a good twenty pounds putting     her on the verge on malnourished. Her skin, always luminescent, now showed the     glow from the African sun but there was also lines from age, and reflecting on
     her x-rays, from stress. And yet, he still found her breathtaking.
          The door creaked open, a sliver of light entering the room.     Eric turned to see Nathalie's boyfriend standing in the entryway. The fact that
     she had moved on from him to have a relationship when he was barely able to     able to manage two dates in a row rankled him.
          "Dr. Smitherman, I don't think we were introduced the     other day. I am Keith Wilson," he offered his hand. "Nathalie's
     boyfriend."
          "Nice to meet you." Eric replied dryly, the lie     tasting like cardboard in his mouth as he shook Eric's hand.
          "I didn't think you'd have rounds this late,"
     Keith indicated with a smile.
          "Just checking in on her. We usually don't allow     visiting hours this late."
          Keith's eyes darted to Nathalie, eerily illuminated by the     light from the hall. "I know," he said softly. "I just
     wanted...well, nights are hard for her."
          Unspoken questions dying on Eric's lips, he nodded to the     hallway as Keith followed him out.
          "So, how is she?" the redhead asked eagerly.
     "I haven't seen you in a few days to ask."
          Eric nodded and hesitated at telling Keith the reason - he     was no longer her doctor.
          "I know she insists that everything is okay, but I know
     she is not telling me everything." Keith continued.
          Eric fought an internal battle between medical ethics and     his desire to answer questions that would haunt him the rest of his days.     "Has she not informed you of her medical condition, Mr. Wilson?"

          Keith shook his head wearily. "Nathalie doesn't reveal     much, Dr. Smitherman. But that doesn't mean she doesn't need me."
          Eric fought the surge of sympathy that he felt for this man;
     a man he had spent countless hours cursing since he learned of his existence.     Ruefully, he realized her ability to tell the truth had not improved with time.
          "I believe her sister is listed as her next of
     kin."
          Keith's jaw tightened reflexively. "Dr. Smitherman, up     until three days ago, I wasn't aware that Nathalie had a sister."
          "I am sure this has been difficult for you, but
     hospital policy forbids us from discussing a patient's condition with anyone     but the listed next of kin." Eric offered.
          Keith sank into the waiting room chair. "Look, I     understand policy but you have to understand what it's like to find the woman
     you love on the bathroom floor and then to be told she has a mass in her brain.     I just need to know if she is going to be okay."
          As nausea swirled in Eric's stomach he nodded solemnly.
     "She should be fine." He said gruffly. "We expect she will be     fine."
          Nodding, Keith kept his eyes glued to the floor, studying     the random patterns on the linoleum.
          "I've...I've seen her x-rays and they indicate that Ms.
     Grant has suffered tremendous trauma. You also mentioned that she has trouble     at night. Is there," Eric cleared his throat as Keith met his eyes,     "is there anything I should know about her medical history?"

          In this moment Eric hated himself. He was violating his     ethics by using his position to gain personal information about someone who was     not a patient. Worse, he was betraying himself by caring.
          "I don't know all the details. She doesn't talk about
     it and the village is very protective of her," Keith relayed as he got a     distant look in his eyes. "She has nightmares and cries out in her sleep,     or worse, she just dissociates and seems to go into herself. She loses track of
     time and where she is. Sometimes she's in Chicago, sometimes she's in Africa.     Sometimes she's a child in Indiana and has just lost her parents. But then she     snaps out of it and she refuses to talk about it. But she's not fine."

          Eric unclenched his hand from the clipboard that he had been     holding as he struggled to gain control of his emotions.
          "So," Keith said tightly, breaking the intensity     of the moment. "When do you operate?"

          Eric studied the man intensely. "I'm not operating on     Nat," he replied.
          The familiarity in Eric's tone and the use of Nathalie's     nickname triggered Keith's instincts.

          "What? Why not?" he asked shortly.
          While Eric had bent his personal code of ethics to find out     information he felt he was entitled to, he was not a liar. "I have a     conflict with her and can't be her physician."

          "What kind of conflict? And why is now the first we are     hearing about it?"
          "Nathalie is aware that I am not going to be her     physician."
          Keith's eyes turned cold. "She is, is she? Well, you
     haven't answered my question, Dr. Smitherman. What conflict do you have with     Nathalie's case?" he demanded.
          Eric knew he was under no obligation to divulge the     information Keith requested. But he needed to. Whether because he sympathized
     with the position the man before him found himself in —knowing nothing     about the woman he loved— or whether he wanted Keith to know that he had     loved her first, he was unclear.
          "Nathalie and I were involved once. I am unable to act     as her doctor."
          A look of shock overtook Keith's features as realization     slowly crept in. ""Involved?" What exactly does that mean Dr.
     Smitherman? Went on a date? Went steady? Were married?" Keith continued as     anger emanated from his voice. "Please fill me in as it seems my     girlfriend is inclined to leave me in the dark once again!"
          "Nathalie and I were involved for a period of time as
     residents." Eric said breaking their relationship down to its simplest     form, leaving unspoken that she had meant everything to him; that he hadn't     been the same since she left and that they shared a child.

          "A period of time? I see" Keith replied crisply.     "I may not be a brain surgeon but my math puts her residency right before     she left for Africa. Would you know anything about that?"
          Eric smiled ruefully. "No, Mr. Wilson, I would not. It
     appears Nat is adept at keeping us both in the dark.
          "Yeah," he echoed distantly, glancing back at the     room. "It appears she is."
          #
          "So, are you comfortable with Drew as your
     surgeon?" Sarah asked as she brushed her sister's hair, soft strokes     pulling through the shiny waves.
          As had become her new routine, Sarah would visit every day     at lunch time and then again after work. Sarah wanted to and needed to spend
     time with her sister. But she also needed to have a conversation with her - one     she had been avoiding.
          "I always loved when you did this when we were little.
     It made me feel safe."
          Silence enveloped the two women as Sarah continued her     ministrations..
          "I hope you still feel safe Nat. "
          "I'm trying," she whispered.

          "Well, you still haven't answered my question. Are you     comfortable with Drew as your surgeon?"
          Nathalie opened her eyes and turned around to face her     sister. "Comfortable? No," she continued, "I'm sure he'd be just
     as fine with me dead as he would with me alive. But," she paused at     Sarah's evident objection, "as long as he hasn't changed too drastically,     his gigantic god-complex won't allow him to let me die. And I do know that he
     has always been a very talented surgeon."
          Sarah paused, unsure of a response. "He is still a very     good surgeon," she finally confirmed.
          "Is he still a gigantic man-whore?" Nathalie
     asked, a smile tilting the corners of her mouth for the first time since Sarah     had seen her.
          "I wouldn't," Sarah paused to clear her throat.     " I wouldn't know about that."
          "Is he married? Seeing anyone?" She asked
     curiously, her interest much more ambivalent than when she had asked her sister     the same question about Eric.
          "No." Sarah said crisply, getting up from     Nathalie's bed to pour a glass of water.

          "Then I would bet money that he's still sleeping with     anyone he can. We always were in awe of how women fell at his feet-"
          "Nat." Sarah interrupted.
          She carried on. "I never saw the attraction but to each
     their own."
          "Nat!" She said firmly.
          "What?" Her green eyes widened at her brusque     tone.
          "I don't want to talk about Andrew."

          "Okay. What do you want to talk about?" Nathalie     queried. As she saw shadows descending in Sarah's green eyes, she slowly shook     her head. "No." Nathalie whispered.
          "Nat, we have to..." Sarah stated calmly, no
     longer able to live with the lie they had set in motion all those years ago.
          Not having slept for more than a handful of hours since     Nathalie had arrived at the hospital, Sarah was resolute in her need to tell
     her that she not only knew where Jack was but had been in an odd, but workable,     co-parent relationship with Eric.
          "No we don't!" she screamed in reply. "We     don't have to talk about it. I don't want to talk about it." She pleaded,
     her chest heaving as she gulped urgently at the air.
          "What's going on?" Keith demanded from the     doorway, his eyes taking in Sarah's rigid stance and the tears streaming
     unabashedly down Nathalie's face.
          "My sister and I were just talking." Sarah said,     quickly adopting her prosecutor's stance blocking his path.
          "Looks like you were doing the talking, Ms.
     Grant." His eyes reverted back to Nathalie, clearly in the throes of an     all too familiar panic attack.
          "Nat," Sarah began as she moved toward her     sister's bed.
          "No!" she screamed, folding her self up into a
     corner of the hospital bed, shrinking from her approach.
          "Ms. Grant, please leave." Keith's tone was quiet     and calm.
          "What?" Sarah asked incredulously.
          "I asked you to leave. Your sister doesn't want you
     here." Keith stated firmly.
          Sarah nodded as Nathalie continued to shake.     "Nat," Sarah said softly, tears shinning in her eyes "Nat, I will     be back later. I love you."

          Keith sat on the edge of the hospital bed and softly stroked     Nathalie's hand as her breathing returned to normal.
          "You okay?" he asked.
          Nathalie nodded mutely as she put her head back on her
     pillow and closed her eyes, trying to gain control of her breathing. Once again     closing him out.
          #
          "Hey," Eric said standing quickly from his desk as     Sarah entered his office. "How'd it go?"

          Sarah sat down quietly on the leather couch in his office     and folded her hands together. "Where's Jack?" she asked calmly     despite her heart thrashing against her chest.
          "I asked Drew to take him to the cafeteria for ice
     cream so we could talk."
          Sarah nodded solemnly as she met his eyes. "I didn't     tell her."
          Eric rocked back in his chair as if hit by a blow to his
     chest. He had allowed himself to hope that after years of denying to the world,     and Jack, that he was the little boy's father that things may be starting to     change.
          When Sarah called him yesterday and told him she was ready
     to tell her the truth about Jack, he was caught up in a whirlwind of what ifs.     While he and Sarah had settled into an uneasy alliance of partnering to raise     Jack, Eric had no illusions that Sarah held all the cards in this situation and     Eric desperately wanted to claim his son.

          "You didn't tell her?" he echoed. "Why?"     he whispered, unable to hide his disdain.
          "I started to broach the subject and she...she..."     Sarah, who made a living at her ability to speak eloquently and passionately,
     stumbled for the words to describe her sister's reaction.
          "She what? She had a seizure?" Eric asked as he     clenched the arms of his chair as he began to push himself to rise.

          "No!" Sarah assured him as she put a hand out to     stay his departure. "No, she didn't have a seizure, I don't know what to call     it. I have never seen her act this way, even after..." Sarah halted
     suddenly.
          "Even after what, Sarah?" Eric asked bitterly,     knowing with certainty that she would not answer the question. He had asked too     many similar ones in the past and gotten nowhere.
          As expected, she shook her head in response. "It was
     almost like she was having a panic attack, I guess."
          Eric recalled his conversation with Keith the night before.     "Is she okay now?" he asked with air of detachment in his voice that
     didn't make it to his heart.
          "I think so. Keith arrived and kicked me out." She     chuckled. "Isn't it ironic, I didn't know he existed till three days ago     and he's kicking me out of her hospital room?"

          "Yeah, I think he would say the same about you."     Eric cracked as he rubbed his hands over his face wearily. "What do we do     now?"
          Sarah's response went unspoken as Jack and Andrew came
     through the door with Jack talking excitedly. "And then Darth Vader looks     at Luke and goes..."the animated boy stopped midstream. "Hi, Aunt     Sarah!"
          "Hey bud." She smiled warmly. "Did you have     fun?"
          "Yeah! Drew let me have chocolate AND vanilla!" he     said excitedly until a warm blush crossed his cheeks. "But I wasn't     supposed to rat Drew out."
          "It's okay, little man." Andrew spoke for the
     first time, his eyes meeting Sarah's. "I can take 'em."
          Sarah fought the warm blush mirroring her nephew's as she     cleared her throat and averted her eyes from Andrew's heated stare. "Well,     we need to get going," she remarked with great efficiency, standing to
     grab her purse.
          "Wait!" Eric and Jack exclaimed in unison, the     younger not ceding the floor. "We have to talk about my birthday. You     promised, Aunt Sarah!"

          "You're right, I did."
          "Awesome!" he exclaimed. "I wanna go to Pump     and Jump and invite all the kids from my class and Drew and Eric and I     want..."
          "Dude." Andrew laughed. "Take a breath!"

          Jack drew a deep breath while Eric chuckled. "Why don't     we start with what you want for the big day, Jack. What's top of the list this     year?"
          In a split second the animated boy grew circumspect.
     "Well, um, I'm not sure how to ask for what I want."
          "Jack," Sarah chided playfully, "you spent a     full half hour with Santa Claus last Christmas telling him what you wanted. Why
     so bashful?"
          Looking at the three adults, Jack pulled at his fingers as     he did when he was anxious. Just like his mother.
          "It's just, I was wondering," he paused as he
     looked around at the expectant eyes trained upon him. "If this year maybe     my parents could come for my birthday."
          Sarah's quick intake of breath was the only sound as stunned     silence permeated the room. Andrew's eyes found Eric's and saw the visceral
     pain his best friend was feeling. Quickly, Sarah fell on her knees in front of     the young boy. "Jack, honey, we've talked about this and I've explained..."
          "I know," he said with quiet acceptance "my
     parents love me very much but they can't be with me so you and Eric are taking     care of me," he recited but his voice was devoid of emotion.
          "Little man, let's go check the surgery board and see
     if anything really gross has come up." Andrew offered as he grabbed the     young boys hand and guided him out the door. He turned on his heel as he     followed Jack and pinned Sarah and Eric with a glaring look. "You two need     to fix this. Now. "

          The slam of the door echoed as Sarah finally met Eric's     glacial blue eyes. "We'll tell her tomorrow. Together."
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          The cacophony of early evening Manhattan traffic echoed     against the high rise buildings towering over the city's skyline. Nathalie,     standing on the hospital roof and staring out at the city lights, found the
     noise both jarring and soothing. She missed the wide open spaces of her home in     Africa; the way the night sky would be blanketed with stars and how you could     hear the earth breathing. At the same time, the hustle and bustle of Manhattan
     reminded her of Chicago - the life she led there and then left behind. She had     a foot in two worlds and was no longer sure where she belonged.
          Thoughts of Jack had been swirling around in her mind since Sarah's
     visit earlier in the day. Sarah had wanted to talk about Jack but she couldn't.     She was probably going to tell her she had found a good family for him and she     knew he was well looked after but those assurances were of no comfort to her.
     It was important to her that he was happy and healthy but she didn't want the     details - she couldn't cope with the details. It had been a monumental effort,     in the intervening years, to bury the memories of him as deeply as she could.     While the ache of giving him up never truly went away, she had at least become
     very good at ignoring it.
          Or so she had thought.
          The first sight of Eric had brought it all rushing back. The     pain of leaving him and the belief that it was for the best for him, the fear
     of being a single mother, the joy at holding him the first time and the all     consuming grief at what followed rose up inside her. His birthday was     approaching - he would be eight - and wondered if he still had his father's
     smile. She had seen the beginnings of it and loved that he had seemed to     inherit the smile that had taken her breath away the first time she had seen     it. It still took her breath away.
          There was no doubt in her mind that she was still in love
     with Eric. Her pulse raced and her heart hammered every time she saw him. His     presence in the room brought a heat to her body that she hadn't experienced     in...since she left him . Her heart reminded her of what her mind had tried to
     ignore - Eric Smitherman had been and would always be the greatest love of her     life. She had never been as complete as she was when she was with him and     despite Keith's innate goodness, he did not and could not make her feel the way     Eric did. She had allowed Keith to pull her into a relationship, partly because
     his persistence had worn her down and partly out of the hope that she could     love someone, anyone, enough to fill the gaping hole in her heart. She had been     wrong. She was now woefully confident that neither one would or could ever be
     replaced.
          Sighing heavily and pulling her hoodie around her as she     continued to stare out at the city, she considered it a just punishment that     Eric could barely tolerate the sight of her. She had hurt him badly, worse than
     he even knew and for that it was only fair that her heart continue to belong to     him, unrequited.
          She still remembered the day she had taken the pregnancy     test. She had been feeling miserable for almost two weeks and somewhere along
     the way she realized it was more than just the regular exhaustion from the     grind of being a resident. One night, during a lull in a shift she had snuck     away and had taken a test. As the plus sign had appeared in the window she had
     sunk to the floor and pulled her knees to her chest. Eric's position on     children had been clear from the very beginning and she had been in agreement     with it. As their relationship had grown, their plans for building a life     together had followed suit and neither had made any allowances for children.
     But the shocking result of the test had sent her into a tailspin. The moment     she had discovered she was pregnant she knew she would have to choose between     the man she loved and the child she never expected to have. The ferocity with
     which she had instantly loved the child growing inside her also shocked her.     While she was a very open minded person, there had been no other choice for her     when it had come to this baby. Nathalie knew that Eric was a good man and would
     never leave her or their child. Just as she knew he would grow to resent both     of them. On the floor of that hospital bathroom she had known her life was     going to change. She just had no idea how much or how drastically.
          It had been a Herculean effort for her to leave him and the
     afternoon that she had packed her bags she had finally understood how Atlas had     felt balancing the world on his shoulders. She had not wanted to leave him - or     their life - but she refused to ruin his life. She loved him too much to force
     him to take on the one thing he had always said he never wanted. She had     accepted a fellowship in Geneva and it wasn't until she had boarded the plane     that she had let the tears fall and once they started she was afraid she was
     never going to be able to stop. She had cried almost every day during her first     month in Switzerland until her sister had arrived. Sarah had given her a stern     talking to and told her they had both survived so much already that she would     survive the loss of Eric and she simply had to get on with her life. In the
     logical fashion that Sarah approached every situation in her life, she reminded     her that she had made the choice she thought best and she needed to remember     all the factors that went into to her leaving.

          And so she had. The moment Jack had been put on her chest     and her heart filled to the brim with love for him she knew she had made the     right decision - however painful it had been. The opportunity to travel to the     Congo and work in a field hospital had been too good to pass up and with her
     two-month old son in tow she had moved them to Africa. She had still continued     to miss Eric almost every day but the satisfaction she had from making such a     difference had helped to distract her, at least temporarily, from her
     self-inflicted broken heart.
          And then in the darkness of one night, when she saw first     hand the very worst the world had to offer, it had all come crashing to an end.     Once again, Nathalie had been left with only one, heartbreaking choice.

          Feeling slightly shaky at the sudden rush of memories, she     turned and slowly walked towards the door, ready to return to her room. As she     made her way down the stairs her legs trembled with every step. This was why
     she couldn't talk about Jack with Sarah or tell Keith about her past; the     weight of it all was crushing. Finally back in the hallway, she was short of     breath and gripped the railing while she stopped to regroup. Between the tumor
     and the first few radiation sessions she could feel her stamina seeping from     her and she was finding simple tasks - like walking - more difficult.
          Taking a deep breath she took several unsteady steps forward     before having to stop again. Exhausted, she rested her head against the wall.

          "Nat?"
          Just the sound of his voice made her heart skip a beat. Even     though she knew they would never be together again she hated that he was seeing
     her like this. Pulling her head from the wall, she smiled weakly and didn't     quite meet his gaze. Unsteadily, she took a step forward.
          "I'm fine," she replied quietly.
          She could feel Eric casting a critical eye over her and knew
     he could see that she was struggling.
          "Let me help you" he offered.
          She shook her head, still not meeting his eyes. "No,     it's okay. I'm sure you have rounds or something," she said as she took
     another step.
          Beads of perspiration pooled on her forehead and she     silently gritted her teeth as she tried to keep moving. However, her body would     not cooperate and her knees buckled. She was shocked not to feel the cool
     laminate floor underneath her but rather a pair of familiar arms.
          "You always were stubborn," he reminded her softly     as he started to carry her back to her room.
          "This isn't necessary," she protested with her arm
     draped tentatively around his shoulder. She was trying to ignore the white hot     heat coursing through her body from the touch of his hands on her skin. She     kept her eyes closed, almost afraid she would melt if she looked at him

          "We're almost there."
          As her shirt came away from her back his hand rested on her     exposed skin and she could feel him touching the thickness of her burn scar.
          Carrying her over the threshold, he laid her down gently on     the bed. With great care he rolled her onto her side, away from him and lifted     her t-shirt and hoodie. Nathalie groaned silently. It wasn't that the scar was     a secret - it hardly could be. But it was a very tangible reminder of that
     horrible night and all the choices that followed and she hated it. He outlined     it softly with his fingertip. The feel of his touch brought tears to her eyes.
          "That's a pretty big scar," he whispered.
     "How did you get it?"
          She pulled down her shirt and rolled on to her back, finally     meeting his eyes. "In a fire" she replied softly.
          "What caused the fire?" His voice was gentle and
     encouraging.
          Her mouth dropped open, as if to answer, but she was unable     to make any noise. Her entire body started to tremble and her breathing was     ragged. Sitting up, she pulled her knees to her chest, trying to make herself
     as small as possible. She gasped for air, her chest heaving as she clenched her     eyes shut.
          He sat down on the edge of the bed and wrapped her in his     arms. "Shhh, Nat," he soothed her. "You're okay. You're
     okay." As she continued to shake, he rubbed his hand in small circles on     her back.
          So wrapped up in each other and the familiar feel of     touching each other, neither of them heard the door to her room scrape open,
     nor notice Keith looking in on them. Had either of them turned around he would     have seen the total devastation on the journalist's face as he shook his head     and turning on his heel, walked away.
          "You're okay," he repeated.

          Nathalie melted against him for a moment, remembering what     it was liked to be loved by him but then reality reared its head, reminding her     that she was not allowed this any longer.
          Squirming, she extricated herself from his arms and moved to
     the far side of the bed. "Please leave" she demanded hoarsely.
          "Let me help you," he insisted.
          She violently shook her head. "You c-c-can't" she
     stated before she rolled over away from him.
          He exhaled slowly and got to his feet. He extended his hand     to touch her before thinking better of it. He wouldn't push her any further     tonight but they were not done. Not by a long shot.
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          Sitting up in bed with her legs pulled to her chest,
     Nathalie fingered her locket. It had taken almost an hour after Eric left to     finally calm down. She hated the effect the memories had on her. So used to     being able to conquer anything through sheer willpower, it was a humbling     experience to be at the mercy of those memories.

          Even after her breathing had returned to normal, there had     been little sleep for her. Her skin still burned where his hands had touched     her and her heart still pounded at the feel of his lips whispering against her
     ear as he had tried to soothe her. It was as though every cell in her body had     been dormant all these years and with the briefest of touches he had awakened     them. How now, would she be satisfied with anything less than feeling like
     that?
          As the door cracked open, she looked up hopefully and tried     to hide her disappointment as Keith came through. She should love him. She     should want to make a life with him. But she didn't. She wanted to feel like     she felt with Eric and no matter how good or kind Keith was that was never
     going to happen.
          "Morning," she greeted him with forced brightness.
          "Hi," he replied quietly as he sat down on the     edge of the bed. "I've booked a ticket home," he said. "For
     tonight."
          Her eyes widened in response. There was something in his     tone, in his body language, that told her he wasn't just leaving to go home, he     was leaving for good.

          "I'm sorry" she told him softly.
          He shrugged, clearly trying not to betray how hurt he was.     "Is there....is there any chance that you will ever love me     completely?"
          She opened her mouth, her usual protests at the ready but a
     voice in her told her it was time to start telling the truth. She owed it to     this man who had been so good to her.
          "No" she whispered, hating herself for hurting
     him.
          Keith gave a brief nod. "The...uh....your locket -     what's in your locket, the reason you moved to Africa - it all comes back to     Doctor Smitherman, doesn't it?"
          "Yeah. We....we were together for a long time. I was
     very much in love with him-"
          "You still are," he told her pointedly with a     small flash of anger.
          She nodded regretfully. "Yes. Keith...I....I never     thought I would be back here. I never thought I would see him again and I was
     sure - I was hoping - that with enough time and distance I would be free to     love someone else. To love you."
          "That's ridiculous," he snapped before taking a
     deep breath and steadying himself. "Nat, the heart doesn't recognize time     or space. Living a continent away was never going to help you get over him, not     unless you wanted to. I just...I just wish that I had been enough to make you     want to."

          "I wanted to Keith, I did, it's just - it's     complicated."
          "It always is with you," he pointed out     truthfully.
          She nodded in agreement. She had not been fair to him and
     Mylea had warned her about the need to be honest with him. "You are a good     man and I wouldn't trade our memories for anything. I care for you very     deeply."
          "But you will never love me. You will never love me
     like you love him, will you?"
          Her eyes welled with tears as she shook her head.     "No."
          He nodded, acknowledging her response. "Nat," he     paused hesitantly. "Who's Jack?"

          Nathalie's gasp indicated he had shocked her with his     question. "Wh-what?"
          "You call out for him in your sleep sometimes. I     thought if anything, he might be the reason you couldn't let yourself love
     me."
          "He's someone I knew a long time ago." she said as     her voice broke, unable to look him in the eyes.
          "Okay, then" he said hoarsely, his own eyes     filling with tears. Leaning forward, cupping her face with his hands, he
     pressed a long, lingering kiss to her forehead. "I hope you find what you     are looking for," he whispered.
          Before she could speak, he sprang to his feet and     disappeared out the door. Hot tears tumbled down her face. The truth may set
     you free but no one ever said you would feel good in the process.
          #
          "No! For the love of God Sarah, enough is enough!"     Eric snapped angrily, bringing his hand down on the desk.

          Her long years in the courtroom had trained her not to react     to displays of emotion and so she sat across from him in his office, primly     with her hands folded on her lap and waited until he took a breath.

          "I am his guardian and I am her sister and I think this     is for the best."
          "You are his guardian because she thinks he has been     adopted. I'm no lawyer - just a brain surgeon - but I'm pretty sure you are on
     some shaky legal ground here counselor." He allowed himself a small     triumphant smile as she blanched. "There is no need to wait."
          "I'm not sure she can handle finding out right     now," she insisted. "Not before her surgery."

          "That's a cop out Sarah and you know it" he     hissed.
          "Actually it isn't," Andrew interjected standing     in the doorway of Eric's office. "And I'm sure the nurses down the hall
     have appreciated this argument as their morning's entertainment." He shut     the door behind him as he stepped inside.
          "You're taking her side?" he asked his friend     incredulously.
          Andrew, of all people, knew how desperate Eric was to tell
     Jack the truth, to finally claim his son publicly. To see him suddenly suggest     they wait, left him feeling out of sorts.
          "It's not about sides," he said kindly looking at
     his best friend and then to Sarah. "Sarah makes a good point. Nathalie has     been very agitated and I'm not having a lot of luck with the radiation. I'm not     sure at this point telling her that her wishes regarding her son were not
     carried out is a good thing for her health."
          "Don't say it like that," Sarah said testily.     "Don't say it like I've done something wrong. I did this for her. If you     had seen what she...." Her voice trailed off.

          "That's the problem" Eric said tightly, "We     didn't see, we don't know what happened to her." His mind flashed back to     the night before as he held her tremulous and terrified in his arms.     "You're asking us to continue to take a leap of faith with you and I can't
     think of a single reason why. Even Jack is asking about his parents - how many     lies are you going to keep telling him? I guess lying is a Grant sister     specialty, huh?"
          "Is the view pretty nice in your ivory tower? Is
     it?" she asked sharply, rising to her feet. "Because it occurs to me     Eric if we're going to toss around blame and fault let's take a look at you,     shall we? After all, who in this room is the one that made my sister feel like
     she had to choose between her child and her boyfriend? Who is it that started     the ball rolling on all this? Because I'm pretty sure it's you."
          "Oh, so I deserve this? I deserve to be a glorified
     babysitter to my own son? My OWN SON!" he shouted.
          "Jack loves you" she hissed "and he will     still love you when he knows you're his father - hell, he'll be over the moon     that you're his father! All I'm trying to do is look out for my sister and I
     won't apologize for that."
          "Look out for your sister or look out for     yourself?"
          "That's enough," Andrew said evenly to both of     them. The tone in his voice was a warning.

          Sarah took a deep breath and sat back down in the chair.     "We're talking about a week - two weeks at the most" she reasoned.
          Eric shook his head. His mind was a swirl of confusion. His
     feelings for Nathalie were awake again - in a way he had never expected - and     he was at a loss as to what he should do. He wanted to tell her about Jack -     tell her that he knows about their son, that he loved him.
          "I seem to recall you saying the same thing when you
     presented me with my son," he said emphatically, "seven years ago.     You said it would be a couple of months - it's been years Sarah. Years."
          She wrung her hands together. "It's not going to be
     years," she whispered.
          "Damn straight it won't" he told her pointedly.     "I'm willing to wait until after her surgery but not a moment longer. And     if you aren't ready to tell her then well too bad because I am done playing by
     your rules!"
          Brushing past Andrew he stormed out of his office, slamming     the door shut behind him.
          "He's right, you know" he told her, sitting on the
     edge of the desk.
          "I don't need you to pile on" she answered.     "Not now."
          Leaning forward, he touched her shoulder. "I'm not trying     to pile on Sarah. I'm trying to help you."

          "Help me?" she scoffed. "Why would help me?     You can barely stand me."
          "That's not true and you know it," he challenged,     giving her a heated look. "But the truth is going to come out and it's
     better if it comes from you. Don't let Jack or Nathalie discover this on their     own." He paused for a moment as a distant memory washed over him. The dark     clouds passing through his eyes did not go unnoticed by Sarah. "They both
     need to hear it from you."
          Nodding, she rose to her feet trying to reclaim her calm     exterior. "Who knew you were such a sage?" Her fingers tightened     around her purse strap.
          "I'm a lot of things," he replied. "You just
     need to be willing to find out."
          Sarah paused, a reply on the tip of her tongue, but thinking     better of it, shook her head and left.
          #
          Nathalie stood on the roof under the beating sun and took a
     deep breath. She was feeling caged in after Keith's departure and needed some     peace and quiet to process the myriad of conflicting thoughts running through     her mind. She was genuinely saddened at Keith leaving even though she knew it
     was for the best for both of them. She was also confused by the softening in     Eric's attitude towards her; she didn't dare to hope that it was more than just     his intrinsic kindness coming through.
          It had been almost 48 hours since her last seizure and while
     she considered that a good sign, the increased intensity of her ever-present     headaches were less of one. She hated relying on pain medication, hated having     her senses altered but it was getting harder and harder to simply tough it out.
     She was well aware the need for surgery was becoming more urgent. That     realization filled her with dread. Control was very important to her and there     was little about this that was within hers. What would happen after surgery?
     Would she really just fly back to Tanzania and resume her life as though     nothing had changed? Was it a possibility for her to stay here - near her sister     and though she hated to admit it, near Eric? What was she supposed to do? Who     was she supposed to be?

          She jumped as the door to the roof flew open and a man     strode through. With his hands balled up in fists and his entire body rigid, he     let loose a primal scream that threatened to shake the foundation.
          "Feel better?" she asked, having recognized the
     back of Eric's head. There had been a time when she knew every inch of his body     as intimately as her own.
          Shocked at the unexpected voice behind him, he slowly turned     as his cheeks burned brightly with embarrassment at being caught.

          "Surprisingly yes" he admitted, taking a step     towards her. "What are you doing up here?"
          She shrugged and looked back at the skyline. "I needed
     to do some thinking and that's just not possible in the room. I spend almost     all my free time outside in Tanzania," she said, stopping short at the     revelation.
          "Tanzania?" Eric asked cautiously.

          She smiled sheepishly. "Just outside Mbamba. Lots of     space and quiet to think." Pausing, she took a step towards him.     "What brings you up here - other than scaring the birds away?"
          He chuckled softly. "I just needed to blow off some
     steam and regroup."
          They stared at each other silently for several minutes,     neither quite knowing what to say. Both took tentative steps towards each other     until they were within arm's reach.

          "Does what's his name know you're up here?" he     asked. "He gets antsy when he can't find you."
          She gave a small shake of her head. "Keith is on his     way back to Tanzania."

          Eric's blue eyes widened in shock. "He's not staying to     see you through surgery?"
          "We broke up."
          "Why?" he asked, looking intently at her.
          Nathalie inhaled sharply as she walked to the edge of the
     roof, he followed and stood beside her. She curled her hands around the     railing.
          "Keith deserves someone who can love him.....who can love     him completely."

          "And that's not you?" he probed.
          She shook her head.
          "Why not?"
          A small, rueful smile tugged at the corners of her mouth.     She should tell him to get lost. She should tell him that her ability to love
     or not love someone was none of his concern but she couldn't bring herself to     say that. Telling Keith the truth about her feelings for him, however painful     it had been, had freed her and now the opportunity to free herself again, even
     just a little bit however painful it may be, lay before her.
          She turned her whole body towards him and gazed at him for     several beats. "Because I'm in love with you. I have never stopped being
     in love with you."
          The entire world stopped moving as the words left her mouth     and she wished silently that however he was going to reject her that he would     at least be a little kind about it. She wasn't entitled to that kindness - she
     had forfeited her right to that - but she still hoped that he might find a way     to put her down easy.
          She could scarcely believe it as his fingers gently slid     under her chin, tilting her face upwards. She blinked in disbelief as his mouth
     lowered to hers, hovering just above in agonizing temptation, his warm breath     echoing against her skin. His mouth descended on hers, his tongue sweeping inside     her mouth and in a moment her knees trembled and she grabbed hold of the
     railing to keep herself upright.
          The kiss was familiar and new all at once as his lips     continued to press against hers and his hand slid around her back, pulling her     towards him. Her entire being felt as though it were on fire and she was sure
     he could hear her heart crashing inside her chest.
          And as quickly as it began, it ended and he slowly, almost     reluctantly let go of her lips.
          Looking at him in astonishment, she stepped backwards
     fingering her swollen lips. Words would not come easily and it took her several     tries to make any sound. "Wh-what was that for?" she stammered.
          Eric smiled apologetically. "I'm...I'm not sure,"     he admitted truthfully. "Exorcism, maybe?"

          "Okay" she whispered, trying to swallow down the     unexpectedly sharp feeling of disappointment. "I...I'm going to go back to     my room."
          He nodded. "I'll....I'll see you later - maybe."

          Unable to say anything further, she turned and on wobbly     legs, made her way to the staircase and headed back downstairs.
          Leaning forward against the railing, Eric cradled his head
     in his hands and sighed. He had just opened the floodgates to feelings he had     being trying to keep buried. He didn't know if it would be possible to close     them again. Or even if he wanted to.
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          A bundle of nervous energy, Nathalie paced restlessly in her     room. What exactly had he meant by exorcism? Was one last kiss all he needed to
     finally be over her? Was it payback? A way of reminding her what she had walked     out on? Or was it a test to see what feelings for her still existed in the     embers?
          If there had been any doubt in her mind that she was still
     deeply in love with him, that kiss erased it. It had left her breathless and     weak kneed and it confirmed that he was the only man she would ever love.
          Her mind then drifted to Jack. Her smiling, happy baby with
     his full cheeks and thick hair was never far from her mind but she tried hard     not to call upon his memory too often for the cost of doing so was more than     she could bear most days. What would Eric think of her if he knew? His
     disillusionment and disappointment in her would likely be total. What words     would she use to tell him that for so long after that one terrible night she     was sure she was dead inside and the only conscious thought she had about Jack     was he needed to be somewhere safe - somewhere he could be loved and taken care
     of by someone not falling apart at the seams? Would he understand how soul     destroying her decision to give him up had been but that she did so because she     was sure it was the only answer?
          Swallowing thickly, she shook her head trying to push the
     images out. Her hands had begun to shake and her headache pounded mercilessly.     Cradling her head in her hands she rubbed her forehead in vain trying to find     some relief.
          Sarah walked tentatively through the door but immediately
     recognized her sister's distress and ran to her side. "Nat?"
          "I...I don't feel so good Sarah" she mumbled as     black dots appeared before her eyes.

          Slipping her arm around her, Sarah guided her back to her     bed. Nathalie curled into a ball and clenched her eyes shut trying to ride out     the pain. Tears trickled down her cheeks as she whimpered.
          "Baby, I'm going to get Drew, okay? I will be right back
     I promise."
          Completely overtaken by the pain, Nathalie was now rocking     back and forth in her bed trying in vain to find some relief. When Sarah     returned to the room, she climbed on to the bed and rubbed her back, doing her
     best to comfort her.
          "Shhh, Nat. It's going to be okay. Do you want me to     call Keith?"
          "He's...he's gone." she squeaked, biting down on     her lip as her head felt on the verge of exploding.

          "Oh Nat" she sighed, pressing a kiss to her cheek.
          "It hurts...Sarah....it hurts so....bad..." she gritted     out.
          "I know it does but Drew will be here soon" she
     promised.
          No sooner had the words left her mouth than Andrew appeared     with a nurse. Sarah slipped from the bed.
          "Nathalie, I need to take a look, okay?"

          He carefully rolled her on to her back and quickly assessed     the situation. Having given his orders to the nurse, he turned back to her and     taking her hand in his, rubbed it softly.
          "We're setting up an i.v. of morphine," he told
     her quietly "and that'll go a long way to relieving the pain. Once you're     ahead of the pain, I'm going to send you for another MRI. I think your tumor is     probably growing."
          "No morphine," she whispered, painfully opening
     her eyes to look at him. "Please."
          Andrew shook his head. "No deal. We need to get your     pain under control and this is the only way."
          "Sarah" she croaked.

          Her sister was by her side, softly stroking her hair as the     nurse set up the i.v. "It'll be okay," she reassured her. "It     won't be like last time. I promise."
          "It can't," she cried softly. "I can't."

          "I know" she sighed. "I know Nat."
          She was quiet for several beats as the drug dripped from the     bag and into her veins. "He...kissed...me..." she mumbled.

          "Who? Keith?"
          "No" she replied groggily. "Eric."
          Sarah and Andrew exchanged shocked looks.
          "I....love....you Sarah" she mumbled before
     falling under the effects of the medication.
          Her eyes welled with tears and she kissed her cheek again.     "And I love you too baby sister."
          Gently rising from the bed she jerked her head in the
     direction of the hallway as she looked at Andrew. "I'd like to speak to     you."
          "That works out well for me," he muttered as he     followed her out.
          The door had barely closed before Sarah launched an attack.
     "He kissed her?" she hissed. "He KISSED her? What the hell is     that?!"
          Andrew fixed her with a steely glare. "Whatever it is,     it is between the two of them. I'm not responsible for Eric and I won't answer
     for him. But perhaps now would be a good time for you to tell me what her     opposition to morphine is."
          She folded her arms across her chest and shook her head.     "It's none of your business."

          Well familiar with Sarah's petulance and stubbornness,     Andrew took her by the elbow and led her down the hall to his office. Letting     go of her, he kicked the door shut behind him before perching himself on the
     edge of his desk.
          "That's where you are wrong Sarah - it is my business.     I'm her doctor and her health is my only concern."
          "If she wants you to know, she'll tell you" she     snapped.

          "God Dammit!" he swore. "Believe it or not I     am actually trying to help her."
          "You hate her."
          Exhaling loudly, he rubbed his hand over his face. "No,     I don't. I hate what she did - to you, to Eric and most of all to Jack - but I     don't hate her. I want her healthy Sarah, for all of our sakes, but I can't do     that if I'm missing pieces of information."
          Sighing, she sank down into the chair and wiped tiredly at
     her eyes. "She had a lot of morphine before-"
          "In Tanzania?" he interjected.
          She nodded. "And it gives her....it gave her nightmares     in the hospital - bad ones."

          Moving from the desk to the chair beside her, he turned to     face her. "Nightmares about what happened to her?"
          All she could do was nod as her eyes filled past the brim     with tears.

          "Sarah" he called to her softly. "What     happened to her?"
          "She almost died" she whispered.
          "The fire?" he prodded.
          "Yeah. Andrew..." Lifting her head, she gave him a
     pleading look. "I don't know all the details and the ones I do know are     not mine to tell. Please don't ask me to violate yet another trust of my     sister's."
          In the rare moments where she allowed herself to be
     vulnerable - truly vulnerable - he found himself almost unspeakably drawn to     her. Andrew had known a lot of women, all of whom were a lot less trouble than     Sarah Grant. Interestingly, that didn't seem to matter to his heart or head.
     Reaching out, he took her hand in his and rubbed his thumb against her palm.
          "I...I got a phone call one morning at work" she     said quietly as she began to tell of those long ago events for the first time.
     "It was a doctor with a thick, rich African accent. He apologized for     calling but I was listed as next of kin for Doctor Nathalie Grant and she had     been badly hurt. He told me he knew it was a long way to come but if I could     make it I should as they didn't expect her to survive."

          Knowing how rare it was to get a Grant sister to open up, he     said nothing but simply continued to rub her hand.
          "It was more than a week," she whispered as the     secrets she could not longer hold at bay, began to rush out. "More than a
     week before she opened her eyes. She...she would scream with nightmares Drew.     It...it was awful and I couldn't do anything to help her."
          "Sarah, I'm sure you helped her just by being there.
     You two were always close."
          Slowly pulling her hand away from his, she smiled weakly.     "It's nice of you to say."
          Taking a deep breath, she sat up straight. "So you
     think her tumor is bigger?"
          Having experienced it several times before, Andrew     recognized that the moment was over and Sarah's walls were back up. In     response, he leaned back in the chair, away from her. "Yes. I'm sure the
     MRI will bear me out. Surgery is going to have to be sooner than we expected -     probably this weekend."
          Getting to her feet, she smoothed the imaginary wrinkles     from her skirt and headed for the door. "I should get going. I have to pick
     up Jack from Eric's." At the door she paused and turned around.     "Don't give her too much morphine" she requested softly.
          Andrew smiled kindly at her. "I'm going to take good     care of her Sarah. You can trust me."

          Returning his smile ever so briefly, she paused as though     she were going to answer but thinking better of it, closed her mouth and left.
          #
          Eric could not keep from staring at Jack as the young boy,
     curled into the corner of the couch, read his book. He had always seen Nathalie     in him but having seen her again, it was like looking at his son with a fresh     set of eyes. He had so many of her traits - her eyes, her laugh, the way he
     would pull at his fingers when he was nervous. He wondered what Nathalie would     think if she could - when she would - see him. Would she recognize him without     even knowing who he was? Would she be able to see those parts of her in him?

          Jack was a smart, funny and very adaptable young boy and he     supposed Sarah was right, that Jack would be over the moon to know that Eric     was his father. But on some level that revelation would have to destroy much of     the trust he had for the adults in his life. What possible explanation that
     would make sense to a grade schooler could be offered for the lies and     half-truths he had been told during the span of his young life? He wasn't even     sure what explanation could be offered to him that would make sense.

          Eric did battle internally as their kiss replayed over and     over again in his mind. It had always felt right to kiss her in the past and     that feeling had not changed.. But kissing her and loving her were two
     different things. Kissing her was a long way from forgiving her or     understanding her or starting again with her. But much to his own surprise he     was discovering that kissing her was making him consider doing all those     things.
          He wanted to know what had happened to her with a ferocity
     that bordered on desperation. He had seen the brutal scars she bore on the     outside and knew the ones on the inside were even more vicious. Ruefully, he     acknowledged that even if he could one day understand why she had willingly
     given up her -their- child, it would still not explain why she had run from     him. Why raising their child alone was a better option to her than raising Jack     together.
          While he had always been clear he never wanted children, he
     had once believed that they loved each other enough to get through anything.     She told him she loved him today with a clarity and certainty that took his     breath away. And maybe she did. Maybe it just wasn't enough to believe in him.     Or them.

          "Eric?" Jack asked carefully, uncharacteristically     subdued.
          Pulled from his thoughts he looked over at his son.     "Yeah buddy?"
          "I need to ask you a question" he began seriously.
     "And....and if you don't know that's cool but will you promise to answer     it if you can?"
          Raising his eyebrows, he nodded. "If I know the answer,     I will tell you."
          Jack scrambled down from the couch and ran to his backpack.
     Unzipping it, he reached inside and pulled out a small picture frame. Walking     back to the couch, he passed it to Eric before climbing up and sitting next to     him.
          A cold sweat trickled down Eric's back as he looked down at
     the photo. It was a photo of Sarah and Nathalie on the steps of the Art     Institute of Chicago; he had been the photographer. The frame was burnished     silver with the word 'sisters' engraved along the bottom.

          "Is that Nathalie?" Jack asked pointing to her     picture.
          Not trusting himself to speak, Eric simply nodded.
          The young boy eyed him carefully before diving into his next     question. "Is she my mom?"
          It felt as though the world landed on his shoulders with his     questions. Sarah had only ever answered the questions Jack put to her about his     parentage without revealing more than she was willing to. Neither of them had
     ever said Nathalie's name because until this moment he had never asked.
          "Wh-what makes you think that?" he stumbled.
          "Because Aunt Sarah said my mom is her sister. Her     sister's name is Nathalie and she has this picture in her bedroom and it says
     'sisters' and so I was wondering if that meant that Nathalie was my mom and     this is what she looks like?"
          He couldn't lie to him, not about this. It was hard enough
     to lie about being his father but Jack had managed to piece together all the     information he had been given and come up with a reasonable question: he owed     him the truth.
          "Yes" he answered cautiously, "Nathalie is
     Aunt Sarah's sister and that makes her your mom."
          The young boy pulled nervously at his fingers and bit down     on his lip. Seeing the worry etched on his face, Eric slipped his arm around     his shoulder and tugged him towards his body.

          "I can see a question on your lips Jack, what is     it?"
          Sucking in a breath, he looked up at him.     "Where...where is she?"
          Eric's tongue felt suddenly fat in his mouth as he struggled
     to find the right answer. "Have you...have you asked Aunt Sarah?"
          He nodded.
          "And what does she say?"
          "She says she's in a far away country helping
     people."
          Exhaling slowly, Eric nodded. "That's true."
          Jack said nothing for several minutes. Taking the frame from     Eric's lap, he looked down at the photo and traced Nathalie's outline with his
     finger.
          "She's very pretty" he finally said.
          Swallowing the acrid lump in his throat, Eric agreed,     "Yes, she is."
          Climbing down from the couch, he crossed the room to his backpack
     and stuck the frame back inside. "Eric?"
          "Yes?"
          "Can we...can we keep it between us guys?"
          Cocking his head to the side, he gave him a curious look.
     "You don't want Aunt Sarah to know? How come?"
          "Cause I don't wanna make her sad."
          Patting the seat beside him, he beckoned Jack to join him.     "What makes you think your question will make her sad?"

          Shrugging, he climbed up next to Eric and curled in to him.     "I dunno but she's been kinda sad lately."
          "Are you being good and keeping your room clean?"

          "Yeah" he nodded solemnly.
          "Okay," he agreed. "It's just between us guys     for now."
          #
          After Sarah picked up Jack, he reflected on their
     conversation and there was a part of him that wanted Nathalie to know that his     son knew who she was; that he thought she was pretty. And then before he could     stop himself, he walked to the hospital and headed straight for her room.
          He had no clue what he was going to say when he saw her.
     There was no plausible explanation for him to be there other than he wanted to     see her but telling her that felt almost cruel.
          Low moans emanated from her room and as he pushed open the
     door to her room he was stunned by what he saw. Nathalie, clearly asleep, was     in the grips of some kind of nightmare. She was thrashing about the bed, crying     out with tears streaming down her face.
          Crossing the room in two easy strides, he gently shook her
     trying to wake her. "Nat! Nathalie, wake up! You're having a bad     dream"
          "Jack" she whimpered. "Don't let them hurt     Jack"
          He tried again, in vain, to wake her but she would not be
     pulled from her nightmare. At a loss but feeling like his heart was in a vice     grip as he watched her flail at imaginary aggressors, he did the only thing     that came to mind. Sliding his arms underneath her, he pulled her to a sitting
     position and wrapped her in his arms. She fought, at first, her body rigid and     trembling but he continued to hold her hoping the heat from his body would     soothe her. Her body was racked with soundless sobs as her tears splashed
     against his shoulder.
          He rubbed her back and pressed his mouth to her ear.     "Jack is safe," he whispered. "He's not hurt, he's safe."     It was risky for him to say anything about Jack - she could wake up at any     moment and everything could unravel - but her anguish was so great that he was
     willing to risk anything to console her.
          "Th-the h-h-house" she stammered, gulping for air     as she gripped his shirt. "It's on f-f-f-fire. I h-have to g-g-get
     him."
          His own heart hammered inside his chest as another piece of     the puzzle fell in to place. He knew there was a link between the scar on her     back and Jack but he had not quite imagined this. Murmuring against her hair,
     he continued to rub her back.
          "Jack is okay," he repeated. "He's safe.     You're safe too," he added.
          She slumped against him, exhausted. The soft exhalation of     her breath against his shoulder told him that the nightmare, or the terror, had
     receded back into the darkness. He was beginning to understand what Keith meant     about the nights being hard for her. With infinite care, he leaned her back     against the pillows.
          Moving to stand up, he realized she was still gripping his
     shirt. He gently extricated her hands from his shirt but paused as she started     to whimper at the loss of contact. Once again his heart raced in front of his     head and he climbed on to her bed, gathering her in his arms.

          Bringing her head to his chest, he softly stroked her hair     and whispered reassurances hoping they would keep the darkness at bay. Memories     of nights spent tangled together reverberated in his mind as she instinctively
     threaded her legs through his and sighed softly, her cheek pillowed by his     chest and her head tucked gently under his chin. A lump formed in Eric's throat     at the familiarity of the position. She had fallen asleep like this countless     times in the past.

          "Oh, babe." He said deeply, as he placed a gentle     kiss on the crown of Nathalie's hair and closed his eyes. "What a     mess."
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          He had not even realized he had fallen asleep until he felt     her shift against him. His eyes flew open in a panic as he heard her groan;
     looking down at her, he realized she was still asleep. Glancing over at the     clock he could scarcely believe he had been there for four hours already.     Holding her, feeling her breath on his skin all felt so achingly normal. Eric     smirked to himself as he noticed his fingers entwined through hers - old habits
     really did die hard, if at all.
          With his free hand he stroked her silky soft hair and     pressed another kiss. He had absolutely no idea what he was doing and knew he
     was walking the razor's edge but she needed him. And the frightening truth     staring him in the face was that he probably needed her too. As much as her     return had opened old wounds, he felt complete for the first time in almost 8     years. There were questions that needed answers but whereas before he wanted
     them at all costs, he worried now about the price that had already been paid.
          Curiously and carefully he gently lifted her shirt up a     couple of inches, giving him another view of her scar. Based on the anguished
     cries from her nightmare he tried to piece it all together. There had been a     fire that much he was sure of. It wasn't hard to guess that Jack had been     caught in the fire and she had gone in to rescue him. Taking another quick look
     at her back an image came to mind leaving him breathless - Nathalie on the     floor of some house, trapped by a beam burning into her flesh as she tried to     save her son .
          "Why didn't you trust me?" he asked quietly.
     "What did I do to ever make you think you couldn't trust me?"
          "Are you out of your mind?"
          Startled, he gave a slight start as he looked over at the     door and found Andrew standing there looking thunderstruck. Peeking quickly at
     Nathalie and seeing she was still sound asleep, he very carefully edged himself     from underneath her and got up from the bed. He stopped to pull the blankets up     around her before turning back to his friend. Putting his finger up to his lips
     to silence him from saying anything further he stepped into the hallway.
          Shaking his head in disbelief, Andrew followed suit.     "There is a question still waiting for an answer," he told him as the
     door to her room closed. "Have you lost your marbles?"
          "She was having a nightmare."
          "Pretty quiet nightmare" he snarked.
          Anger flashed quickly through his blue eyes. "It wasn't
     when I got here. Drew something really bad happened to her-"
          "And what? You're going to ride to the rescue? You     cannot be her white knight Eric. Do I need to remind you what she did?"

          "No you don't need to remind me. I live with it every day,"     he retorted angrily. "But maybe, just maybe, I am beginning to see there     is more to the story." His tone softened as he looked into his best     friend's eyes. "Who better than me to be a comfort to her? Jesus Drew, we
     share a child."
          "A child that she believes has been placed with a     loving family. Do you think she's going to learn that her sister has kept Jack     all these years, allowed you to parent him and thank you for it? She is going
     to run for the hills," he told him.
          "Maybe not. Maybe she will want to try to be a fam -     "
          "Shit, Eric. Seriously?" Andrew interrupted
     incredulously. "You and I both know she will be on the first plane back to     Africa believing she was right to leave you all behind. Whatever caused her to     give Jack up scared her. And then where will you be?" He shoved his hands
     in his pockets as silence greeted his question. "And what about Jack? Are     you going to tell him you're his father and by the way I know who your mom     is-"
          "He already knows who his mom is," Eric said     quietly, looking back at the closed door.

          Andrew blanched. "What? How?"
          Glancing around the hallway, he shook his head. "I     don't want to talk about it out here."
          "Fine. Let's go to your office."

          The two men walked in silence down the hall, each lost in     their own thoughts. For Eric there were visions of a family life that would     flash in his mind; for Andrew he saw the three people who mattered so much to
     him destroyed by the truth.
          As the office door closed behind them, Andrew leaned up     against it, his arms folded across his chest.
          "What do you mean he already knows who his mom     is?"
          Sighing heavily, Eric sank into his chair and rubbed his     hands over his face. "He took a picture from Sarah's room - one of her and     Nathalie. He asked me if that was Nathalie and then asked me if she was his     mom, telling me that Sarah had always told him his mother was her sister."

          "And you told him? What else did you tell him?"     Nervous anger permeated his tone.
          "Of course I told him" he shot back. "He     figured it out and Sarah has always answered his direct questions."

          "Did you tell him she was here? That she was     sick?"
          He shook his head. "I don't know what I'm going to tell     him if he asks about his father. Or more questions about Nathalie."

          "How about the truth?" he snapped.
          "It's complicated, you know that."
          Andrew angrily shook his head. "Truth is simple - it's
     the lies that are complicated. And you two are going to devastate that little     boy when your house of cards comes tumbling down."
          "Personalizing a little much there, aren't you?"
          "Maybe," he admitted. "But it doesn't mean
     I'm wrong." Pulling away from the door he shuffled across the room and     flopped on to the couch. "You have no idea," he said quietly,     "absolutely no idea what it does to you to find out that the people you
     love and trust have lied to you about the most basic of things."
          "It might not be the same for Jack," Eric offered.
          "I don't know why you think it would be different. My
     grandmother and my mother both lied to me. Until I was 12, I truly thought my     mom was my sister - every adult in my life who was supposed to love and protect     me participated in that lie. And I stumbled on the truth. It felt like the     entire world crashed around me, you know that," he reminded him. "I
     don't understand why you want Jack to feel like I did. If he figures it all out     before you tell him you could lose him for good Eric."
          "But Sarah-"

          Andrew interjected. "Sarah is afraid of losing     Jack." He paused. "Look, even though I may not agree with her method     of dealing with this, I believe Sarah is trying to do the right thing. But she     really believes that once Nathalie knows the truth she will take him back to
     Africa and she will never see either of them again. She's trying to protect     herself."
          A small smile ghosted across his lips. "For two people     who can't be in the same room without the temperature dipping 20 degrees from
     the chill, you seem to know a lot about the inner workings of Sarah     Grant."
          He dismissed the comment with a wave. "You guys need to     tell Jack, sooner rather than later and you need to stick to your plan to tell
     Nathalie after her surgery."
          "It must be nice to have all the answers." Eric     said softly.
          "Glad you finally realized it after all this     time."

          "Ass." Eric retorted with a smile tilting the     corners of his mouth.
          A mischievous grin covered Andrew's face for a moment before     his eyes turned serious. "Be careful, dude."
          Eric paused. "I'll try." Drew nodded in
     acknowledgement that that was all Eric could offer.
          As the door softly closed behind his friend, Eric privately     acknowledged that he was already failing.
          #

          Looking up from her book, Nathalie smiled nervously as     Andrew strode into her room. Her friend had clearly blossomed into a     self-confident and talented doctor. His talent had never been in question when     they were in school but his confidence had been more difficult to find. He
     seemed to have finally found the footing that had been eluding him.
          "Hey" she greeted him as she closed over her book.
          Giving her a small smile, he pulled over a chair to her
     bedside and sat down. "How's the pain?"
          With a small shrug, she pursed her lips together. "Not     bad. Maybe a 6 or 7." Spotting the file in his hand she gave him a knowing     look. "MRI results?"

          He nodded.
          "It's bigger?"
          "Almost another millimeter. I've booked you for surgery     on Saturday."
          "Oh" Her gaze dropped to her lap as she pulled
     anxiously at her fingers.
          "You okay?"
          Without looking up, she nodded. "Yeah," she     replied hoarsely.
          "Would you care to try again?" he asked gently,
     touching her arm.
          Lifting her eyes, she smiled sadly. "I'm scared Drew."     She exhaled. "Really scared."
          "Well despite you finishing ahead of me in school I     really have become pretty good at this whole surgery thing," he teased.

          Chuckling softly, she shook her head. "I'm sure you     have."
          "I'm going to take good care of you," he told her     more seriously. "I promise."

          Her fingers curled around her locket and she rhythmically     rubbed the smooth gold. "I was thinking of you this morning," she     laughed nervously. "They gave me pancakes for breakfast - they were awful
     - but it reminded me of all those mornings the three of us spent at the     Original Pancake House."
          He nodded as he laughed lightly. "And you would always     challenge me to eat the Dutch Baby."
          "And you always did."

          "While Eric made snorting noises," he added.     Falling quiet, he tilted his head to the side. "We had some really good     times, the three of us."
          Inhaling sharply, she continued to finger her locket.
     "Yeah."
          He watched the way she held the locket, like it was a     talisman of some kind; his curiosity was peaked. "What's in the     locket?"
          Her cheeks flushed, the first appearance of color since her
     arrival at the hospital. "Just...just something that makes me feel less     alone."
          Leaning forward, he brought his arms to rest on his knees.     "You aren't alone," he told her. "You never were. I wish...I
     wish you had known that back then, maybe you would have made different     choices."
          "And not wrecked Eric's life, you mean" she     finished for him, trying to keep the accusation from her voice and failing.

          "Yeah. Or yours."
          Uncomfortable, she let go of her locket.     "So...uh...what about you? Have you finally found someone worthy?"
          Scoffing, he shook his head. "Same question as
     always," he joked. "You know me Nat, I'm not good with relationships     with women"
          "You always used to joke that I was the best     relationship with a woman you ever had."

          "You were," he answered softly. "You were who     I ran to when I needed someone to just listen. Eric is my best friend but     you...you always just knew how to give me what I needed whether it was a kick     in the ass or a hug." Pausing, his tongue darted out and swiped at his
     lips. "I missed having that in my life. I missed you." Nathalie     dropped her eyes and said nothing. "I don't think I realized that until     just now. I think I spent so much time being angry with you for reducing my
     friend to rubble that I didn't realize that I was angry with you for leaving me     too."
          Several tears trickled down her face. Swiping aimlessly at     them, she met his gaze. "I'm sorry," she whispered.

          "I know you are."
          The idea of Eric being reduced to rubble was such a vivid     image for her and it threatened the squeeze all the air from her body. She had     known, even when she was leaving, that he would be hurt, but it never occurred
     to her that he would be so affected. It was not that she had doubted his     feelings for her but she had never allowed herself to fully realize the impact     of her choices.
          "So really there isn't a single girl you've met that
     makes you want to settle down?" she teased trying to lighten the mood.
          He shrugged lightly. "There is one-"
          "A ha!"
          He smiled. "There is one but she's dealing with some
     stuff and hides pretty far behind her walls. I'm not sure...I'm not sure I'm     who she needs but she kind of makes me wish I was."
          Nathalie chewed on her bottom lip. "Don't let a few
     walls scare you away," she offered. "Some of the best treasures can     be found on the other side. If she's worth the effort, don't let her go."
          "Was Eric not worth the effort, Nat?" he asked
     softly, his kind tone softening the blow of the question.
          She swallowed thickly "I guess I deserved that."     She responded as glanced at her hands. "I honestly thought he would be     better without me, that I would hold him back from his dreams - the life he
     wanted."
          "You need to understand something," he began,     knowing his friend's heart still belonged to the woman in front of him.
          "What?" she asked meekly, afraid of what would
     come next.
          "The life he wanted - the dreams he had - all involved     you. When you left, the life he envisioned for himself was no longer feasible     because you were no longer there to share it with him."

          The emptiness that never left Nathalie's heart seemed to     intensify with the knowledge that all her choices had been for naught. In the     end, neither one of them had ended up with what they wanted. "So he never     went overseas?"

          She could see Andrew was struggling with what to say next.
          "Nat, he couldn't function. At first, he was scared out     of his mind, fearful that something had happened to you, adamant that you     wouldn't leave him." Andrew stood from the chair and began to pace as the
     tension of reliving those first days formed a rock in the pit of his stomach.
          "Once Sarah confirmed that you were ok - and that was     all she would tell him - he just..." he paused mid stride as he met her
     eyes and saw the pain that can only come from hurting those you love reflected     back at him. "He just...quit."
          "Is that," she sniffed, "how you two ended up
     in New York?"
          He nodded. "I was offered a fellowship here and he     needed a new start."
          "Everyone is entitled to a fresh start." She responded     blankly as she stared at the window of her room.

          They were silent for several minutes both lost in thoughts     about others. Sitting on the edge of her bed, Andrew reached out and took her     hand. "Listen, Nat, I need to know about the source of your trauma - the     burn, the panic attacks, the nightmares. It may have an impact on your
     surgery."
          She shook her head, her hand trembling inside his.     "It...it doesn't. "
          "Nat-"
          "I can't," she insisted. "Please Ant,
     don't."
          "Have you ever told anyone?" he asked gently.
          She looked over his shoulder for a moment before looking     back at him. "Everyone in my life already knows."

          "Even Sarah?" he challenged kindly.
          "She...she knows enough. I can't.....I can't talk about     it."
          "Okay," he agreed, squeezing her hand before she
     pulled it away. "I won't push. We'll get the tumor out on Saturday and     then you can start re-building your life."
          "My....my life is in Tanzania" she replied     quietly.
          Andrew shook his head. "Your sister is here. The man
     you are still in love with," he said pointedly, "is here." He     got to his feet. "Your life is here." In more ways than you know, he     thought.
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          Nathalie held the plush bunny on her lap and stroked its     soft ears. When she had awoken that morning the light brown stuffed toy had
     been staring back at her from the night stand. There was no note or any     indication of who left it. One wasn't needed. She had immediately recognized     the treasure from that long ago summer day. She could still feel the sun on her
     face as Eric had knocked down the milk cans to win her the now well worn toy.     Why had he kept it after all these years? Her heart rushed to an answer her     head would not agree with. As she continued to run her fingers through its fur
     she scolded herself for being ridiculously pleased with a toy. She was a 35     year old woman - a doctor no less - and a stuffed bunny should not be bringing     her as much comfort as it was.
          Her conversation with Andrew had served as a renewed source
     of strength. She had finally been able to say the words 'I'm sorry' and while     he may not be the person who most needed to hear it, it helped that she said     it. He had not let her off the hook for what she had done but he had not nailed
     her to a cross either. Both the honesty and the compassion he had provided were     exactly what she needed. She was not as convinced as he was that her life was     here rather than in Tanzania but regardless of where she landed when it was all     over she did need to repair that which she had broken.

          Pulling her locket from her neck she pried it open and     stared at the picture of Jack. There was not a day - or a moment - that went by     that she did not miss him. There was a hole in her heart that could only be
     filled by him yet she knew it never would be. She imagined him as a bright and     curious boy. His birthday was a little less than week away. Every year, on his     birthday, she would travel from Mbamba to Table Mountain in South Africa. She
     would hike on one of the trails and find a quiet space where she would sit for     several hours and try to envisage the life he was leading. She would pour all     of her love and hopes for him into a birthday letter that she would never send.     The same letters now carefully tucked into the bottom of her suitcase. She
     didn't know why she had brought them with her but she was glad she had. It     would be strange for her to be in New York - near his father - when his     birthday came. Maybe it was time to tell Eric the truth and maybe Jack's
     birthday would be the right day.
          A tear splashed on to the locket and she quickly wiped it     away.
          "You okay?"
          The sound of her sister's voice brought a small smile to her
     face and she nodded as she looked up. "I'm telling you, I can't wait to be     rid of this tumor - it's turning me into a sobbing mess."
          Sarah sat on the end of the bed and shook her head.     "You were always a softie," she teased, "you just liked to
     pretend you weren't." Glancing down at the locket, she exhaled slowly.     "Reminiscing?"
          "Yeah. I miss him Sarah. He's going to be eight next     week."
          Sarah dropped her gaze. "I know. Do you....do you     regret giving him up?"
          "No," she admitted. "There were no other     options."
          "That's not true," she protested. "You....I
     know you felt like you couldn't care for him them but you got better."
          She scoffed. "Not that much better. Look at me     Sar," she held up her shaking hands. "I can't even....talk about him     nearly undoes me. Never mind everything else."

          Sarah took her sister's hands in her own and kissed each     one. "You know I love you, right?"
          Cocking her head, she looked curiously at her sister.     "Yes," she reassured her. Reaching for the glass on the nightstand,
     she gulped down the water before speaking again. "It...it occurs to me     that I never said I'm sorry. And I am - I want you to know that."
          Surprised, Sarah moved closer to her. "Why would need
     to say you're sorry?"
          "For...for everything I put you through. You were by my     side when I found out about...when I moved to Geneva. And you rode to my rescue     again after the....after. And then I pretty much put Jack in your arms and
     asked you to take care of everything and you did. Sarah you took care of him     and me and then I stopped returning your calls and your letters. That was cruel     and selfish of me and I have no real excuse for it other than I thought it
     would be easier for me if I didn't have anything from..." her voice     trailed off.
          "From your past?" She offered.
          Nathalie nodded. "You are my sister and I love you. And
     if I have taken advantage of you or hurt you then I am so very sorry because it     was never my intention to do that."
          Overcome, Sarah wrapped her arms around her sister and     hugged her tightly, kissing her cheek. "I love you Natty" she told
     her. "I always will."
          The two women stayed locked in their embrace for several     minutes. For so long it had been just the two of them. Their parents were     killed in a car accident when Nathalie was 14 and Sarah 17. They were taken in
     by their aunt but they turned only to each other in hard times. When Sarah had     left for university, Nathalie transferred schools and followed her to South Bend,     Indiana so she wouldn't have to be separated. It was only once Sarah was
     accepted at NYU for law and Nathalie at Northwestern for Medicine that they     lived apart. But the distance did little to diminish their closeness and anyone     wanting to be a part of their lives had to accept their sister too.
          They wiped each other's tears as they let go, both laughing     at the old habits that had returned so easily.
          "Do you...do you know where you're going to go after     your surgery?" Sarah asked, nervously.
          Nathalie shrugged. "I'm not sure" she admitted     honestly. "I...I miss Mylea and the hospital but I miss some things here     too. And I...I think I need to make things right with Eric before I go     anywhere."
          She swallowed nervously. "How do you propose doing
     that?"
          "I have to tell him everything," she said simply.     "He deserves to know it all."
          "Everything?" she asked in surprise.

          Nathalie nodded. "I owe him that. He needs...he needs     to know why I left. And...he needs to know why I gave up Jack," she     whispered.
          "Natty - are you....are you thinking of telling him all
     the details?"
          Pulling on her fingers she nodded again. "Sarah, I'm     under no illusions that he can ever forgive me. I know...I spoke to Andrew last     night and I understand I guess in a way I hadn't before the depth of hurt I
     cause him. So I know he won't be able to forgive me but maybe if he knows all     of it, maybe he'll understand it a little better and it won't hurt as     much."
          "For him or for you?" she questioned.
          "Both I guess."

          "You have never spoken about that night," she     reminded her.
          Nathalie shook her head. "And honestly I don't know     that I can without losing it entirely. Keith....Keith wrote a story about the
     residual effects on those who survived - he had no idea I had been there - and     Sarah, I'm telling you when I read it I thought....I could see it all again and     I fell apart."
          Her entire being shuddered as she spoke. It had been Mylea
     who had helped her put one foot in front of the other after the article had     appeared in the paper. When she asked Mylea, who had also survived that night,     how she was able to keep going the older nurse simply told her that stopping
     was not an option.
          "Nat, why tell him all of it if it is going to cost you     so much?"
          "Because" she said with a ragged breath. "I     owe him that much. I love him Sarah - I love him with all of my heart and I
     always will. I can't undo what I did but I can...I can give him the truth and     that's worth something."
          Standing in the hallway, listening to the conversation, Eric     bit down on his lip. He wasn't the only who was owed the truth. He had left the
     rabbit as a kind of peace offering but there was truly only one thing that     would bring peace. If they were ever going to reclaim themselves, if they were     ever going to be the parents their son needed then the time for secrets was
     over. Shoving his hands in his pockets, he headed down the hall.
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          Reaching in to his closet Eric pried free the large storage     box that had travelled with him from Chicago to New York. He had forgotten     about until last night. The top had come loose when a football had dropped from
     the shelf and landed on it. As he had moved to close it again, he had caught     sight of the light brown stuffed rabbit sitting on top of a pile of books and     he was struck by the memories that flooded back. Having won it for her at a     carnival, she had teasingly told him she was going to replace him with the
     rabbit because their schedules had been so out of synch.
          He had come home more than once to find her curled up on the     couch, having fallen asleep waiting for him, the bunny in her arms. He told
     himself that it was only the warmth those memories evoked in him, the knowledge     that she had felt safe once, that had pushed him into leaving the toy at her     bed side while she was sleeping. But he knew it was more than that. He just
     couldn't bring himself to label the emotions coursing through him since her     return.
          Now, having overheard her conversation with Sarah, he was     suddenly motivated to pull out the box and face the evidence of their relationship
     head on. He had avoided this moment since her departure as he wasn't sure if     the contents would help dull the pain or amplify it. He didn't recall much in     the weeks after Nathalie had left, courtesy of a constant flow of whiskey, but     he had startlingly clear memories of Andrew packing up her remaining belongings
     and placing them in this bin.
          With a final twist he was able to pull it from its spot.     Setting it down on the floor, he sank down beside it and tugged off the lid to     investigate its contents. Reaching inside, he pulled out two thick photo albums
     and a leather bound book. He set the albums to the side, not sure he was up to     emotional toll of reliving their relationship in pictures. He picked up a book     to examine it and gasped softly.

          Nathalie's journal.
          She had written in it religiously and he had often teased     her about her "diary" asking her if she wrote "Mrs. Eric     Smitherman" in pink ink, surrounded with hearts and flowers. He chuckled
     softly at the memories of the joking punches he received at his playful     teasing. In reality, he envied her ability to be so open about her feelings and     emotions.
          Eric struggled as he ran his fingers down the spine of her
     personal confessional; he knew she had not meant to leave it behind, certain it     had been an oversight in her haste to leave. As much as he wanted to understand     her reasons for leaving - for keeping his son from him, he was strangely     concerned with violating her trust by reading the contents.

          He sat in silence for several moments as his hands wore     patterns on the leather, unsure of what to do next. He liked to think he was     magnanimous enough to not read it but the truth was he was afraid of what was
     in there. He was afraid that the truth on the pages would illustrate what he     had done to destroy her trust in him or worse, destroy his belief that she had     ever truly loved him.
          Eric shook his head to chase away the ghosts of thoughts
     past. He knew differently than that. He knew when he kissed her. He knew when     he held her in his arms and when he fell asleep with her breath rustling     against his shirt and he certainly knew when he heard her tell Sarah. She had
     loved him. She still did.
          Whatever caused her to give up Jack had been horrifying and     traumatic, there was no doubt. What still pierced his heart was that she left     in the first place without ever telling him he was a father. Whatever could
     have possessed her to think he would not have stood by her side? Was she afraid     that he would be such an awful father that their child would be better off     without him? Picking up the diary he hoped there might be some clues inside.

          Flipping to the back of the book, he looked for the last     entries; it was silly really but he felt that if he didn't read the whole     thing, if he only looked for the parts that would tell him what he needed to     know that it would somehow be less of an invasion of her privacy.

          .
          February 7, 2001
          I can't get enough sleep. E joked that I was suffering     from African Sleeping Sickness because every time he comes home I'm passed out.
     Karen joked that I must be pregnant - what a nightmare that would be. Kids     aren't part of the plan - we have it all mapped out - fellowships, Doctors     Without Borders overseas and then staff positions in New York or Chicago.
          I'm going to up my vitamins and if that doesn't work,
     I'll get E to give me a B12 shot.
          February 18, 2001
          I'm late. Very late. And as much as I'm trying to     convince myself that it's the stress I'm pretty sure it isn't. We are always
     careful - always. This is some kind of sick joke that my body is playing on me.     I can't quite bring myself to take a test -not yet anyways. What if it's     positive?
          What does that mean for me? For E? For us?

          February 21, 2001
          I'm pregnant. I want to say it's a nightmare come to life     but I can't. I can't say that because somehow the minute I discovered I am     carrying a baby I fell in love with it. My baby. Our baby.

          But how can the universe be so cruel? How can it give me     something with one hand and take something away with the other? E is going to     lose his mind - this will ruin everything.

          .
          Closing the book, Eric took several deep breaths. He was     incredulous that she would have thought that of him. He had always been loving     and honest with her and while a baby was not what either of them had planned
     for, he was sure that he would have been supportive. It was an unexpected pain     to discover that the person you loved with everything did not have faith in     you.
          He flipped over several entries that had nothing to do with     her pregnancy, though he did pause on the one where she described their night
     out at a Blackhawks game. A smile crept across his face as he was reminded at     how free and brazen they could be. It was the next entry that turned the light     bulb on over his head.

          .
          March 25, 2001
          Rachel is pregnant. E told me as we were lying in bed -     just as I was building up to tell him about the baby - and he was horrified by     it all. He said it was a waste because R can't do her fellowship now. He said
     oops babies can derail a person's life and it would feel like a nightmare if he     were in Greg's place.
          I can't hide from this much longer -physically or     emotionally. Now what?

          .
          "Now you stay," he said out loud to the book.     "Now you stay and tell me you're pregnant. Now you let me watch your belly     grow. Now you let be in the delivery room and see our son come into the world.
     Now you don't run."
          Flipping through the rest of the book he realized it was the     last entry. There would be no insight into her thought process. Closing the     book he tossed it across the room in frustration.
          Getting to his feet, he started to pace around the room,
     nervous energy coursing through him. Could she really have based decisions     about their life - about Jack's life - on one silly conversation they had after     sex? Was this entire chain of events set in to motion because of something he
     said? Had she really had such little faith in him?
          His anger built at the thought that what had been an     inconsequential, throwaway comment - to him - had cost him the woman he loved     and his child. How was he to have known she was pregnant when they had that
     conversation? He had only a vague recollection of the conversation and     remembering how it felt to hold Jack the first time, he couldn't imagine     referring to him as a nightmare. Jack was precious and Eric loved him with a
     ferocity he did not know existed.
          As he continued pace and thoughts continued like machine-gun     fire in his head, a different question popped up. What if it wasn't a lack of     faith in him but total faith in him?

          She had been the only girlfriend in whom he had confided     about the pain of his life growing up - she had been such a soft place to fall     for him that he was able to finally tell someone about what it was like to grow
     up feeling unloved, to always be falling short of expectations. Over the years     he had shared so much of his childhood with her and talked openly about all the     reasons why he didn't want - couldn't have - children. And then when their     friends announced their surprising news he reacted as expected - that it was a
     terrible thing to become a father if you weren't ready for it or didn't want     it. She had believed him to be who he said he was. Nathalie had faith in him,     faith that he would hate the idea of being a father, faith that he would say
     his dreams - their dreams - were dead. He had not given her a single reason to     trust that he would react in any way other than how he had said he would.
          Blowing out his cheeks, he sank on to the edge of the bed
     and cradled his head in his hands. If he were being painfully honest with     himself - and if ever there was a time for unadulterated honesty it was now -     he very likely would have reacted exactly as she feared. Eight years had     brought a lot of change to his life and if the man he was today had been the
     one to be told they were having a baby, he had no doubt that his reaction would     have been one of love and excitement. But back then he was incredibly rigid in     his beliefs and opinions. There had been little room for flexibility for fear
     that it would take him away from achieving his goals. Those goals had been his     ticket out of his difficult childhood, they had given him entrance into a new     world and a new life where he was accepted and appreciated for who he was. He
     had clung to them like a life raft.
          Nathalie would have known that, he realized. She often knew     him better than he knew himself and she would have understood what the news     would have done to him. And so she did what she felt was her only option - she
     left. He wasn't excusing her decision - he still had a right to know, but for     the first time since he found her three line note he understood. At least a     little.
          The way forward was crystal clear to him. He put the diary
     and the photo albums back in the box before returning it to its spot in the     closet. Heading out of the bedroom, he grabbed his keys from the hall table and     darted out of his apartment.
          The walk to Sarah's apartment was only two short blocks.
     Sarah had told him more than once that she would have preferred if he didn't     live as close as he did but it was a deal breaker for Eric.
          It was hard enough to pretend he wasn't Jack's father, he
     wasn't willing to put even more distance between them by living on the other     side of town.
          Sarah was surprised to find him on her step as she opened     the door. "Eric?"
          "Is Jack here?"
          She shook her head. "He's over at Frankie's     playing." The determined look on his face gave her pause. "What's     going on?"
          "I'm done keeping secrets" he announced.     "It's time to tell Nathalie and Jack the truth. And I mean today."
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          Visibly stiffening, Sarah tightened her grip on the door     handle. "You agreed-"
          "I've changed my mind," Eric interrupted,     unapologetically. "This can't wait. Jack deserves to know the truth and
     Nathalie has a right to know that her - our - child is right here and that his     greatest wish for his birthday is for his parents to be with him."
          She shook her head. "It's....Drew said..."
          "Drew was trying to help you out," he stated
     flatly. "I have waited long enough and I'm not waiting any longer. My son     is going to know who his father is. Today."
          She narrowed her eyes and fixed him with a steely glare.
     "I decide what is right for Jack," she reminded him tightly.
          Eric shook his head. "Sarah - you may be his legal     guardian but I am his father. I am on his birth certificate and, while I never     pressed it," he paused "you know as well as I do a DNA test would be
     all it would take for a court to give me custody." His face softened     slightly at the look of anguish on her face. "Look, I appreciate     everything you have done Sarah - you have been amazing with him."

          "Don't!" she bit out. "Don't thank me like I     was doing you a favor!" She paused to quickly swipe the tears from her     eyes before they could fall. "I love that child. I have loved that child
     since the moment I watched him come into this world. Everything I have done has     been for him and Nat."
          He nodded silently, pained at the knowledge of all he had     missed and all she thought she was losing. "I do understand that, Sarah.
     That Jack is a happy kid is very much down to you." He owed her that much.     "But he has parents and it's time for him to know them. And it's time for     Nathalie to know that Jack is here."
          "Eric....you....you don't know how she might react to
     the news and what it might do to her before her surgery."
          "You don't know how she might react to the news     either," he pointed out.
          "I do!" she insisted emphatically. "I tried
     to bring Jack up the other day and she lost it, Eric. She couldn't handle     it!"
          They stared at each other for several beats. They had never     been close but over the years they had built a mutual respected for each other.

          "I know you want to think that this is me being     selfish." She took a breath to try to regain her composure. "And     maybe some of it is. But," she emphasized, "I love my sister. You
     know that."
          Eric shook his head in acknowledgement. He had once believed     there were no closer siblings than Nathalie and Sarah Grant. "I know you     do, Sarah. But there are too many secrets surrounding us and it has to stop. If
     Nathalie had trusted me all those years ago-"
          "She trusted you would hate her" she interjected.     "She was positive that you would resent her and the baby. That's what she     trusted."
          Like a shot to his chest, her words had the desired effect.
     Inhaling sharply, he jammed his hands in his pockets as he reflected back on     his earlier thoughts as he read Nathalie's journal.
          "And I would really like to believe she was
     wrong." He said emotionally. "But even if she wasn't that doesn't     make everything that has happened since okay. This has to stop," he told     her emphatically. "I am not willing to be Jack's favorite buddy any longer     - the guy that takes him to baseball games to make up for the fact he doesn't
     have a father. I am his father Sarah and I love him. It's time for him to know     that."
          "What do you think this will do to him, Eric?" she     queried. "To know that all of us - Drew included - kept this secret from
     him?"
          "I agreed to this charade because I didn't have faith     in my ability to be a father," he admitted gruffly. "That hasn't been     the case for years. You and I both know Jack and Nat deserve the truth, Sarah.
     Who are we to keep it from them?"
          "Sarah," Eric whispered as he reached out to grab     her hand. Sarah fought her instinct to recoil at the unfamiliar touch.
     "You know Nathalie will forgive you. And you know this is right for our     boy. He needs to know."
          "Alright," she acquiesced softly. She was sure the     sound of her heart breaking was drowning out her words. "We can tell her
     after -"
          "No." he said softly as he squeezed her hand.     "No more lies. We tell her today." Sarah saw the resolution in Eric's     eyes and knew she didn't have the energy - or the right - to fight him any
     longer. She nodded as she pulled her hand back from his and crossed her arms.
          "Today."
          #
          Staring at the MRI of Nathalie's tumor and plotting out his     surgical strategy, Andrew jumped as he heard his name called. Looking up from
     the light board he was surprised to find Jack standing in his doorway with     Linda, his friend's mother.
          "Jack?" he asked, getting to his feet. "Are     you okay little man?"

          "Yeah," he answered, nodding. Dropping Linda's     hand he ran to Andrew and hugged him.
          "I am so sorry Andrew," Linda apologized. "He     and Frankie were playing and then he came to see me and told me it was very
     important that I bring him here to see you. I tried to call Sarah but didn't     get an answer."
          "No need to apologize Linda," he replied.     "I'm really grateful for you bringing him here. I'll make sure Sarah
     knows."
          "Okay, thanks. Bye Jack."
          "Bye" he said, holding Andrew's hand.
          Linda pulled the door closed as she left and Andrew led Jack
     to his couch, sitting down beside him. "Are you okay Jack?"
          He bit down on his lip and nodded. "I just....I wanted     to see you."
          "You did? What's going on?"
          Looking up at Andrew with his big green eyes, he answered
     nervously, "I...I need your help."
          "With what, bud?"
          "I want to write a letter to my mom" he told him.     "For my birthday. I want...I want to tell her that I miss her and ask her
     to come home."
          Swallowing down a sigh Andrew put his arm around him and     tugged him to his side. "Oh little man."
          "Will you help me?" he asked. "I can't ask
     Aunt Sarah or Eric but you always said you would help me."
          Tilting his head to the side, Andrew gave him a curious     look. "I will always help you - you know I will do anything for you. But
     why don't you think you can ask Aunt Sarah or Eric?"
          The young boy paused for a moment before answering.
          "Jack?" Andrew prodded.
          "Aunt Sarah has been kind of sad lately and the last
     time I mentioned my mom to Eric he got a really freaky look on his face. I     think maybe he doesn't like my mom."
          Realizing that nothing escaped the young boy's notice, all     he could do was exhale slowly. "Jack, do you know what complicated
     means?"
          "I think so," he answered.
          "It means there are lots of parts to a particular     situation and it's not always easy to understand them all."

          "Eric is complicated about my mom?" he asked     hopefully.
          Chuckling softly, Andrew nodded. "Something like     that."
          "So will you help me?" he asked, returning to his
     original question.
          "Of course I will" he told him, knowing there was     nothing he would deny the little boy.
          "Do you....do you know her?" he asked.
          Treading carefully, but unwilling to lie to Jack more than
     he already had, he nodded. "I do."
          "What's she like?"
          Andrew smiled and ruffled his hair. "Well, she's smart     and funny. And sometimes she can be pretty goofy" he reached out to
     lightly tickle the boy. And," he continued as the boy's giggles subsided,     "I also think she's pretty special - she'd have to be to make you."
          Laughing as he pulled his knapsack from his back, Jack
     reached inside and pulled out his notebook and a pencil. "I don't want to     make it a long letter. I just want her to know I miss her and to ask her to     come home."
          "Okay buddy - start writing and I'll help you with your
     spelling and stuff."
          They were interrupted by a knock at the door. "Come     in," Andrew called distractedly.
          "Hey Drew, the nurse said I could find you here. I'm
     getting antsy and was wondering if I could-"
          The words died on Nathalie's lips.
          Her eyes fell on the young boy seated on the couch with his     father's smile and his mother's laughing eyes. In an instant she recognized
     him. She shook her head, sure she was imagining the sight before her. It was     simply not possible to see what she was seeing.
          Andrew scrambled to his feet. "Nathalie."
          Jack, looking up from his notebook, dropped his pencil.
     "Mom?"
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          Her mouth dropped open and she gasped for air as her lungs     tightened and closed. Her knees trembled and her hands shook and she could not     take her eyes from her son. He was beautiful.
          And as though cob webs were suddenly being swept away her
     heart started to beat quickly, filled with a love she had been sure deserted     her. At the same time anguish, regret and total fear swept through her and     while she wanted to step towards him, she could not. Turning on her heel, she
     fled from the office and took off down the hall.
          "NAT!" Andrew cried as she disappeared from the     door. Stricken, he turned and looked at Jack who was staring into the space     where his mother had just been standing.

          "That...that was my mom," he said bewildered.     "And she ran away."
          Crouching down, he put his hands on Jack's legs.     "Jack," he sighed "I know you're really confused right now and
     we have....we have a lot of explaining to do but I need to go check on your     mom. Can you promise me that you'll stay here - right here in my office - until     I get back? I promise we will explain everything to you then, okay?"
          "Is....is my mom sick?" he asked, looking
     wide-eyed at his friend.
          Andrew nodded. "Yes."
          "Are you taking care of her?"
          "I am and that's why I need to go see her."

          "Okay," he nodded. "I'll stay here."
          Overwhelmed at how this child seemed to possess more common     sense than any of the adults involved, he kissed the top of his head.
     "I'll be back."
          He walked purposefully across the room and closed the door     behind him before sprinting down the hall to Nathalie's room. While he hated     the hell his best friend lived through because of her, he also recognized the
     devastating unfairness of her finding out about Jack like that. She had her own     demons, he knew, and this would only make them stronger. Skidding to a halt, he     stepped inside her room.
          "Nathalie."
          With her back to him as she haphazardly threw her clothes
     into her small suitcase, she shook her head. "Get out" she said     flatly.
          "What are you doing?"
          "I'm going home," she replied, still not turning
     around.
          "You are home" he reminded her.
          Spinning around, she pinned him to the wall with an angry     glare. "That is....that is my son in your office and don't you dare try to
     deny it," she told him, taking one serrated breath after another.
          "I won't deny it," he answered evenly, stepping     quietly towards her. "That is Jack - Jack Grant."
          Sniffling, she shook her head. "Did you have a good
     laugh, the three of you? Did you? Poor pathetic Nathalie-"
          "No one is laughing Nathalie." Reaching out he     touched her shoulder and was surprised at how violently she shook it off.
     "Let's go back to my office - you can...you can talk to Jack. And I'll     call Sarah and Eric-"
          "I'm going home" she repeated, returning to her     suitcase.
          Seeing her still shaking, Andrew tried a different track.
     "You can't leave, you need surgery."
          "No I don't. I.am.going.home" she stated, trying     to keep her tears at bay.
          "What do you mean you're going home?"

          Turning, Nathalie's green eyes danced dangerously as she     came face to face with Eric and her sister. Andrew sighed and covered his mouth     with his hand.
          "Well, well, well" she greeted them sarcastically.
     "You're just in time for today's floor show! I mean the last few days have     been repeats of 'watch Nathalie turn herself inside out with guilt and remorse'     but today - today we have a special show where our performer discovers she     isn't the only secret keeper."

          "What the hell did you do, Drew?" Sarah hissed.
          "Nothing" he answered tightly. "Jack is in my     office and Nathalie came by to see me."
          "Shit" Eric said under his breath.

          "Natty, I can explain."
          "Really Sarah? You can explain? You can explain how I     asked you - I begged you - to place my child for adoption and eight years later
     it turns out you just haven't quite got around to it?"
          "It's not like that," Eric offered, trying to     diffuse the rising tension.
          The unadulterated fury in her eyes caused him to take a step
     back. "It isn't?" she challenged. "I guess not. I mean we have     the caring aunt, the loving father, the doting uncle. Add me as the screw up     mother and a laugh track and we have our very own sitcom!" Beads of     perspiration pooled on her forehead and her breathing continued in ragged
     spurts.
          "Nathalie," Andrew began calmly. "I need you     to take a minute, calm down and breathe. You're going to push yourself into a     seizure if you don't."

          "Shut up Drew" she hissed before turning her gaze     back to Sarah. "I'm waiting Sarah - you said you could explain. You can,     apparently, explain how you betrayed my trust. Is that a special course in law     school or does it just come naturally to you?"

          Sarah flinched at her sister's words and Andrew had to     physically stop himself from going to her side.
          "I thought you were going to change your mind,"     she whispered.

          "Based on WHAT?" she screamed. "You....you     were there!! You KNOW what I went through. You know what it cost me to make     that choice! Based on what did you think I was going to change my mind?"
          "I...I thought once you got better you would regret
     giving him up. I was trying to help you."
          "HELP ME?" she scoffed. "I told you exactly     what help I needed and I thought you were going to provide it. 'Don't worry,'
     you said. 'I love you Natty and I will help you through this,' you said,     'anything you need' you said-"
          "I did this for you" she told her.
          "LIAR! You did this for you. You get to play mommy to
     my son and play happy families with Eric. All the benefits of being in a     committed relationship without actually having to commit. It's the best of both     worlds for you." She turned to Eric. "And you - watching me so     incredibly twisted with guilt when we talked and you never said a word. I mean
     you were ready to nail me to the cross for what I did to you but conveniently     forgot to mention that you....you....had Jack. The son you never wanted"
          "The son I didn't know about" he snapped.
     "You're doing a lot of finger pointing Nat but you are forgetting your     role here-"
          She shook her head. "Oh but I'm not. I am fully aware     of what I have done and it has eaten me up inside," she sniffed. "But
     I see now it was all needless. The three of you have a happy, complete life     with J-Jack. Far be it from me to interrupt that." She turned and angrily     zipped her suitcase.
          "You're wrong" Sarah said, finally finding her
     voice. "This wasn't for me. I love Jack and I won't apologize for it but     you and you alone are the one who put me in this position -who put all of us in     this position. You asked me to help you and I did - you do not get to accuse me
     of a hidden agenda. I was at your bed side and I watched you come apart"     she reminded her with hot, angry tears streaming down her face, "and I     made a decision on what I thought was best for you I had no idea that you would
     cut me out of your life like you did to everyone else. I love you and I won't     apologize for trying to act in your best interests."
          "My best interests?" she scoffed. "I told you     what was in mine - and Jack's - best interests. Thanks for proving I was right
     to cut off contact. I don't need a selfish, heartless liar masquerading as a     sister in my life."
          Sarah gasped audibly and struggled to keep her composure.
          "That's enough Nathalie!" Andrew interjected
     angrily.
          "Damn straight it's enough" she agreed, pulling     her suitcase from the bed and moving towards the door.
          "Where do you think you're going?" Eric asked,
     blocking the door.
          "Home. To Tanzania."
          He shook his head. "Not a chance. If you want to get     out of here, fine. Then you and I can go somewhere and talk."

          She smirked mirthlessly. "What makes you think I have     anything to say to you?"
          "You have lots to say," he told her. "And so     do I. And you owe me."
          Nathalie's eyes glistened with tears unshed and she shook
     her head. "You're an asshole" she whispered tearfully.
          "Probably," he agreed. "But that doesn't     change the fact that you still owe me an explanation."

          He reached for her hand. "We can go to my place, it's     not far from here"
          She shook off his hand. "Don't touch me." She kept     hold of her suitcase and followed him to the door.
          "Natty!" Sarah called.

          She turned to her sister, her green eyes ice cold. "I     have nothing to say to you."
          Sarah watched her sister leave the room and angrily turned     to Andrew. "You must be loving this."

          "I'm not" he said quietly.
          "Sure you are - you told us this would happen. So go     ahead," she pushed, ignoring the tears, "go ahead and tell me you
     told me so. It will give you such satisfaction."
          Moving towards her, he took her hand and gently tugged her     to him. "I don't want to say it" he told her.
          "Leave me alone."
          "No" he insisted as he wrapped his arms around
     her.
          "I don't know what to do" she mumbled against his     chest.
          He pressed his lips to her cheek. "We're going to go to     my office and we're going to talk to Jack."

          "I can't."
          "Yes you can and I'll help you."
          #
          She had been stonily silent on the short taxi ride, not even
     acknowledging him. As they rode the elevator to his penthouse apartment, Eric     snuck a look at her and was secretly pleased to see the determined set to her     jaw. She was angry and to his mind that was a good thing. If she still had     fight left in her it meant the woman he had loved was in there, underneath all
     those layers of pain and fear.
          He unlocked the door and she brushed past them. Standing     back he watched her as she glanced around the living room. He wondered what she     saw, what information about him she took from seeing his place. The large
     apartment with its high ceilings, hardwood floors and modern furniture was a     long way from their tiny apartment in Chicago with its river view and hand me     down furniture.
          "I'm going to make some tea" he told her,
     depositing his keys on a side table and heading towards the kitchen.
          "I'm not thirsty" she replied petulantly.
          "Tough."
          Nathalie walked over to the bookcase and a cold shiver ran
     through her body as she came across a collection of framed photos of Jack.     There was one of him lying on the grass, holding a ball. He could not have been     more than six months old. The next photo, he looked to be about three and was
     dressed in a Yankees shirt that hung to the floor and was sitting in between     Andrew and Eric smiling happily. The third photo was clearly from his first day     of school. The image of him with his Transformers backpack and his Yankees
     baseball cap took her breath away. The pain from all the moments she missed,     from all she had given up threatened to crush her. She turned the photos face     down.
          Returning to the living room Eric made a beeline to the
     bookcase, he turned up the photos and shook his head. "The sight of your     son is that disturbing to you that you have to hide him? You must have been     glad to get rid of h-"
          He had not finished his sentence before her open hand landed
     firmly on his cheek. Stunned by the first slap, he anticipated the second one     and grabbed her hand.
          "Shut up" she seethed, tears tumbling down her     cheeks. "You have no idea...you just have no idea."

          His face softened. "You're right. I don't and it's time     for you to tell me."
          "You don't know what you're asking me" she     whispered.
          "That's true but I promise I'll listen and I promise
     you are safe here. I'm not going to hurt you Nat."
          She smiled sadly as she sank onto the couch. "But I did     hurt you."
          Eric nodded. "Yeah, you did." He swallowed thickly
     before voicing the question that had plagued him for seven years. "Did you     really think so little of me - of us- that you had to leave rather than tell me     you were pregnant?"
          She shook her head vehemently in response. "The
     opposite actually. I knew you would stand by me and our child no matter what it     cost you." Dragging the back of her hand across her face, she wiped her     mouth. "It's ironic, you know? I left....I left because I was terrified of
     ruining your life. I loved you so much" she told him tearfully, "that     I didn't want you to resent me for bringing something into your life that you     didn't want. I thought I was protecting you, instead I have wrecked     everything."

          "You weren't wrong, you know" he admitted with a     bit of difficulty. "I probably wouldn't have reacted well. I had told you     over and over again that I couldn't think of anything worse than being a     parent. But that was then and this is now and I love Jack. I love him and can't
     imagine my life without him."
          "He was always very special" she whispered.
          "Yes," he agreed. "Which is why I can't     imagine you giving him up. What happened Nat? What happened in that fire?"

          Her green eyes shimmered with tears as she pulled her legs     to her chest. She made herself as compact and small as she could almost as     though bracing against what was to come. She pulled absently on the cuff of her
     jeans trying to beat back the fear.
          "Nathalie, if what happened in Tanzania was so bad I     don't understand why you would want to go back there."
          "It wasn't Tanzania" she said quietly.

          "I thought...I thought you said you were living in     Tanzania."
          "I was. I am. But when I first moved to Africa I was     living in the Congo."

          Eric went completely quiet and waited for her to continue.     Despite his absolute hunger for knowledge, he wouldn't rush her. If they were     going to figure out what was next for them and for Jack she needed to know she     could trust him.

          "I moved to Geneva when I....when I left." Her     voice remained quiet and he found himself leaning forward to make sure he heard     her. "I had an offer of a fellowship. I was just finishing up the first     year when Jack was born. He was big - just over eight pounds." She smiled
     at the memory. "But just before I went off on maternity leave, I was     offered a position with an NGO in southern Congo to help establish a hospital     in a village. They had nurses but no doctors and the hospital in Geneva thought
     I would be the right fit. They assured me that it was a good environment for a     baby - the village had lots of children and was very family oriented and so I     went."
          Eric tried to quiet the small echoes of resentment growing
     inside him. He knew it was petty to be jealous of her pursuing a dream they had     shared but he was. Exhaling slowly, he silently urged her to carry on.
          "The village was great" she told him. "It was
     isolated and lacking in many modern conveniences but it was a happy place. The     nurses were eager to learn and we worked at setting up a hospital. I delivered     a lot of babies in the first two months" she laughed lightly.
          Eric laughed as well. Obstetrics had been her least favorite
     rotation and she had always sworn she would never go back.
          "I actually got quite good at it" she admitted.     "Jack settled in really well and the other children loved him. There was
     always a line up of young girls who wanted to play with the baby. He didn't     lack for attention or love."
          Her tone was one of assurance as though she wanted him to be     sure Jack was wanted and she had loved him. She needn't have worried, he had
     never truly doubted that.
          "But the third month there it all.....it all came     crashing to an end." As her hands started to shake, she pulled nervously     on her fingers. Her tongue darted from her mouth and swiped at her suddenly dry
     lips.
          Eric got to his feet and headed to the kitchen. He returned     with a glass of water and handed it to her. She thirstily gulped it down before     setting it on the table.
          She couldn't quite meet his eyes as she struggled to find
     the words. "It....it was late" she said softly. "Everyone was     asleep when I heard this blood curdling scream. I woke up and looked out the     window of my little house but couldn't see anything. And then there seemed to
     be this burst of light. There were.....soldiers standing in the village. They     were calling people out of their homes and when people wouldn't come out they     would break down the doors and drag the men outside."

          Eric found he was holding his breath as she spoke, his mind     already racing ahead to a hundred horrific possibilities.
          "They were..." her voice trailed off and as she     shivered, she pulled her legs closer to her chest. "They were randomly
     attacking them with machetes. The screams were horrible" she whispered.     "And then they started attacking the women." She brought her head to     rest on her knees as she clenched her eyes shut.

          "Nathalie," he called to her urgently. He moved     closer to her on the couch and gently touched her shoulder. "Were     you.....were you...."
          He could not bring himself to even say the words. A knot was
     forming in the pit of his stomach.
          Lifting her head slightly, she gave a small shake.     "No."
          Unable to stop himself, he cupped her face with his hands     and pressed a long, lingering kiss to her forehead. "Thank god," he
     whispered.
          "They found my house though and they dragged me outside     with the rest of the villagers - my friends. And they found out that I was a     doctor." The tears continued to fall and she could do little to stop them.

          "And so for sport, really, they started hacking at     people with the machetes and making me run from person to person and try and     fix them. There was so much blood" she whispered. "And I couldn't
     stop it."
          "Oh Nat," he sighed.
          On his worst day as a surgeon he could not imagine facing     something like that. She was shivering uncontrollably and he pulled the throw     from the arm of the couch and wrapped it around her shoulders.

          "Then....then they set fire to all the houses. I was so     busy trying to bandage people and...and stop the bleeding" she rasped,     "that I didn't even think about my house. People were dying and I was
     frantic trying to save them. And then..."
          Reaching to the table she picked up the glass and drank the     remaining water. "And then I heard a scream - a baby's scream. I don't     think it was Jack but I stopped what I was doing and I looked over in the
     direction of my house and it was in flames." The last few words dropped     from her mouth like the weight of them was more than could be borne.
          Eric moved to comfort her but she shook her head.

          "I...I ran into the house. There were flames licking at     the doorway to his room but I had...I had to get him and so I ran through and     grabbed him from his crib. I was running towards the front door when the house
     kind of groaned." She pulled at the cuff of her jeans again, twisting a     stray thread around her finger.
          "The roof?" he asked.
          Nathalie nodded. "A beam holding up the roof broke and
     fell on top of me. I'm not even sure how I got out," she said quietly. "All     I know is I got a few feet from the house and collapsed. The next thing I knew     it was a week later and I was in the hospital in Tanzania."
          "Nat, I don't....I'm not sure what to say."

          She shook her head. "There is nothing to say. All but     six people died that night. I was in the hospital for about three weeks and     then was released. Mylea, one of my nurses from the village in the Congo
     brought me home with her."
          "There's something I don't understand," he told     her carefully. "If you thought it was too dangerous for Jack why didn't     you come back to the States rather than give him up?"

          Her eyes met his and she stared for several beats. "I     didn't believe I had anything to come back to." Smiling sadly, she gave a     small shrug. "But it was more than that."
          "Like what?" he prodded gently.

          "I couldn't....I couldn't pick him up. I couldn't feed     him or change him. Every time he cried I would see things from that night and I     couldn't go near him. I loved him more than anything" she said hoarsely as
     tears streamed down her cheeks. "But I couldn't be around him." She     gasped for air.
          He rubbed his hand over his face. "Nathalie - that is     classic post-traumatic stress."
          "Maybe. All I know is I wanted to care for my son but I
     couldn't go near him. It was killing me Eric."
          He didn't realize it but several tears were streaking down     his cheeks as well.
          "I tried but after several weeks of other people
     feeding him and caring for him it became painfully obvious that I was no mother     to him - no matter if I wanted to be. So....so I called Sarah. After, after I     signed the papers transferrin guardianship to her and she left with Jack I fell
     to pieces. It was only through Mylea's persistence that I got back on my feet     at all. So you see, it's not that his pictures on your bookshelf are disturbing.     It's just...it hurts more than I can even say to see him. To know what I gave
     up" she said with a shuddering breath.
          Moving beside her, Eric closed his arms around her and     softly kissed her cheek. "I am so sorry" he whispered. He rubbed his     hand along her back trying to stem the shaking.

          "I know....I know you have questions" she said     against his shoulder. "But I don't think I can talk much more right     now."
          "That's okay," he reassured her, kissing her cheek
     again. "Just stay here and rest, okay?"
          She nodded and let herself be enveloped by his warmth. She     had no idea what was to happen next or where either of them stood at the moment     but what she did know was being in his arms was the safest she had felt in
     years.
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          The room was eerily silent as Eric looked down at her
     wrapped around him. There had been a quiet, steady stream of tears that     dampened his shirt before she drifted off to sleep, in the comfort and shelter     of his arms. He softly threaded his fingers through her hair as her head was
     tucked under his chin. He knew he had yet to feel the full weight of her     revelations and he was wrestling with what exactly they would tell Jack, how     much detail would they give him. He knew his son and knew his brain was already
     filled with hundreds of questions. What could they tell him that would satisfy     him without traumatizing him?
          "My poor Nat," he whispered as he looked down at     her sleeping form.
          He understood now and it was both a relief and a burden to
     him. Relief at knowing that giving up Jack had been the result of an     extraordinary pressure. It was not that he had really doubted it - the woman he     had loved for all those years would not give up their child so easily. The
     problem was as the years passed he had no way of knowing if she was still the     woman he had loved with all his heart. But the relief was short lived for him.     The idea that she lived through what she did and he had not been able to help     her weighed heavily on him.

          She shifted against him, her legs tangling through his and     her arm sliding around his waist. He swallowed down a groan as his body reacted     to her change of position. The way she felt against him, the feel of her
     fingertips resting lightly against his waist were all so achingly familiar. It     drove home how much he had missed her and how he craved the connection he had     with her, one he had not found with any other woman.
          He traced his fingertips along her back and against the
     small patch of skin where her jeans and t- shirt didn't quite meet. Her skin was     still soft to the touch and before he realized it he had slipped his hand under     her shirt, stroking her back. She snuggled it further against him and his body
     responded.
          With a small moan she pried open her eyes and tiredly lifted     her head. Blinking in adjustment to the lights, she gave a small start when she     didn't recognize where she was. The familiar touch on her skin clued her in
     quickly.
          "You're okay" he told her softly.
          Meeting his eyes, she smiled tiredly. "I fell asleep on     you."
          "You exhausted yourself," he replied.

          Glancing downwards and seeing the tangle of their limbs and     the intimate way she was pressed to him, her cheeks burned hotly with     embarrassment. "I am so sorry" she said quickly, the words tumbling     from her mouth. "I didn't...I didn't realize I had literally fallen asleep
     on you."
          As she tried to roll off of him, he gently held her in     place. "I'm not complaining."
          He continued to move his hand in tiny, comforting circles on
     her back as he stared at her. "It seemed like you were having a peaceful     sleep" he observed.
          The corners of her mouth turned upwards into a shy smile,     both her hands resting on his chest. "I was. First one in a while. I guess
     it's...." Her voice trailed off.
          "You guess it's what?" he prodded curiously.
          She dropped her gaze, her cheeks reddening. "I     guess...I feel safe here. With you."

          The admission stirred something inside him unexpectedly. He     slid his finger under her chin. "Look at me" he demanded softly when     she still would not raise her eyes.
          Slowly, almost painfully, she lifted her eyes. Her breathing
     was shallow as they continued to stare at each other and then with infinite     tenderness he closed his mouth over hers, their breath mingling.
          He reluctantly let go and traced his thumb along her bottom
     lip. "I have missed you" he whispered. It was as full an admission as     he was capable of making at the moment.
          "Oh Eric" she sighed her hand darting underneath     his t-shirt, grazing the bare skin of his stomach.

          If he were being sensible, he would disentangle himself from     her and move from the couch. If he were being sensible he would suggest they go     back to the hospital or talk further. If he were being sensible he would     recognize how incredibly dangerous it was for both of them to give in to any
     passion. But he did not want to be sensible. He wanted to get lost in her, he     wanted to feel once more the way only she could make him feel.
          Dipping his head again he caught her lips with his own and
     gently rolled her on to her back. His hands roved underneath her shirt,     reacquainting themselves with her body. She moaned as he teased the curve of     her breasts. She whispered tiny kisses along his neck before bringing her mouth
     to the hollow of his neck and sucking softly on the delicate skin.
          Eric threw his head back and moaned loudly. Even after all     these years she knew exactly how to touch him and where to set his nerve     endings on fire. He pressed into her, his arousal clearly evident. His finger
     curled around the hem of her shirt and tugged it upwards over her head. Letting     it drop to the floor, he turned his attention back to her and stared longingly     at her.
          She was thinner than when she had left, almost too thin. Her
     golden skin had a dusting of freckles along her shoulders and her neckline and     her small, pert breasts stood at attention.
          Nathalie sank back into the couch and shyly brought an arm     across her chest. Eric looked at her in confusion, unsure of her posture. Shy     had never been an adjective to describe Nathalie, in or out of bed. It had been     her strong passion for everything she did that had been one of the reasons he     was attracted to her.

          "Nat?" he queried. "Do you want me to     stop?"
          She shook her head in denial and smiled nervously. "No.     It's not that. I want, no - need you to touch me. To make feel whole     again," she whispered. "It's just...it's been a long time since
     you've seen me-"
          He tenderly pulled her arm to the side and smiled at her.     "You are still the most beautiful woman I know" he said huskily,     cupping a breast with his hand. "I love your body."

          It was the confirmation that she needed. Throwing her arms     around his neck and threading her fingers through his hair, she kissed him     hungrily as she pressed herself further against his hands. She slung her leg
     over his hip as their caution gave way to passion.
          His hands slid over her behind and as he unsteadily got to     his feet, she wrapped her legs around his hips as he carried her down the hall     to the bedroom. They kissed until the need for oxygen broke them apart.
     Breathless, he deposited her on the bed and she kneeled up, pulling impatiently     at his shirt. Smiling at her eagerness, he reached behind him and slipped it     over his head, tossing it to the side. Her hands fervently ran over his broad
     chest as she placed a series of small kisses along his smooth skin. He gasped as     she closed her mouth over a nipple and worked it with her tongue.
          Stepping away from her he quickly undid his pants and let
     them drop to the floor; his boxers followed suit and he stood naked before her,     her affect on him clearly evident. Nathalie felt herself wet at the sight of     his long, lean body. He was more muscular than he had been when they were     together and as she drank in the broadness of shoulders down to the narrowness
     of his hips she was reminded that she had never wanted anyone the way she wanted     him.
          "Eric" she rasped extending her hand to him.
          "Are you sure?" Thinking clearly was an Olympic
     effort at this particular moment but he wanted - needed - to be sure that he     wasn't taking advantage of her.
          "Very" she answered raggedly, her own desire     threatening to consume her. She moved her hands to unzip her jeans but he shook
     his head.
          "Let me," he told her as he crawled towards her.
          She melted back against the pillows as his fingers curled     around her waistband and made quick work of her zipper. Slowly, languorously he
     peeled them from her body, his lips following the trail down her legs where her     jeans had just been. As her jeans landed on the floor and he pulled her panties     away and added them to the pile, she swallowed thickly. He kissed his way back
     up the length of her legs before settling at the apex. His finger traced the     outline of her sex while his tongue curled around the sensitive bundle of     nerves.
          Every cell in her body had come to life and she found it
     difficult to imagine how she managed to go for so long without feeling this     way.
          "Please Eric," she panted. "Don't make me     wait."
          Pulling himself up alongside her, he cupped her cheek with
     his hand and kissed her passionately. Rolling over to the other side of the     bed, he reached inside the night stand and retrieved a condom. She peppered his     shoulder and chest with kisses as he sheathed himself.
          Their eyes locked on each other as he eased himself on top
     of her. He covered her neck and shoulder with urgent, needful kisses as his     erection trailed along her inner thigh. She spread her legs and bit down on her     lip as he entered her. They both moaned loudly from the contact.

          Unable to hold back any longer, overcome with desire, he     thrust inside her. Her hands flew to his hair and she could feel his pulse     pounding in his throat as she covered his neck with kisses.
          "Eric," she cried.
          Eric found her mouth, his tongue thrusting inside in rhythm     with their movements. As they built towards their climax they were a tangle of     limbs and their cries of pleasure filled the air. The years apart had done
     little to dampen their need for each other, if anything it heightened it.
          Nathalie shuddered, crying out his name as a wave of     pleasure crested over her. Eric followed her over the edge before collapsing
     breathless and exhausted against her. She wrapped her arms around him and held     him tightly to her, not quite ready to let him go just yet.
          #
          As Eric slept soundly beside her, Nathalie quietly pushed     back the covers and swung her feet to the floor. Bending down, she picked up
     his t-shirt and held it to her nose, inhaling his familiar scent before pulling     it over her head. Crossing the room she sat down on the overstuffed chair and     tucking her legs underneath her, watched him sleep.

          Her feelings for him had not changed since she left Chicago     on the rainy, spring day almost eight years earlier. He possessed her in a way     that no other person had before or since. And she trusted him with her whole
     heart, a difficult feat for her under any circumstance but more so after the     night the village was destroyed. They had made a baby together and that     realization left her breathless with both love and remorse.
          Her thoughts turned to Jack. The sound of his voice calling
     her 'Mom' echoed loudly in her ears and there was a part of her that wanted to     run to the hospital and scoop him up in her arms and hug the stuffing out of     him. But that wasn't who she was to him. Despite having given birth and risked
     her own life to save him, she was a stranger to him. Her sister was the only mother     figure he really knew. There was a strong temptation to run from this reality.
          Eric's hand swept across the bed and when it met nothing but
     open space he sat up in a panic as his eyes darted around the darkened room.
          "I'm right here" she called softly to him.
          Looking over to the chair his shoulders sagged in relief.     "Are you okay?"

          She nodded. "I am. I was just thinking. And watching     you sleep," she added with a smile.
          Eric gave her a cautious look as he lifted the covers.     Reaching to the floor, he grabbed his jeans and pulled them on before sitting
     down across from her on the end of the bed. "What were you thinking     about?"
          "That I still love you" she told him unashamedly.     "I...I know you can't love me and I'm not asking you to say anything but I
     am still completely in love with you." Her green eyes shone in the     moonlight room.
          Leaning forward he reached for her hand and curled his     fingers through hers.
          "I wish you had called me. If you had called I would
     have come."
          She fought her instinct to pull her hand away from his. It     was easy to be defensive but she understood that she had to let him tell her     how he all of it had affected him.

          "Don't you think I wanted to?" she asked softly.
          "I have no idea Nat," he answered truthfully.     "All I know is if you had called I would have come."
          Taking a deep breath she tried to calm her instinct for
     flight. "Giving you up and giving Jack up were the two hardest things I     have ever done."
          "If you had called then you wouldn't have had to give     him up. I would have taken him. I would have brought him home," he told
     her emphatically. "And I wouldn't have given you up either; I would have     helped."
          Nathalie studied him carefully. It was completely normal for     people, when hearing of an inhuman situation, to think somehow they could have
     altered the outcome.
          "You would have now," she corrected him gently.     "But if you're honest I think you'll admit that you wouldn't have rushed     to my side to claim a son you didn't want."

          "That I didn't know about," he repeated.
          Nathalie pulled her hand away. "I have a lot of     responsibility for the situation we are all in," she told him tightly,
     "but I didn't get us here on my own. You had a role too. You made your     opinions very well known and you were quite clear about your inflexibility when     it came to those opinions."
          "You never gave me the chance!" he protested.
     "You never gave me the chance to step up to the plate."
          "It was never a question that you would step up to the     plate," she corrected. "It was whether or not you would hate me and     our baby as a result. God Eric! Do you have any idea what kind of fear that was
     for me? Do you?"
          "How about me? Do you have any idea what your     disappearance did to me? How I felt? I was sure you had been kidnapped or     something. You ran and I lost everything."

          Scoffing she sprang to her feet. "You? You lost     everything? Is that really a conversation you want to have with me?"
          "You gave him up," he said flatly as his anger and
     hurt roared to the surface. "You thought strangers would be better than     me. You thought giving him away was easier than telling me the truth."
          Nathalie took a step back, her green eyes blazing angrily.     "Easy? After everything I've told you, you really think there is anything
     in this that was easy? I couldn't pick him up, Eric. I couldn't even look at     him - my own son - because every time I did I saw blood and limbs and images no     person should have in their brain." Her hands trembled. "Admit it
     Eric, it's your ego that's hurt. That I believed you to be who you said you     were and therefore uninterested in being a parent is what is pissing you     off."
          "Don't you dare make this about my ego!" he
     bellowed, jumping up. "You dismissed my feelings then and you're doing it     now. I never got the chance to see my son born - you took that from me."
          "You missed four months" she told him. "I
     have missed almost eight years. You are living here with a successful career,     your best friend close by and your son while I am living in a hell that you     cannot conceive of. I lost everything Eric - EVERYTHING!"
          "So did I!"

          "You have Jack!" she shouted.
          "But I lost you! You - YOU were my everything! And you     left!"
          "I HAD NO CHOICE!"
          "You had EVERY choice but you got scared and you ran.
     You didn't trust me - you didn't love me enough!"
          "I left because I loved you!" she countered as she     paced angrily.
          "That's bullshit"

          "Fine!" she replied in exasperation. "Mea     culpa, mea culpa, mea maxima culpa! If you're looking for a pound of     flesh," she twisted and lifted up her shirt, showing her scar, "I've     already given it."

          Eric blew out his cheeks. "Nathalie," he sighed.
          "No" she shook her head. "Admit it Eric, you     hate me. And this," she pointed to the rumpled sheets on the bed,     "was just a chance for you to complete the exorcism. You laid your ghost -
     well done. You're free now."
          Brushing past him she grabbed her jeans and pulled them on     before darting out of the room in search of her shoes.
          "Nathalie, where are you going?" he asked,
     regretting letting his emotions get the better of him.
          "Leaving you to your celebration! You got the whole     story and got me to admit I still love you while you having nothing but
     loathing and contempt for me. You can celebrate finally being free of me."
          "That's not true - I don't....I don't hate you."
          She gave him a look of incredulity. "Yes you do. You
     just don't have the guts to admit it."
          Everything became a blur before her eyes as the pain in her     head blinded her. The alkaline taste in her mouth was familiar and gripping her     head she stumbled forward trying to find the door.

          "Nathalie!" Eric called to her as she swayed.
          Her entire body quaked as the violent seizure took hold and     she crumpled to the floor.
          "NAT!"
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          Horrified, Eric stood frozen in his spot for just a minute
     as Nathalie writhed on the floor in the grips of major seizure before he rushed     to her side. Dropping to his knees, he carefully rolled her on to her side     while he cradled her head in his lap. He brushed her hair from her face as her     body spasmed and shook violently.

          "Nathalie!" he cried urgently.
          The seizure had no sooner stopped then another one started.     Her muscles were coiled and rigid as she continued to shake. Reaching into his     pocket he fished out his cell phone and called 9-1-1. He barked orders into the
     phone before snapping it shut. His heart twisted as she contracted and trembled     before finally subsiding in a heap.
          Reluctantly leaving her, he sprinted to the couch and
     grabbed the blanket that had been wrapped around her while she had been wrapped     around him only a few short hours ago. Having covered her to ward off the     chill, he gently rubbed her arm as he waited for the ambulance.
          "I don't hate you," he said, his voice shaking.
     "I don't - I could never. I don't want you thinking that."
          She was unresponsive to his touch. Years of medical training     were of little use in keeping him calm. His heart thundered loudly inside his
     chest. He had never felt more useless than he did right at this moment.
          He rushed to his feet as the paramedics pounded on the door.     Giving them the quick facts of her condition and then stood out of the way as
     they started to work. Panic crept up inside him as she failed to react to any     of the stimuli they tried. Tears formed in his eyes at the realization that her     last conscious thought was that he loathed her, that she believed he took her     to bed only to exact some kind of misguided revenged pained him in a way he was
     unprepared for. He directed them to take her to Manhattan General and followed     them down in the elevator.
          Sitting beside her in the ambulance, he curled his fingers
     through hers and bringing her hand to his mouth, dropped a soft kiss on it.     "I don't hate you," he repeated, whispering. "You...you m-matter     very much to me."
          As the ambulance sped through the busy Manhattan streets, he
     continued to grip her hand hoping that they weren't too late.
          #
          Andrew and Sarah walked in silence to his office. As the     door opened, Jack looked up expectantly. Seeing his aunt, he put down his book     and ran to her, throwing his arms around her waist. She hugged him tightly in
     response.
          "I bet you have a ton of questions," she remarked     softly.
          He nodded in response without letting go of her.
          Children had never been part of the plan for her. Ambitious
     and driven to succeed, she had always been singularly focused on her career.     She had little time for relationships or dating of any kind and that was just     how she liked it; things were both safer and easier if you didn't have to let
     anyone in. When Nathalie had called and told her that she was no longer able to     care for Jack, she had supported her decision to place him for adoption.
          Prior to flying to Tanzania, she had contacted several
     agencies to find out what the best options were. Once with Nathalie they had     spoken long into the night on more than one occasion as to whether or not this     was the right decision. Nathalie had been paralyzed by fear and gripped by
     nightmares, whether awake or asleep. It had not taken Sarah long to agree with     her sister's decision. However, she had not been prepared on the long journey     home to actually fall in love with Jack. He was a smiling, happy baby and by     the time the plane had touched down in New York she was less sure of her
     sister's decision. She had truly believed all Nathalie would need was a little     time and she would change her mind.
          And so against her better instincts and flying in the face     of the tightly constructed world she had built for herself, she had decided to
     keep him until Nathalie was ready to take him back.
          But the anguished, regretful phone call never came and     before Sarah realized it, she was too attached to the little boy to let him go.
     But no selfish deed goes unpunished and as she felt him hugging her, the price     for her choice was painfully clear.
          "Why don't you pack up your bag and we can go home and     talk about it?"
          Pulling back slightly, Jack looked from his aunt to Andrew
     and back again. "I wanna stay here," he told her quietly. "Can     we?"
          Andrew nodded. "Sure you can - you guys can stay in my     office as long as you'd like. I'll just head to the lounge."

          "No!" Jack replied quickly. Seeing the look of     surprise on both adults' faces, he chewed on his bottom lip. "I want Drew     to stay too. Can he?"
          Sarah looked to Andrew and shrugged. Despite his assurances
     of support, this really wasn't a conversation she wanted to have in front of     him. She was fiercely private about so many things, including her relationship     with Jack and it was enormously difficult for her now at the most trying
     moment, to lay herself and her choices bare in front of another person,     especially Andrew.
          "Of course he can." Her smile belying her anxiety.     Taking his hand in hers she led him to the couch and sitting down beside him,
     draped her arm around his shoulder. "Are you okay Jack?"
          He nodded, resting his head against her shoulder.     "Where is my Mom?" he asked quietly.
          Inhaling quietly Sarah stroked his hair. "She's talking
     with Eric."
          "She ran away from me" he said.
          The hurt in his voice was unmistakable and she winced. Sarah     was at a loss for words. It was not that she hadn't imagined a hundred
     conversations with him about his mother but in all the scenarios she had run     through her mind, this had never been one of them.
          Sitting in his chair, Andrew leaned forward and put his hand
     on Jack's knee. "Jack, your mom isn't feeling very well these days."
          "Is she going to d-die?" he asked, his eyes wide     with worry.
          "No she isn't. She needs an operation to make her     better. She wasn't running away from you bud, she was just really
     confused."
          The young boy pulled on his bottom lip as he mulled what     Andrew had told him. Turning, he looked to his aunt. "Is that true Aunt     Sarah?"
          Smiling gamely, she nodded. "Yes Jack. Nathalie came     here because she needs an operation"
          "Not to see me?"
          Swiping at the tears that had appeared in the corners of his     eyes, Sarah kissed him on the top of his head. "We wanted her to be well     before she saw you and that's why you were a surprise to her."
          It wasn't the most direct answer she could have given but     she was not yet ready to explain why his mother had given him up in the first
     place. She wasn't even sure she could.
          "Oh." Falling silent, he reached for his backpack     and pulling it to his lap, hugged it.
          Still shaken by her sister's rejection Sarah felt, for the
     first time, completely out of her depth. Unsure of what to say, she looked     briefly at Andrew before dropping her eyes to her lap.
          "Little man?" Andrew asked.
          "Yeah?"

          "Do you have other questions?"
          He chewed on his finger.
          Sensing his tentativeness, Andrew patted his leg. "You     can ask anything you want to."
          He looked at him and took a deep breath. "Does my Mom
     love me?"
          Andrew felt his own eyes well with tears as demons from his     past danced in his head. "She does."
          Pulled from her own thoughts, Sarah tightened her arm around
     his shoulder. "She really does - very much Jackie. And when she's feeling     better she'll-"
          He interrupted her. "And when she's feeling better,     we'll take you to see her."

          "Okay," he nodded, looking up at his aunt.     "Aunt Sarah, I'm tired, can we go home now?"
          "Of course we can Jack. And if you have more questions,     you can ask me."
          Sliding off the couch, he pulled his backpack over his
     shoulders and shrugged. "I'm okay for now," he said.
          Both Sarah and Andrew recognized that far from being     satisfied with the answers he received, Jack was simply letting them off the
     hook.
          #
          Andrew had returned to his charting when his beeper vibrated     loudly. Picking it up, he exhaled as he saw the message. Slinging his     stethoscope around his neck, he sprinted down the hallway to the elevators and
     then down to the ER. He paced impatiently as he waited for the ambulance to     arrive. As was his habit, he tried to visualize the tumor and how he was going     to attack it. He knew there would be no time to waste once she got here.

          The doors flew open as the paramedics guided the gurney     through. They gave him the bullet on her condition while he performed a quick     exam of her vital signs. It did not escape his notice that the t-shirt she was     wearing looked an awful lot like the one his best friend had been wearing when
     he left the hospital. He looked up at Eric.
          "What happened?"
          Eric was pale and drawn and could barely take his eyes from     Nathalie. "We....we...we fought - we argued and she had a seizure - no -
     two seizures and then another one in the ambulance."
          He nodded. "Okay. I'm going to take her up to surgery     now. You need to talk to Sarah. And Jack," he added.

          "I....I want to observe," he announced suddenly.
          Andrew shook his head. "Not a chance. This is a     delicate enough operation, I don't need an audience. You need to talk to Sarah     and Jack and you need to let me do what you know I can do."

          "She thinks I hate her," he whispered.
          "Then let me fix her," he replied impatiently,     "and you can tell her that you don't."

          "Okay" he nodded as the gurney headed toward the     elevator. "Drew!" he called urgently.
          Pausing, he turned around. "Yeah?"
          "Be brilliant"

          A small smile tugged at the corners of Andrew's mouth.     "Count on it."
          As the elevator doors closed Eric slumped against a pillar     and dropped his head back. Waiting had never been his strong suit and with a
     long night ahead, he wasn't sure what he was going to do but he knew he had to     get out of the hospital. Thrusting open the doors, he disappeared in to the     late evening.
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          Thwap. Thwap. Thwap.
          Eric's feet hit the pavement in a slow and steady rhythm. He     glanced at his watch. 2:13 a.m. Nathalie had been in surgery for three hours
     already with probably another three to go. His cheek still burned from where     Sarah had slapped him. He had stopped by the apartment to tell her about     Nathalie and to, hopefully, see Jack. Jack was already in bed and when he had
     told her that her sister had collapsed after they argued she slapped him. She     had told him that if anything happened to Nathalie she would never forgive him.     They both knew that he wasn't responsible for her condition but she needed
     someone to blame and he was feeling guilty enough to let her. He had left her,     tearful and angry, and returned to the hospital where he paced the floor. The     hospital had always been the one safe place where he could hide, the place     where he always knew who he was and what he was doing. But not this night. This
     night, the walls of the hospital felt like they were closing in on him. The     place that had offered him sanctuary for so many years now felt like it was     rejecting him. The only solution was to run.

          Thwap. Thwap. Thwap.
          He could still feel the way her hand curled around his wrist     as she had dragged him to the locker room to change his shirt the first day     they met. All the new interns had been milling in the hallway waiting for their
     attending except for her. Nathalie bounded down the corridor with a friend,     laughing and smiling, her green eyes dancing. He had heard her laugh and looked     up from his notebook. It was so free and easy and he was instantly envious and
     intrigued. She had been distracted and bumping into him had spilled her coffee     down the front of his new, white Brooks Brothers shirt. Her cheeks had reddened     in embarrassment and with an apologetic smile, she had wrapped her hand around
     his wrist and pulled him to the locker room. As she introduced herself, she had     quickly undone the buttons of his shirt, pulled it from his shoulders and     handed him a scrub top to wear. She stuffed his shirt in her locker with a     promise to have it dry cleaned and return it to him. They were back in the
     hallway and he had had yet to speak a word. It hadn't mattered, he was already     falling for her. He had resisted falling in love for so long because he had     been so sure he had nothing to offer. His friends always teased him that when
     he finally did fall, he would fall hard. And he did. He had fallen like a ton     of bricks. It was just that no one had told him the landing would be so soft.
          Thwap. Thwap. Thwap.
          He looked at his watch again. 3:26 a.m. She was more than
     half way through. She was the toughest person he had ever met. Others in her     life called her invincible but to him that implied there was no weakness.     Nathalie had weaknesses, she had moments where life seemed on the verge of
     overwhelming her but she was too tough to give in. He had seen her put one foot     in front of the other when almost anyone else would have fallen. And if     anything, the last 12 hours had proven to him that she had not changed. She was
     also fiercely loyal to those she loved and he had been on the receiving end of     it more than once. Dinners with his family were difficult, stilted affairs and     his father had never let the presence of a guest get in the way of his     enumeration of Eric's failings. She would ride to his defense as he sat
     silently accepting the dressing down. She would always meet his father's list     with one of her own and had no reticence in telling him all that he was missing     out on by ignoring his son's accomplishments. And when that didn't work she had
     told his father that no one is promised a tomorrow and that he should be     ashamed of himself for letting his son believe he wasn't loved. She had told     him the only reason she was able to accept her parents' death with any grace at
     all was because they had never let an opportunity pass to tell her that she was     loved. Nathalie had put that into practice with him as well. It was never easy     for him to say the words, they had always seemed to tangle his tongue but she     said it - often and easily. When he finally was able to tell her that he loved
     her he felt like the world had suddenly turned on in color where it had only     been black and white. He believed he could do anything - be anything - because     she loved him. She was tough, she was smart, she was beautiful and she was a
     challenge. He was a goner.
          Thwap. Thwap. Thwap.
          The first time they had sex had been a revelation to him.     They had been sitting on his couch and he had, much to his own surprise, been
     revealing more about himself to her than he had to anyone else, except Andrew.     He had shied away from intense or emotional conversations fearing he lacked the     vocabulary but slowly by offering him safety, Nathalie had teased it out of     him. It had unleashed a torrent in him, giving him the courage to ask for what
     he wanted and to realize he was worthy of the good things in life. She was one     of the good things. The memory of the first touch of her silky skin still sent     shivers down his spine. They had taken their time, exploring each other's
     bodies and honoring each other. Sitting facing each other, they had been     kissing as if they could not taste enough until he pulled back. He had looked     into her eyes and in a flash had seen everything he had been looking for but
     refused to admit he needed. He had seen love and he had seen security and in     that moment he knew that he could never let her go. For the first time he had     trusted his heart to another person and believed she would keep it safe. Once
     he accepted that, the world had opened itself in ways he had never dreamed     possible. He had wanted a lifetime of moments like that. And when it was gone,     it had been as though the ground beneath him had disappeared. The pain of     losing her was greater than any pain he had ever known.

          Thwap. Thwap. Thwap.
          The sweat poured down his back and stung as it ran into his     eyes. 4:47 a.m. He had been running for two and a half hours. He could feel her     hand inside his. Hers was so small that it disappeared anytime he took it. He
     loved her hands. They were soft and delicate and they were also the place where     her compassion could be felt. A touch from Nathalie could soothe him in a way     few other things could. Her eyes were where her love could be seen. Big, shiny
     pools that reminded him that there would always be shelter for him. He wondered     if he gave her the same looks, the same comforts. He suspected he did but     didn't know for sure. Andrew had asked him, shortly after her return, if he was
     still in love with her. He admitted he didn't know and the question had plagued     him ever since. Was there a path to forgiveness for him? Could he honestly     still love her after everything that happened? After holding her again, after     hearing what she survived, after seeing her in their son every day and after
     making love to her - because regardless of trying to pretend it was anything     else, they did indeed make love - the only answer was yes. Yes, he was still in     love with her. Loving her was as natural to him as breathing. Whatever happened
     from here on out would not change how he felt. He would love Nathalie for the     rest of his life.
          Beep. Beep. Beep.
          5:13 a.m.
          It was over.
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          Eric found himself standing outside her room for the last
     five minutes, his hand curled around the handle. It wasn't that he didn't want     to go inside, he did. He just wasn't sure she would want him to be there.     Andrew had phoned him to let him know how the surgery had gone and that she was
     back from the recovery room. He had showered and changed and headed straight to     the hospital.
          Taking a deep breath, he pulled open the door and stepped     inside. He was not surprised to see Sarah sitting beside her bed. She looked up
     at him and smiled apologetically.
          "That's a pretty fine right hook you have," he     teased lightly.
          She rubbed her hand over her face. "I'm sorry."
          "No worries okay? Who, um, who's with Jack?"

          "I dropped him at Linda's, she'll get him off to     school. I told him I had a work thing."
          "We have to stop lying to him" he said pointedly.

          "And we will. Just as soon as Nathalie is out of the     woods."
          "How is he doing?"
          "Scared, confused. Seven." she smiled softly.
          "I don't think seven year olds have the lock on those
     emotions." Eric said softly as his gaze roamed Natalie's form in the     hospital bed.
          Turning back to her sister, Sarah picked up her hand and     held it. "She looks really pale, don't you think?"

          He nodded. "But not unexpectedly so. Her color will     come back as she gets stronger."
          "Drew...Drew said he got it all."
          "Drew is one of the best surgeons I've ever seen,"
     he remarked. "Of course if you tell him that, I'll deny every word."
          Nathalie groaned and her hands twitched. "Jack"     she called out hoarsely. "I...have...have to get to Jack."

          Getting to her feet, Sarah rubbed her hand reassuringly.     "Jack is okay Natty. He's okay."
          Her eyelids fluttered and she slowly opened them, blinking     several times as she tried to free her mind of the thickly layered cobwebs.

          "S...Sarah?" she asked, fully opening her eyes.
          "Hi there," she greeted her, tearing up. "How     do you feel?"
          "T-tired."

          "Then you should rest," she encouraged. "Do     you know where you are?"
          Nathalie gave a slight nod. "H-hospital?"
          "Yes."
          "I'm going to get Drew" Eric announced, slipping
     out the door. He wanted to rush to her bedside and wrap her in his arms but he     needed to hold back.
          "Sar," Nathalie took a deep breath. "I'm     sorry"
          Sarah nodded as several stray tears trickled down her face.     "Me too Natty."
          "I...love...love you" She struggled to get the     words out as the fog from the anesthesia started to settle around her again.

          Leaning down, Sarah kissed her sister's cheek. "I love     you too baby sister."
          The door flew open and Andrew strode in with Eric trailing     behind him. Sarah stepped away from the bed, reluctantly letting go of her
     sister's hand.
          "Hey Nat," Andrew said softly. "Welcome     back."
          She smiled tiredly, her eyes heavy-lidded.     "You...drilled a hole...in my brain."

          He smiled back at her. "I did. It was kind of     fun."
          Groaning, she rolled her eyes. "Jerk."
          "Glad to see you are returning to your chipper     self." Pulling out his penlight, he leaned forward. "I just want to
     check how things are, okay?"
          He checked the reaction of her pupils before asking her to     squeeze his fingers. He talked to her about her pain level and reminded her     that she would be in and out of it over the next few days but the fuzziness
     would lift and they would have her up on her feet and walking around. When he     asked if she had any questions her gaze shifted to Eric before looking back at     him.
          "N-no" she stammered. "T-tired."

          "Okay" he said, "then close your eyes and let     the meds do their work."
          Opening her mouth to respond, she sighed instead and drifted     off to sleep. Andrew turned to Sarah and Eric and smiled hopefully.

          "She's responding really well," he said, knowing     that Eric knew as much as he did. "It's a great sign that she woke up so     soon and that she's speaking well. Her vitals are strong. She's going to be
     hazy for a few days but I have no reason to expect she won't make a full     recovery."
          "Thanks Drew" Eric said gruffly. "I knew     she...she was in good hands with you."

          Sarah reached for her purse and slipped it over her shoulder     and stood beside Andrew. "I'll walk out with you, I have to get to the     office for a bit today."
          As Eric took her spot in the bedside chair, Sarah followed
     Andrew into the hallway. It was difficult to say who was more surprised, Sarah     or Andrew, when she threw her arms around him and hugged him tightly. It was     such a spontaneous gesture and so out of character for her that he was stunned
     into silence for several seconds.
          "Thank you" she mumbled against his shoulder.     "For saving her."
          Feeling his scrub top dampen, he slid a finger underneath     her chin and tilted her head up. He brushed her tears away with his thumb
     before softly kissing her on the lips. For a whisper of a moment she gave in     before pulling away. "Drew," she began.
          "Sarah, one of these days you're going to realize I am     not the enemy." His rich brown eyes were swimming with warmth.

          "I...I c-can't do this...us," she said, stumbling     over her words. "You know that."
          He shrugged. "That's too bad then, for both of
     us." Turning on his heel, he walked away from her.
          #
          Eric watched her as she slept. It had been more than 18     hours since they had been tangled up in each other and he was awash in feelings     and memories. He wondered if she had felt as complete as he had when they were
     kissing and touching. There had been no lack of women wanting to spend time     with him and he had taken several up on their offers but none of them made him     feel as at peace as she did. Even with all the drama churning around them,
     those moments, those precious few moments where they had only concentrated on     each other and not everything else, that same sense of tranquility came over     him.
          "You're....still...here" she said hoarsely, her
     eyes opening slightly.
          Tilting forward on the chair, he nodded. "Hey there     sleepy head."
          She gave him a curious look. "You should go home."     She exhaled slowly. "You look terrible."

          He smirked. "I'm not sure you're in any position to     point fingers about looking terrible."
          "D-drew drilled...a hole...in my head. Wh-what's your     excuse?"

          "I don't want you to be alone," he told her     quietly, taking her hand in his.
          Scoffing slightly, she shook her head. "It's...it's a     little late for th-that." Taking a deep breath, she looked up at him.
     "I p-pushed everyone away. G-got what I d-deserved."
          He closed his other hand over hers and shook his head.     "No, you didn't. And it's not too late. You aren't alone Nat - you really     aren't."
          "Is Jack ok?" She asked, a light sheen of tears
     shimmering in her eyes.
          "He's fine, Nat. He wants to meet you."
          She nodded slowly. "I'd like that."
          Pausing, he took a deep breath and slowly let it go. Her
     final thoughts before collapsing still haunted him. Their argument was playing     on a continuous loop in his head and he needed her to know how he felt.
          "Listen, there is something I need to tell you."

          Gradually opening her eyes again, a tiny smile ghosted     across her lips. "You w-want your shirt back?"
          Chuckling lightly, he shook his head. "Okay, there are
     two things I need to tell you." Bringing her hand to his lips, he kissed     it.
          "I don't hate you Nathalie. I don't," he told her     emphatically. "And us...being together," he sighed, "us making     l- being intimate, it wasn't revenge or exorcism or payback. I wanted to be
     with you. You weren't the only one who needed to be whole again and you did     that for me. Touching me, kissing me, being with me - I felt whole."
          Asleep again, her breath echoed in the room. Eric smirked to
     himself before dipping down and placing a lingering kiss on her forehead.     "Sleep Nathalie," he whispered. "You aren't alone and you are loved."
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          As she reviewed the file in front of her for the tenth time,     Sarah sighed heavily. Her boss had been incredibly understanding of her sudden
     need for time off but afraid of falling behind she had been bringing files home     with her to keep up. The only problem was she was so distracted by everything     that had happened she was finding it impossible to concentrate. Pulling the
     glasses off, she tiredly rubbed her hand over her face.
          "Aunt Sarah?"
          Opening her eyes she was surprised to find Jack, dressed in     his Spider-Man pajamas, standing in front of her trailing his blanket behind
     him. A quick glance at the clock showed that it was near midnight.
          "Jack, what are you doing up? Are you feeling     sick?"
          Shaking his head, he climbed on the couch and curled up
     against her. "I couldn't sleep."
          Closing the file, she tossed it onto the coffee table before     sliding and arm around him and kissing the top of his head. "You're     thinking about your Mom, aren't you?"

          He nodded.
          She gave a small smile. Jack was very much like his mother.     Even as a child Nathalie would always take things in, mull it over and then     react to it. Sarah had been the one with the hair trigger reactions and it had
     taken her years to learn how to restrain herself. Stroking his hair, she looked     down at him. "What are you thinking about?"
          "Do you....do you think she knows it's my birthday next
     Friday?" he asked.
          "I know she does" she reassured him.
          "She never sent me any cards or stuff," he said     sadly. "How do you know she remembers?"
          Her heart cracked just a little as she tugged him closer to
     her. She had been so sure of her decision when she brought him home from     Africa. By bringing Eric into his life, she had ensured he would have contact     with a least one parent, even if Jack didn't know it was his father. But now
     she was beginning to wonder if she hadn't done more harm than good. She     wouldn't trade a single moment that she had spent with Jack for anything but     maybe, just maybe, Nathalie had been right.
          "I know because I was there with her in the hospital
     when you were born and she was so happy to meet you Jack. She held you and     cuddled you and covered you in kisses. She would never forget that day."
          He pulled at his bottom lip as he contemplated her answer.
     "Why did she stay far away helping people instead of being with me?"     he asked, looking down at his lap.
          This was the question Sarah had always dreaded. It was true     that she had seen how much Nathalie had struggled in the first few weeks after
     the fire but then she had returned home. When her sister had called and told     her that she needed to give up Jack, she had immediately returned to Tanzania     with a plan to talk her out of it. When she got there it was evident Nathalie
     was not the same person she had been - she was listless and withdrawn. Despite     Sarah's multiple attempts to draw her out, Nathalie would not expand on what     happened to her. There had never really been secrets between the two of them
     but there, in so much pain, her sister was closed off. So while she understood     Nathalie had experienced a terrible tragedy, she truly didn't know all her     reasons for giving him up and now she was expected to explain it to Jack.
          "Jack, your Mom got sick when you were really little
     and she couldn't take care of you. So she asked me to come and get you and to     take care of you until she was better." It wasn't the whole truth but she     didn't feel that Jack needed to know Nathalie's original intentions and it
     certainly was not her place to tell him.
          "But you said she was working."
          "She was," she nodded, "but she still wasn't     well enough to take care of you."

          "Is Drew making her better?" he asked nervously.
          Sarah smiled. "Yes he is and in a few days your Mom     will be strong enough to see you and I'll take you, if you want."
          "I'd like that" he told her. "Aunt
     Sarah?"
          "Yes?"
          "Even after I meet my Mom will you....will you still be     my best pal?"
          Sucking in a breath, she willed herself not to cry. Wrapping
     her arms around him she hugged him tightly and kissed the top of his head.     "You better believe it Jack. For ever and ever."
          #
          Eric slid a coffee across the desk to Andrew. They hadn't
     really had a chance to connect since Nathalie's surgery and while Eric had so     far resisted the urge to pepper him with questions or ask to see her chart he did     want to hear any details Andrew had yet to share.
          "Bribery?" Andrew asked, gratefully accepting the
     coffee.
          Eric shrugged. "More like a very weak thank you."
          "Dude, I was doing my job." Glancing at his watch,     he gave him a curious look. "You're here awfully late."

          "I was just going to swing by and see how she is."
          "She's sleeping and she's as fine as can be expected.     Why don't you go home and sleep in your bed instead of the chair in her
     room."
          Seeing Eric's look of surprise, he shook his head. "Oh     don't play innocent with me. Even if I hadn't found you there more than once,     the nurses have and you have become quite the talk of the floor. They all think
     they've figured out why you're still single and they are giddy over the return     of your great love."
          "They should spend more time doing their jobs and less     time gossiping about me," he sniffed, playing with the lid of his coffee
     cup.
          "Imagine the tizzy they'd be thrown into if they knew     you were sleeping with her."
          Eric's head shot up and he glared at his friend. "I     don't know what-"

          Andrew gazed levelly at him. "Don't even try to deny     it" he told him evenly. "She was wearing your t-shirt when she came     in. And I guess it makes me wonder what the hell you were thinking?"
          "I don't answer to you" he replied sharply.

          Andrew shrugged and took a long drink from his coffee.     "I suppose not but Eric someone needs to call you on your shit and that's     what I'm doing. You have done some stupid things in your day but sleeping with
     her has got to top the list."
          "First of all," he began angrily, "her name     is Nathalie not 'her'. Second of all, don't you dare tell me that being with     her was stupid. Because we both wanted it-"

          "Wanting it is not the issue Eric. Anyone who knows the     two of you knows that you have some kind of intense connection. When you two     are in a room together, everyone else ceases to exist. The issue is where the
     two of you are right now and quite frankly, where Jack is. That kid is having     his world turned upside down and his parents need to figure out how to coexist     and not let any of their crap land on him."
          "Are you done?"

          "Not even close. Nathalie is so incredibly fragile Eric     - you can't yank her chain for sport or to get back at her."
          "I'm not doing that!" he protested.
          "Not to mention," he continued, ignoring the
     protest, "you have been carrying the damage of her leaving for years and     to just jump back into bed is a bad idea."
          Seething, Eric slammed his fist against the desk. "You
     have no idea what you're talking about!"
          "No?" he shot back angrily. "Who cleaned up     your vomit after the three week bender you went on the last time she left? Who     would pour you into bed and listen to you beg for her to come back?" he
     paused to take a breath as Eric lowered his eyes to again focus on coffee cup.     "Besides, if everything is so peachy between you two then why were you     arguing?"
          Exhaling slowly, he slumped into his chair. "I missed
     her, okay?" he admitted. "I missed kissing her, being with her and     for just a little while I was able to forget all the crap and remember what it     was like to love someone. It may have been dumb but I won't apologize for
     it."
          "Eric, you need to be careful. There are enough land     mines around the two of you to blow up a small country. You need to look out     for yourself and for Jack."
          He sighed. "I'm trying, really Drew I am.

          "I believe you, I'm just trying to look out for all of     you. Despite what you think, I don't want Nat hurt anymore that she obviously     has been." Taking another sip of his coffee, he studied him for a moment.
     His friend was at once conflicted and peaceful, if that was even possible.     "When are you going to tell Jack that you're his Dad?"
          He shook his head. He had been so single minded before     Nathalie had come face to face with Jack and now he was not as sure. He wanted
     Jack to know - he needed to tell him - but he wanted to make sure the timing     was right for all of them.
          "I'm not sure," he finally answered. "Maybe     next week before his birthday. And I guess Nat and I need to figure out what's
     next - I mean what if she wants to go back to Tanzania? I can't...I can't lose     Jack after all these years."
          "And what about Sarah? Have either of you thought about
     what all this means for her?"
          Eric looked at his friend carefully. "I don't know     Drew, it seems like you are doing enough thinking about Sarah for all of     us."
          "Bite me" he shot back. "I mean it Eric. You
     may not have always agreed with her but she did bring you into your son's life.     And while you and Nat are celebrating being united with your son, she is going     to lose him. And you both need to be careful of that - of her. She's sacrificed
     a lot."
          Leaning back in his chair, Eric gave a small shake of his     head. "When did you become Sarah's biggest supporter, Drew?"
          Andrew's eyes clouded over. "I'm not. But that doesn't
     mean I'm cold hearted either."
          "Wow." Eric drawled slowly. "All these years,     I always thought the chill between you was dislike. I never stopped to think it     could be covering an attraction. Just how long have you been carrying a torch
     for Sarah Grant?"
          "I don't know you're talking about."
          "Have you kissed her?"
          "It's none of your business."

          "So you have kissed her! And you say it's none of my     business but you're giving me the business about my sex life.     Interesting."
          "We aren't talking about me - we are talking about you     and your incredibly dysfunctional life."

          Ignoring his protests, Eric continued. "She's not an     easy woman, Drew. She's emotionally shut off from everyone with the exception     of Jack and Nat. Are you sure you want to be the one to try to break down those
     barriers?"
          "Eric, you really have no idea what you're talking     about." Drew stated coldly.
          Seeing the subject was closed, Eric picked up his coffee and     stood up. "We aren't talking about you right now but we will. This subject
     isn't closed. I'm heading out - thanks....for taking such good care of     her."
          "I promised her I would," he answered. "Go     get some sleep okay? Nathalie's not the only one with a long road ahead of
     her."
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          They always came for her when she slept - the images, the     sounds, the sheer terror. It mattered little where she was, they always seemed     to find her and just like that horrific night years ago, she would fight for     control, fight to end it all somehow. Her arms would flail haphazardly as she
     tried to bat away the memories that threatened to swallow her whole. It wasn't     just that she remembered, it was that she re-lived it every time.
          She rolled in the bed, her eyes clenched shut as she tried
     to block the pictures from her brain. Whimpering, she called for Jack. She     always called for Jack. The moment of total panic that set in when she realized     he was trapped in her burning house never left her. The twinges and pains
     caused by the scar on her back served as a reminder of the cost of her neglect.     Struggling to free herself from the grips of the nightmare she clutched the     sheets tightly with her fingers and groaned. Feeling a hand on her shoulder she     tried to escape its grasp, not wanting to be caught. It wasn't until she heard
     her name in that familiar rich baritone that the horrors started to recede into     the darkness.
          "Nathalie!" Eric called to her, gently shaking her     shoulder.
          Her eyes flew open and for a confused moment she scurried     away from him as far as her i.v tubing would let her, rolling herself into a     small ball in her bed as she continued to whimper. Her chest heaved as she     struggled for breath.
          Cautiously, he reached for her hand and rubbed his thumb     along the palm. "Nat, you're okay" he reassured her. "It's all     right."
          Her eyes were glued to his as she gulped air. Finally     recognizing where she was, she exhaled slowly and let go of his hand.
     "Wh-what time is it?"
          "Late," he answered, still sitting on the edge of     her bed.
          "How late?" she asked.
          "About two a.m."

          With some effort she pulled herself to a sitting position     and gave him a curious look. "Wh-why are you always here at night?"
          Her voice was quiet but her gaze unwavering. She had not
     told him but on more than one occasion she had woken up briefly to find him,     generally asleep, in the chair across from her. She was confused about his     feelings and his actions and didn't see any clarity coming.
          The apples of his cheeks were tinged red.
     "Because...because Keith said you had a hard time a night." Reaching     to the nightstand, he passed her a glass of water.
          Smiling ruefully, she gratefully accepted the water and took
     a sip. "Poor Keith," she said softly. "I don't think he slept     through the night more than a couple of times when we were together."
          He tilted his head to the side. "How often do you have     them, the nightmares?"

          "Almost every night."
          "Have you ever considered seeing someone about     them?"
          "Eric, I live in Tanzania, in a village. There isn't a     surplus of shrinks to be had. Besides," she added quietly, "I'm not
     sure there is any way to get rid of the images in my head."
          "Nathalie, you're shivering."
          "It always happens, it'll pass," she told him,
     pulling the blanket tighter around her as she wrapped her arms around her     knees.
          Watching his face she could see the conflict on it. She     still knew him well enough she understood he was torn between wanting to ride     to her rescue - as impossible as that was - and letting her sort it out for
     herself. She could only imagine the dichotomy she presented to him - the woman     he had loved and the woman he no longer recognized.
          "You don't understand why I gave him up, do you?"

          He hesitated before answering. Taking her hand again, he     held it softly in his own.
          "I understand what happened to you was incredibly     traumatic but if I'm being honest..." His voice trailed off. "If I'm
     being honest," he continued, "then no, I don't really understand     it."
          "I didn't think so" she said sadly. Quiet for     several minutes, she pulled at the imaginary threads on her blanket. Swallowing
     thickly, she raised her eyes to his. "That ni-" she paused to take a     breath as the emotion threatened to overcome her." "That night, I...I     forfeited my right to be a mother - to be Jack's mother."

          "Nathalie-"
          "He nearly died because of me Eric," she said     softly, tracks of tears trickling down her face. "He nearly died."
          "You saved him!" he insisted. "And nearly
     lost your own life," he added with equal emphasis.
          She shook her head. "I was supposed to protect him,     that's what mothers do but I didn't. I...I was a doctor first and that choice     nearly killed him. That's why I had to give him up," she said
     emphatically, oblivious to the steady stream of tears. "Don't you see? I     don't deserve to be a mother."
          "Oh my god" he whispered. Moving to her side, he     gathered her in his arms, holding her tightly. "Nathalie"

          Unable to hold back the pain any longer she melted into him,     allowing her tears to rain down on his shoulder. "I was so busy trying to     save my neighbors and my f-f-friends," she cried, "that I forgot to
     save him. My first r-r-responsibility was to him and I failed him. I didn't     p-put him first."
          Her entire body shook with sobs as he held her to him. He     kissed her temple and whispered reassurances. Her pain was total as it spilled
     out of her. They lay back against the pillows and he brought her head to rest     on his chest, his fingers threading softly through her hair.
          "You didn't fail him" he told her quietly.
     "Nathalie you didn't. You saved him."
          She shook her head slightly. "I shouldn't have had to     save him though" she protested. "I left him alone Eric. I left him alone     and anything could have happened to him. They could have....they could have
     done to him what they did to the others. There....there was so much blood. When     I....his cry sounded like screams. I would look into his crib and I would see     terrible, terrible things - limbs, mutilated bodies. I was paralyzed by it all.
     I couldn't pick him up, I was afraid he would disintegrate in my hands."     Her chest heaved again as the weight of what she had survived pressed against     her. "I was being punished and didn't deserve him."
          Eric was quiet for several minutes as he tried to take it
     all in.
          "I can't imagine being in that situation" he began     quietly. "But we have been trained in triage Nat - we've had it drilled     into our heads how to assess the situation and then prioritize.. That's what
     you did. Jack was safe when you left him and you went where you were needed     most. Your life was in danger and yet you still tried to help. That is     courageous and not something to be punished for."

          "It doesn't feel like that. It feels like I've failed     on the biggest of scales."
          "Oh babe," he sighed. "You didn't fail him -     or yourself."
          She was silent for several minutes as her breathing slowed.
     "The day I found out I was pregnant, I was amazed to discover that I was     already in love with him."
          Feeling him rubbing her back, she exhaled quietly.     "Even as much as I loved you, it was different. It was this instantaneous
     need to do whatever I had to do to protect and care for him."
          "And you did, Nat. You did protect him."
          Nathalie snuggled in closer to him, her shivering beginning
     to abate from his warmth. She could hear his heart beating and pressed her ear     closer as though the rhythm of it would steady her.
          "I'm afraid to meet Jack," she admitted.
          Still softly stroking her back, Eric pressed another kiss to
     her head. "Why?"
          "Because....because he should hate me. He should hate     me for abandoning him. How...how will I ever explain any of this to him?"

          "Do you love him Nathalie?"
          Sharply sucking in a breath, she nodded. "God Eric,     more than anything. There's a hole in my heart from missing him." And     you she thought, though not ready to repeat her admission of love.

          "Then that's why he won't hate you" he     rationalized. "Nathalie, he's going to have questions and you'll - we'll -     do our best to answer them. But he will know after a minute in your presence
     that his Mom still loves him and that will be enough to get him through the     rest. And you," he added.
          "How have you explained my absence?" she asked     softly.
          "That you loved him very much but were unable to be
     with him because you were helping people."
          Tears filled her eyes at the generosity of that statement.     "Thank you." She whispered as quickly wiped the tears away. "I     know a seven year old has a limited grasp on biology but did he question why
     his mother was gone but he was living with his father?"
          Silence enveloped them for far too long at her question.     "Eric?" she queried as she raised up to meet his gaze. The sheer pain
     on his face took her breath away. "Baby?" she asked urgently as she     framed his face with her hands.
          "Jack..um," he paused to clear his throat.     "Jack doesn't know I'm his father."

          "What?" she gasped. "Why?"
          "Oh, Nat," he whispered as he pressed his forehead     to hers. "All I ever wanted was to love you forever. How'd this get so     complicated?"

          "What's the line? Life is what happens when you make     other plans?" she smiled ruefully as she settled back against sensing that     this time he needed the comfort.
          "Sarah really was sure that you were going to come back
     in a few weeks. In the interim she wanted me to be with Jack but wanted to     protect you at the same time. In her mind, it would be in Jack's best interest     to have me in his life but in your best interest for no one to know I was his     father."

          Nathalie digested that information for several minutes as     all of the arguments she had constructed for leaving eight years ago came back     into the forefront. Did he feel trapped by being a father? Did he want an easy     way out if the commitment got to be too much?

          "And you agreed to this?" she asked evenly.
          "Yeah." He said gruffly. "I did.. But not for     the reasons you think."
          "Did you become a mind reader while I was away?"
     she asked softly.
          She had wasted so much time - and so much love- in making     wrong assumptions. She was determined not to do it again.
          "I am a brain surgeon," he said with a smile in
     his voice. "And I used to know you really well."
          "Yeah, you did."
          Nathalie had learned that people had to be willing to reveal     their secrets and tell their truths in their own time. As much as she wanted to
     know why Eric had agreed to keep Jack's paternity a secret, she needed him to     be willing to trust her to reveal the truth on his own terms.
          An intimate silence again enveloped them as she wound her
     arms around Eric's waist in a silent show of support.
          "At first," Eric's deep voice finally pierced the     silence, "I was in shock. Sarah presents this infant to me with no     warning. I had so many emotions at war when I first met him - fear, awe,
     anger."
          Nathalie's heart ached when she contrasted the joy and love     she felt the first time she met their son with his pain and betrayal.
          "Once I got used to the fact I was a father, I was
     really fearful of being a dad. You know I don't have the best relationship with     my parents. I guess...I guess I was afraid the maybe you were right to leave.     Maybe I couldn't do this." His voice trailed off at his last statement.

          Nathalie turned suddenly to meet his gaze. "Eric, I     know you will never understand why I did what I did but I need you to     understand this one thing," she stated emphatically. "My leaving was
     never, ever because I thought you wouldn't be a good dad. I knew better than     anyone the capacity for love you have." She paused to wipe away the     solitary trail of tears that had fallen from his clear blue eyes. "I knew,     if you allowed yourself, you would be an amazing dad. I just didn't
     think..."
          "That I would ever allow myself?"
          She nodded silently as she fit herself back into the warmth     of his body. They lay in the dark quietly both lost in thought of all that had
     passed between them and the possibilities of what lay ahead. Neither was quite     ready to declare their feelings for each other out loud without reservation but     they both knew they were exactly where they wanted to be.
          "I have to ask you something," Nathalie said,
     breaking the silence.
          "What?"
          "Did you...did you take me to bed for revenge or as     payback or something?"
          Sliding his thumb under her chin, he tilted her head upwards
     and softly, slowly kissed her lips. "No" he whispered. "I was     with you because I wanted to be with you. In spite of or because of everything     I wanted to be with you." He searched her eyes. "Do you believe
     me?"
          Nodding, she stole the briefest of kisses before laying her     head back on his chest. "Can I ask you one more thing?"
          "Why stop now?" he said playfully.

          "Did you really hate me when you found out about     Jack?"
          "I could never hate you, Nat," he said softly as     he pressed a kiss to her hair. "And I did try."

          "Will you stay until I fall asleep?" she asked.
          "I'll stay as long as you want me to."
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          Having just completed a short walk down the hall and back     Nathalie sank into the chair beside her bed. When she woke up she had found     Eric gone but he had placed the brown bunny in her arms to keep her company.
     She had expected to feel regret and shame for what she had admitted but instead     she felt relief. And love.
          For so many years, since giving up Jack, she had been lost.
     Unsure of who she was or what she was supposed to be doing she had thrown     herself into her work hoping against hope that things would start to fall into     place. They never did. Who she was seemed to remain just out of reach for her     and she had resigned herself to being permanently lost.

          Last night, in his arms, things started to come into focus.     Her fears remained but for the first time in a long time she believed a sense     of peace was possible. Eric had not felt sorry for her, he had not pitied her;
     rather he had encouraged her to remember the woman she had been. Her     nervousness at meeting Jack was still present but her desire to see her son     again was gaining ground on her anxiety.
          She tried to understand everything he had shared with her in
     the protective cover of the darkness. It pained her greatly that Jack did not     know his father was Eric. And yet at the same time she was overcome by love for     her sister who had sacrificed so much for her. How Sarah had handled this had
     not been what she wanted but as the song said, sometimes you don't get what you     want, you get what you need.
          And what she needed was her family. She loved Tanzania ,     loved the work she did and the friends she had made but her heart lay where it
     always had been, with Eric and with Jack. While she was under no illusions that     they would all be one big happy family immediately, she wanted to try. Second     chances came along so rarely and having one, being able to learn from the
     choices she had made, was an invaluable gift.
          Reaching behind her neck, she unlatched the locket and     opened it. Only Sarah knew what was in her locket, she had guarded its contents     as closely as she had guarded her heart. Neither action had left her fulfilled
     or comforted. It was Jack's birthday at the end of the week and as she thought     back on those moments just after he entered the world, where he squirmed on her     chest, she knew she could not let another moment pass. The time had come for
     her to stop closing herself off. It was time to take a leap of faith.
          Picking up the phone, she dialed her sister's number.
          "Sarah? It's Nat. I ...it's time for me to meet     Jack."

          #
          "You okay?" Andrew asked as Sarah emerged from her     office. "You seem pale."
          "I'm fine" she said hastily, tripping on the edge     of the rug and falling towards him. Catching her, he righted her on her feet
     but did not let go, gently wrapping his arms around her waist.
          "You don't look fine."
          "Nat wants to meet Jack," she whispered as she     averted his eyes.

          Exhaling deeply, he pulled her to him. In a testament to how     shaken up she was, she did not try to pull away. "This is the next step.     You know that," he reminded softly.
          Sarah nodded silently in agreement as she allowed Andrew's
     warmth and strength to envelop her. She found him addicting which was a large     part of the reason she fought him at every turn. Now she didn't have the     energy.
          "I know...and I am happy for both of them. It's
     just..." she trailed off.
          "Hard?" he finished for her.
          "What's going on?" Eric interrupted, not     commenting on the sight before him.
          The sound of his voice had Sarah pushing back from Andrew
     and both stepped back as though the other was white hot.
          Eric smiled to himself as he watched the awkward exchange     and cocked an eyebrow at his best friend.
          "Jack ready?" Andrew deflected.

          "Hey Jack!" he called down the hall, "let's     get a move on buddy or we're going to miss the first pitch!"
          "So, what's going on?" Eric repeated.

          "Nat wants to meet Jack, tomorrow," Sarah said     quietly, sinking into the couch.
          "That's good" Eric replied, looking at her evenly.
          "I don't know if he's ready," she answered.

          "I am ready" Jack replied, stunning the three     adults. "I wanna meet my Mom - for real this time."
          "Those are some pretty big ears you have on you little     man," Andrew drawled.

          Reaching up and touching his ears, Jack rolled his eyes at     his friend. "My ears aren't big."
          Having gathered herself, Sarah held her hand out to her     nephew. "Jack, I want you to meet your mother too but I want to make sure
     the timing is right for both of you."
          Taking her hand, he climbed on to the couch and sat down     beside her. "I don't wanna wait any longer, Aunt Sarah. It's my birthday     in four days and you always say I can have whatever I want and I want to meet
     her. I want her to wish me happy birthday. Please Aunt Sarah? I don't wanna     wait."
          Eric's eyes misted over and he walked clumsily to the chair     in the far corner and sat down. Just when he believed he could not love his son
     more, his heart expanded.
          "I know Jack," Sarah told him, pressing a kiss to     the top of his head. "I keep forgetting what a big boy you are now."

          Jack looked up at her hesitantly. "I also want my dad     to wish me happy birthday," he blurted.
          A stunned silence fell over the room. Sarah and Eric     exchanged panicked looks.
          "Little man?" Andrew asked as the only one capable
     of speech. "Do you know who your father is?"
          He nodded. "I think so," he said softly. "I     think....I think my father is Eric." Turning to look at him, he was
     confused by the tears streaming down Eric's face. "Are you my Dad?"
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          "Are you my Dad?" Jack asked, looking nervously at     Eric.
          Eric's throat seemed to close over the answer he desperately     wanted to shout. He had waiting so long to tell Jack the truth but the moment
     he could - the moment it counted - his fears and insecurities seemed to rise     again. His eyes darted nervously to Sarah, whose eyes begged him to tread carefully,     and Andrew, whose eyes begged him to tell the truth, until he finally looked at
     Jack's rich green eyes. His mother's eyes.
          Eric couldn't have lied if he wanted to. His eyes were     filled past the brim and he knew the answer was written on his face. It felt as     though the universe was holding its breath as it waited for him to say out loud
     what he had screamed with love and pride in his heart.
          "Yes," he rasped. Clearing his throat, he tried     again. "Yes Jack. I'm your Dad."
          The young boy slid down from the couch and sprinted across
     the room, launching himself into Eric's arms. His tiny arms wrapped around his     neck as he hugged his father tightly. Unable to stem the tears any longer, Eric     let them fall unabashedly as he kissed his cheek.

          "I love you Jack," he whispered.
          "Eri- um...should I call you Dad?"
          Swiping his tears away Eric flashed what he hoped was a     reassuring smile. "Do you want to Jack?"

          He paused for only a moment before nodding. "Yeah, I     do."
          "Okay."
          "Are you complicated about me?"
          Doing a double take, Eric shook his head. "What, what
     do you mean?"
          Shoving his hands in his pockets he looked over his shoulder     at Andrew and Sarah before looking back at his father. "Drew told me that     you were complicated about my Mom and I was wondering....maybe you didn't tell
     me you were my Dad because you're complicated about me?"
          Exhaling slowly, he pulled his son on to his lap. Seeing     Sarah about to speak he gave an imperceptible shake of his head. This was his
     son, he wanted to be the one to explain things to him, he wanted to start to     build - or rebuild - the trust.
          "I'm not complicated about you Jack," he began     softly. "I love you very, very much."

          "Then why didn't you tell me you're my Dad?"
          "We didn't think your Mom was going to be sick for so     long. We thought she would get better quickly and if she did that you would go     back to Africa with her. Your Aunt Sarah and I decided it would only confuse
     you if that happened."
          "Oh" he replied quietly. He pulled on his fingers     but made no attempt to get down from Eric's lap.
          "Do you....do you love my Mom?"

          "Jack!" Sarah admonished.
          "What?" he asked innocently.
          "It's okay," Eric assured him. "Your     Mom...she...." He cringed inwardly.

          He knew how he felt about Nathalie and after lying in bed     with her last night he was sure of her feelings as well. And yet to say it out     loud - to tell their son - seemed impossible. Taking a deep breath, he tried
     again. "Your Mom is very important to me" he said finally. "She     is an amazing, kind woman and she matters to me very much."
          As Jack scrunched up his face at the answer, Eric chuckled     to himself; it was the exact same look Nathalie had given him hundreds of times
     when she thought his answer was strange.
          "So you're still complicated about her?"
          Smiling, he ruffled his hair. "Yes, I'm still     complicated about her." His heart felt lighter and fuller in the last five
     minutes than it had in years. "Do you have any other questions Jack?"
          "Does this mean I live with you now?"
          Andrew winced slightly at the way Sarah gripped his hand.
     Placing his hand on her arm, he rubbed it softly as he silently tried to     telegraph his support.
          "I think," Eric began looking over at Sarah,     "that you should stay with Aunt Sarah until you meet your Mom and we all
     figure out how this is going to work. But," he carried on seeing the     protest on Jack's face, "we will do it together, you included. Does that     sound okay?"
          "Yeah." Kneeling up, he hugged Eric again. "I
     love you....Daddy."
          "Drew?" Jack called from his father's lap.
          "Yeah bud?"
          "Are you my uncle?"
          Tilting his head to the side, he gave him a curious look.
     "No Jack, I'm not. Why do you ask?"
          He shrugged. "I just thought it would be cool if we     were all one family."
          Andrew smiled at him. "We are family bud - just
     different." Looking at Sarah, he glanced back at Jack. "But we love     each other all the same."
          Not sure of what to do, Sarah got to her feet and brushed     down her skirt. "It looks like you guys missed opening pitch."

          "That's okay," Jack said. "Hanging with my     Dad is better than any Yankees game."
          Sarah swallowed thickly and walked to the bookcase,     pretending to straighten the already perfectly straight books.

          "Why don't we order a pizza and the four of us can have     dinner and watch a movie?" Andrew suggested.
          "Sure" she replied brightly. "I'll go to the
     kitchen and call."
          She scurried from the living room and headed around the     corner. Once in the kitchen, with her hands braced on the counter, she sucked     in a sharp breath and tried to swallow down her tears. She knew this was how it
     should be but she couldn't help but feel as though she was being left - again.     She clenched her eyes shut as she felt Andrew's arms slide around her waist     from behind; she stiffened.
          "We can't do this Andrew."

          "Yes, we could," he disagreed gently, without     removing his arms, "if you'd let me. But, in the meantime, you are someone     who needs a friend and I don't see a long line up of people looking to fill the
     role."
          It was a minute before she let herself relax. Once she did,     she turned in his arms and molded her body to his lean form. As much as she     fought it, it always felt right. "I don't mean to be such a bitch."
          "I know," he whispered.
          "I'm scared."
          "I know."
          Out in the living room, Jack sat tucked up next to Eric     measuring his hand against his father's.

          "Are we going to meet my Mom tomorrow?"
          "Yes. Are you excited about that?"
          "Yeah. Do you think she'll like me?"
          Eric swallowed down a lump in his throat as he nodded.
     "I know she will, Jack. She loves you."
          Leaning his head against Eric's shoulder, he sighed happily.     "This is going to be the best birthday ever."
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          Nathalie applied her lip gloss for the fourth time before
     angrily wiping it off with a tissue. As she stared into the little mirror on     her table she wondered what Jack would think when he saw her. Would he think     she looked old? Tired? Mean? Sad? She realized no amount of lip gloss would     cover the fact that she gave him up and for almost eight years he has known
     that his mother chose to be somewhere other than with him. Closing the cap on     the lip gloss she tossed it across the room in frustration.
          "You are going to exhaust yourself before he gets
     here," Andrew remarked from the doorway.
          Smiling sheepishly, she shrugged. "I can't decide if I     should allow him to see me looking terrible or if I should try and look like I     didn't just have a tumor yanked from my head."

          "First of all," he said, coming into the room,     "I did not yank the tumor from your head. I delicately removed it. Second     of all," he told her more seriously, "he is so excited to meet you
     that you could be purple with pink polka dots and he wouldn't care."
          Playing with the hem of her t-shirt, she let out a shaky     breath. Eric had phoned her last night to tell her that Jack now knew he was     his father and that he was looking forward to meeting his mother. The news had
     both thrilled her and heightened her anxiety. There were consequences to every     choice made in life and she was about to find out what hers were.
          "He was really okay last night?" she prodded.

          Andrew nodded, smiling. "He was. He stayed curled up to     Eric all night long and fought to stay awake for as long as he could."
          Seeing the worry etched on her face he pulled a chair to her
     bedside and sat down. "Nat, he is a bright, perceptive kid. Even if he     doesn't understand all the complexities of why he wasn't living with you or why     he wasn't told Eric was his father, he knows he's loved and that matters a     lot."

          "Did it matter to you?" she asked gently.
          "I'm not Jack" he replied quietly. "My     circumstances were different."
          "How was Sarah? She...she didn't seem to want to talk
     very much last night."
          "She's having a hard time Nat. She loves Jack."
          "And she feels like she's being left - a recurring     theme in my sister's life and one I've contributed to," she admitted.

          "She likes to pretend she can roll with anything but I     know....I can see how hard it is for her."
          Cocking her head to the side, Nathalie carefully studied her     friend. Though it had been years since she had seen him, there had been a time
     when she had known him inside and out. She had been one of the first to see his     perpetual bachelor ways as a defense mechanism as opposed to a real love of the     single life. There was something in the tone of his voice, in the way he spoke
     about her that turned a light bulb on.
          "Drew, are you in love with my sister?"
          He said nothing as he dropped his gaze.
          Exhaling, Nathalie rubbed her hand over her face. "You
     sure you don't want to pick someone less complicated than Sarah?" she     asked. Getting no response, she leaned forward and looked him straight in the     eye. "My sister has this really prickly exterior-"

          Andrew snorted. "Tell me about it."
          She smiled knowingly. "And most people give up trying     to get past it because it can be a lot of work but if you keep trying you'll     eventually get inside and what is inside my sister is more beautiful than you
     can imagine."
          "I know," he whispered.
          The shrill ring of his cell phone brought all further     conversation to a halt. Fishing it from his pocket, he flipped it open.

          Nathalie knew immediately that he was talking to Eric. Her     heart started to race and she could feel her palms go clammy. As he closed the     phone she looked at him expectantly.
          "They're on their way up."

          Though she was dying to see her son, she could not quell her     nervousness. "Do I...do I look okay?" she asked almost breathlessly.     "Maybe I should sit in the chair, rather than the bed? What do you
     think?"
          Andrew took her hand and squeezed it. "I think you take     a deep breath. And then another. You are fine in the bed." Leaning in, he     kissed her forehead. "It's going to be fine Nat, I promise."

          Hearing a knock at the door, she exhaled slowly.     "C-come in" she called.
          As the door swung open revealing Jack standing in between     Sarah and Eric, holding their hands, Nathalie caught her breath. Her eyes
     pricked with tears as she was reminded of just how much time had slipped by and     of how her heart recognized him instantly.
          "Jack" she whispered.
          The young boy looked from his father and then to his aunt.
     Sarah smiled at him and gave him an encouraging nod.
          "Hi," he answered shyly.
          Breathing raggedly, she stared wondrously at him. "I     have...I have m-missed you," she told him. "Very much."

          Dropping the hands he was holding he ran across the room and     climbed carefully on to the bed before throwing his arms around her neck.     Nathalie closed her arms around him and held him tightly to her.

          "My baby boy" she whispered, "you've gotten     so big"
          Pulling back slightly without letting go of her, he looked     at her with great seriousness. "I am almost eight."
          Chuckling softly, she nodded. "I know you are."
     She sighed. "I love you Jack. I have loved you from the moment I knew I     was carrying you."
          "Are you better now? Aunt Sarah and Eri-Daddy said you
     were sick."
          Her heart skipped a beat at hearing him refer to Eric as     'Daddy'. "I am getting better," she told him.
          "Did Drew fix you? He can fix anything!"
          Catching Andrew's eye, she winked. "Yes he did and yes,
     he can fix anything."
          "It's my birthday on Friday," he announced to her     as he slid from her lap and sat beside her, cross legged on the bed.
          "I know" she told him softly. "I celebrated
     your birthday every year even when I wasn't with you."
          Jack's green eyes widened in surprise. "You did?"
          Cupping the side of his face, she nodded. "I did,"
     she replied softly.
          "Did you have a cake?"
          Sarah finally found her voice and spoke. "Jack is a big     fan of cake - chocolate with strawberries. Just like you," she added.

          Nathalie dragged her thumb underneath her eye. "I     didn't have a cake but I used to go to a place called Table Mountain where I     would climb along one of the paths until I would find a quiet spot. I would     always pack a small picnic and when I found the perfect spot, I would sit down
     on my blanket and write you a letter I would put all my love out into the     universe to find you and make wishes for you."
          "Did they come true?"

          She inhaled sharply as she thought of the times she sat     there, nearly overcome with loneliness, where she would pray for forgiveness     for all that she had done and where she would ask the universe to take care of     his son and ensure he was well loved. Looking over near the door where her
     sister, Eric and Andrew were all pressed against the wall, she smiled.
          "Yes, they did. I wished for you to be loved and it's     clear to me that you are."
          "Did you really miss me?" He played with the
     corner of the blanket, not quite meeting her eyes.
          "Oh my Jack," she rasped. "Every single     day." Fingering her locket she reached around and unhooked it. Popping it
     open, she held it in the palm of her hand. "I carried you with me every     single day."
          Kneeling up the young boy peered at the tiny baby photo and     smiled. "That's me!"
          "Yes it is," she confirmed.

          Tracing his finger over the four leaf clover, he scrunched     up his face. "What's this?"
          Raising her eyes, she looked briefly at Eric and smiled before     turning her attention back to him.

          "It's a gift your Dad gave me a long time ago."
          Lifting up her arm, he crawled underneath it and curled     himself into her. "Should I...should I call you Mom?" he asked as he
     pulled on his bottom lip.
          She kissed the top of his head. "Only if you want to     Jack. You can call me Nathalie if you aren't ready to call me Mom."
          The room fell very quiet as everyone waited for his answer.
     Rubbing his fingers together, he looked up at her and smiled shyly. "I     think...I think I would like to call you Mom."
          Several tears fell as she hugged him tightly again. "I     would...I would like that very much."

          Seeing that Nathalie was beginning to tire, Eric stepped     forward. "Hey bud, I think we need to let your Mom get some rest now.     She's still recovering from her operation."
          She looked up pleadingly. "I'm okay, really." Now
     that she had him back in his arms she was almost unwilling to let him go at     all.
          Andrew chimed in. "Eric's right Nat. I don't want you     to impact your recovery by overdoing it."

          "I can come visit tomorrow, right Aunt Sarah?" he     asked.
          "Of course you can" she replied quietly.
          Jack hugged his mother again. "Last birthday when I     blew out my candles I wished for you" he told her. "And here you are.
     This year is gonna be the best birthday ever!"
          "I love you Jack"
          "I love you too Mom." He kissed her cheek before
     scrambling off the bed and heading to Sarah.
          "Sarah?" she called to her sister. "Can you     stay for a couple of minutes?"
          Eric held his hand out to Jack and then smiled at Nathalie.     "I'll come back later to visit, okay?"

          Smiling tearfully, she nodded. "I'd like that."     She waved at Jack as they left the room. As the door closed she beckoned her     sister to the bed.
          Sarah was barely within arms' reach before Nathalie had
     pulled her into a warm embrace. "You are the best sister in the     world," she whispered against her shoulder. "I can never repay what     you have done for me and for my son."
          It took Sarah a moment to give in to the embrace but she did
     and returned it with equal warmth. "You are my sister, there isn't     anything I wouldn't do for you."
          Nathalie wiped again at her eyes and smiled as she let go of
     her. "I know...I know I said some awful things to you when I found out     about Jack being here-"
          "You were in shock" she offered.
          "It was no excuse Sar. I unleashed my self-loathing on
     you and that was not fair. I know every choice you made was out of love for     me...and Jack....and it turns out you knew better than all of us what we all     needed. Thank you is inadequate but it's all I have right now."
          "Do you know what you're going to do when you're
     released? Are you staying?"
          "I'd like to. I was...I was wondering if I could come     home with you?"
          "With me?" she asked in surprise. "Not
     Eric?"
          "Eric and I aren't there yet - we may never be there.     Sarah I have missed you and I have a lot of time to make up for. I thought I     could start by spending time with you. And since your home is the only Jack     knows maybe it would be easier on all of us if he gets to know me there."     The stunned look on Sarah's face troubled her. "If you're okay with     it," she amended. "If not, I mean I'm sure I can get an apartment. I     do have some money and-"

          Her words got muffled as Sarah hugged her tightly. "I'm     more than okay with it."
          The two women held onto each other for several minutes until     Nathalie pulled back to look in her sister's eyes. "I don't know what's
     going to happen with...well, anything in my life. But you will always be a part     of my life, of Jack's life."
          Sarah nodded as she fought back tears. "I hope     so," she rasped.
          Nathalie grabbed her sister's hand. "Sarah, I am done
     running."
          "Good." Sarah smiled tentatively.
          "I hope you are, too."
          Nathalie continued on at Sarah's perplexed look. "I
     really hope you can stand still long enough to love someone, to...to let     yourself be loved."
          "I don't know what you're talking about."
          "What's going on with you and Drew?" Nathalie
     pressed gently.
          "Nothing." Sarah's response was emphatic.
          "Nothing looks a lot like something to me. Neither of     you can keep your eyes off one another when you're in the same room."

          "Please," she scoffed. "You said it yourself,     he's a total womanizer. Besides, I don't think you are one to be talking about     longing looks."
          A small blush covered her cheeks as she knew her sister
     spoke the truth. She shrugged her shoulders. "Like I said, I don't what's     going to happen with anything in my life."
          "What do you want to happen?" Sarah asked softly.
          Nathalie looked pensive. "I just want to be at
     peace."
          "Aren't we a pair?" Sarah smiled.
          "Yeah," she whispered as a slight smile tipped the     corners of her mouth as she pulled her sister back in for another hug. "We
     are that."
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          Almost two weeks after her surgery, sitting on the couch,     Nathalie could not keep the smile from her face as she watched Jack and his     three friends played Wii baseball. Having returned from the Pump and Jump for     the first part of his birthday party he told everyone he wanted to show his
     mother what a good baseball player he was. All day long he had taken every     opportunity to tell his friends, their parents and even complete strangers that     she was his mother. It was worth more than all the money in the world to her.
     Any shyness or nervousness at the sudden appearance of her in his life had     vanished almost as quickly as it had appeared. In the days since their reunion     in her hospital room they had spent as much time together as they could and
     when she had been released two days ago, no one had been more excited than Jack     to have her under the same roof.
          She had also enjoyed watching the way both Sarah and Eric     interacted with him. It was almost impossible for her to articulate how
     difficult it had been to give him up or to explain to anyone just how dark     those days had been but at the core of her decision had been the need for Jack     to be with a family who would love him as she would and who would see the
     potential in him and encourage him - all things she had been unable to do then.     It was like a balm on her broken heart to know that her precious son was loved,     completely and without condition. Even more comforting now was the knowledge he     had been with his own family all this time. Others had looked out for her and
     for him when she had been unable to do so. It was a generosity she would not     take for granted and one she would spend the rest of her life trying to repay.
          "Penny for your thoughts," Eric offered as he sat
     down beside her.
          "He's really happy," she observed, delighting in     the sound of his laughter.
          "Are you kidding? He's ecstatic - he got his birthday
     wish."
          She shook her head. "No, I mean before that. He's been     a happy kid, hasn't he?"
          He nodded. "Truly Nat. He's always been a happy, loving     kid."
          Sucking in a breath, she smiled. "I'm glad he's had
     you."
          Momentarily overcome he kissed her shoulder. "And now     he has both of us."
          Smiling gratefully, she squeezed his arm before getting up     to join Jack and Sarah playing baseball.

          "How you doing there Big Daddy?" Andrew asked     taking Nathalie's recent vacated seat.
          He smiled. "I'm good. God Drew - just look at them.     It's my...that's my family."

          Turning his head, Andrew looked at him in surprise. "So     all is forgiven?"
          Looking at his friend he gave a slight shrug. "I don't     know - I just don't know. What I do know is my life is better with her in it
     and I would rather work towards building something with her than carrying     around anger and bitterness."
          "Does she know that?" Andrew queried as he watched     Sarah out of the corner of his eye laugh unabashedly at something Jack had
     said.
          Eric shook his head. "I'm not sure what her plans     are," he admitted. "I don't think she wants to return to Africa but I     don't know."
          "And until you know you aren't going to tell her?"

          "Something like that. Drew, I want her to stay because     this is where she wants to be. Not because I asked her or she feels guilty for     leaving Jack. I need her to decide on her own with no promises of anything from
     me that staying here is better than running away."
          Turning his attention back to the baseball contest, he     watched as she scooped Jack up in her arms and hugged him tightly. "I     think Jack may not be the only one getting a wish fulfilled."

          #
          As the party wound down and the inevitable sugar crash     happened, Eric and Nathalie had tucked Jack into bed. Despite Sarah's offer to     take her home, Nathalie had not quite been ready to leave either Jack or Eric
     and as had always been their way, the two former lovers continued to gravitate     towards each other.
          Alone in the apartment, they sat on the couch looking     through photo albums of Jack. Nathalie relished the opportunity to see what she
     had missed and to share it with Eric. Turning the page, she paused over a photo     of a shirtless Eric reclined on the couch and a six month old Jack curled up     against his chest sleeping. She traced her finger along the border of the photo.

          "You both look so peaceful there," she remarked     quietly.
          "We were," he told her, smiling. "That used     to be our baseball tradition, until he actually started being interested in the
     game."
          She smiled lovingly at him. "You are an amazing     father."
          Tears gathered at her unsolicited compliment. Unable to help     himself, he threaded his fingers through her hair. "Thank you for saying
     that."
          Nathalie closed her eyes and reveled momentarily in the     warmth that coursed through her at his touch. There had been few men in the     years since she had left Chicago but even Keith had been unable to elicit the
     feelings in her that he could.
          "Mom?"
          Opening her eyes she found Jack, in his Spider-Man pajamas,     standing in front of them. Eric dropped his fingers from her hair but left his
     arm draped across her shoulder.
          "I thought you were asleep," she told him.
          He shook his head. "I can't fall asleep. Can you...can     you come lie down with me until I do?"

          "Of course I can."
          It was hard for her to describe the feelings that welled up     inside her at his request. Picking him up in her arms, she carried him down the     hall to his bedroom. Having tucked him underneath the covers, she lay down
     beside him and gathered him in her arms as she softly smoothed his hair off his     face.
          "Did you have a good birthday?" she asked,     pressing a kiss to his forehead.
          "Yeah" he nodded, fisting her shirt. "Best
     birthday ever," he added tiredly. "Mom?"
          "Yes baby?"
          "Can you tell me about the day I was born?"
          Back in Tanzania, during the nights when sleep was impossibility
     she used to dream of a reunion with him, one where he would forgive her for the     choice she made and in which she would tell him in no uncertain terms how much     he was loved. Without fail, the night before his birthday she would always
     dream of his birth and remember those moments when she saw him for the very     first time.
          Inhaling sharply, she nodded. Stroking his hair she smiled     lovingly at him. "You were born at night," she began. "It was a
     Thursday and it was eight days past the day we thought you were coming."
          "I didn't want to come out?" he asked, his green     eyes wide with anticipation.
          "You didn't seem to be in a rush," she replied
     with a grin. "I think you found it pretty comfy in my belly. And since you     didn't seem to be in a rush, your Aunt Sarah and I went out to dinner."
          "What happened?"

          She continued to run her fingers through his hair, almost in     disbelief at how much it was like his father's. "We were at the restaurant     and I got a pain in my tummy. The pain got stronger and stronger and so we     decided it was you telling me that you wanted out."

          "Did I hurt you?" he asked worriedly.
          "No, my love. It was just your way of letting me know     that it was time to go to the hospital. So Aunt Sarah got the car and drove us
     while I talked to you, asking you to just wait until we got there."
          "So now I was in a rush?" Sleepy tones were     shadowing his voice.
          Chuckling softly, she nodded. "Yes, now you were in a
     rush."
          "So what happened?"
          "We got to the hospital and they took me to the special     room for Mommies. And after two hours you came into the world. You had thick     black hair and your face was all scrunched up. You let out a small cry and they
     put you on my chest and you squirmed and squiggled until I touched your     back." Placing her hand on his back, she slowly rubbed it. "Like     this."
          "Then what did I do?" he asked, wide-eyed.

          "Then you sighed and started to go back to sleep."     She continued to rub his back and watched as his eyes fluttered closed. Within     minutes soft ruffles of his breath echoed through the room.

          Leaning in, she kissed his cheek. "I love you     Jack," she whispered. "Always."
          Having disentangled herself from his grip, she pulled his     blankets up around him and kissed him one more time before padding softly to
     the door. She stopped short as she saw Eric leaning against the doorframe. He     stepped out of the way, letting her pass, before closing the door behind her.
          "No epidural?" he asked.

          She shook her head. "There was no time. My water broke     in the restaurant and by the time we got to the hospital I was already 8     centimeters."
          "You're pretty tough," he teased.

          Laughing lightly she shook her head. "I didn't feel     very tough; it hurt like hell. Ask Sarah - there were several very bad words     that flew from lips. I think the nurses wanted to wash my mouth out with     soap."
          Taking her by the hand, he led her down the hall and back to
     the living room. Shifting uncomfortably from one foot to the other, she smiled     nervously.
          "I...I should get going, it's late."
          "You could stay," he offered without thinking.

          Arching her eyebrow, she looked at him curiously. "And     where would I sleep?"
          "With me," he replied softly.
          "Eric," she sighed. "No one understands
     better than me what an emotional day - week - this has been. It's his birthday     and the first one in which you are openly his father. You're...you're feeling     something towards me that is rooted in all that today represents-"

          "That's not it," he interjected. "I miss     you" he said. "And I know...I know there is more that you'd like me     to say but I just can't, not yet. But I do miss you. I'll admit that I have
     missed being with you, after all the sex between us has always been good."     Seeing the incredulous look on her face, he amended his statement with a smile.     "I mean great."
          "Damn straight it is" she told him, a playful
     smile tugging on the corners of her mouth.
          "But it's more than that," he told her more     seriously. "I miss having you in my arms. Those nights in the hospital -     very little has felt as right as those couple of nights where you were wrapped
     around me."
          With that he tugged her to him as his lips found hers.     Nathalie moaned softly in submission as her body instantly melded to his. The     sense of peace Nathalie felt when she was with him never ceased to amaze. All
     the years and all the running and it all boiled down to this. Eric.
          His tongue mated with hers as she felt his warm hands slip     under her shirt. Instinctively, she pressed herself closer to him and felt his
     hard length pressed against her belly. He placed gentle kissed across her     throat as she began to rock her hips instinctively against him.
          "Eric," she broke off, panting heavily.     "Sleeping with me because you miss me..." she trailed off, struggling
     to gain her composure. "That's okay for tonight" she offered,     "but what happens tomorrow?
          "I'm not sure," he replied honestly.
          "Eric, do you like me? I don't mean the woman I used to
     be but who I am now - a little battered and bruised with a decent sized amount     of baggage that I carry with me. Do you like me as a person?"
          "Of what I know, I do." He smoothed a stray piece
     of hair off her cheek. "I see a strong, loving, resilient woman who     survived more than any person has to endure." He paused to bring each of     hands to his lips for a gentle kiss. "I see the mother of my child who did     what she thought best to protect him."

          Smiling, she brought his hand to her lips and kissed it in     return. "Thank you," she whispered emotionally. "And I like what     I know of the man you are now. So let's....let's go on a date. Let's get to
     know each other again."
          "Does this mean...are you staying?"
          "In New York? Yes," she chuckled softly at the     excitement in his eyes. "Tonight? No."

          "Damn." He pulled into his arms, held her tightly     to him and nuzzled her neck. "Okay," he agreed. "I'm working     tomorrow but let's make plans for Sunday."
          "I'd like that." She carefully extricated herself
     from his arms before her heart overruled her head. Standing on her tiptoes, she     kissed his cheek. "Thank you for an amazing day."
          Having slipped out the door, she leaned against the wall and
     closed her hand around her locket, exhaling. "I think I might finally be     home," she whispered to herself.
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          Sitting on the edge of her bed, Sarah watched in amusement     as Nathalie changed her top for the seventh time. Her sister had always been a     supremely confident person, even as a child, but to watch her reject every
     piece of clothing she had brought with her and several from Sarah's closet was     something she had never quite seen before.
          "You know, not to put too fine a point on it, but you     two used to live together and he saw you in a hospital gown as recently as a
     week ago," she teased.
          Standing in her bra and jeans, she turned from the mirror to     her sister and sighed. "I'm being neurotic, aren't I?"
          "Just a little," she grinned. "It's kind of
     fun to watch."
          "I..I want to make a good impression, which is stupid I     know."
          Sarah shook her head as she got to her feet. "It's not
     stupid but I think you should stop stressing yourself out over it or you're     going to be exhausted before you even meet up with him." Pulling open the     closet door, she retrieved a soft knit top and passed it to her. "I think     this should do the trick and purple is a great color on you."

          Gratefully accepting it, she pulled it over her head and     admired the way it draped against her. "As always, you're right."     Slipping into a pair of sandals she grabbed her purse and turned to her sister.
     "Any final words of wisdom?"
          "Just relax and have fun," she told her, hugging     her sister warmly.
          Nathalie practically skipped out of the apartment and headed
     down the street to the deli where she picked up her pre-packed picnic basket.     Eric had called from work yesterday suggesting a picnic for their date. The     adjustment to the noise and the pace of the city was taking some work so she     had been grateful for the plan and offered to take care of the logistics.

          Grabbing the basket and two coffees she headed towards his     apartment. Standing outside his door, she took a deep breath before knocking.     As Eric stood before her in white golf shirt and a pair of battered jeans slung
     low on his hips she was sure she had not seen a more beautiful man in her life.     Her heart leapt to her throat.
          "H-hi" she stammered.
          Smiling lazily, he waved her inside the apartment.
     "Hey, yourself. You look great," he told her huskily.
          "I, uh, I brought you a coffee," she said as she     nervously thrust the drink towards him. Miscalculating his reaction time, she
     watched in horror as the hot beverage splashed against the front of his shirt.     "Oh my god!" she cried.
          Laughing, Eric shook his head. "Nice to see history     repeats itself," he teased, enjoying the warm flush in her cheeks.

          "I am so sorry," she apologized quickly as she     placed the other coffee on the table and the basket on the floor and cradled     her head in her hands. "I am such an idiot."
          "Nat, don't worry about it okay? No harm, no
     foul." Peeling the shirt from his body, he headed down the hall.     "Just give me a couple of minutes to change and then we can head     out."
          Muttering to herself at her own stupidity as she rooted around
     the kitchen for some paper towel, she wiped up the coffee from the floor and     disposed of what was left. Feeling embarrassed she walked to his bedroom.
          "Eric I really am sorry," she told him, stopping
     in her tracks as he turned around, shirtless. Unconsciously she licked her lips     at the sight, eliciting a smirk from him in response.
          Slinging his hands on his hips, he grinned. "Seriously     Nat, stop fretting. I already knew you were a goofball and this just confirms
     it." He laughed as she rolled her eyes. "It's kind of nice to know     some things don't change."
          Appreciatively eyeing his lean frame, she nodded. "I     agree."
          "Like what you see?" he asked teasingly.

          Let out a shaky breath, she nodded again. "I always     have when it comes to you."
          Crossing the room in two strides, Eric cupped her face and
     kissed her passionately. Her hands swept across his bare chest as he backed     them up against the wall, their mouths still fused together.
          Breathless, they broke the kiss but their bodies remain     pressed together. "We don't have to go out," he panted. "We can
     stay in for our date."
          Gathering what self control she could muster, she placed her     hands against his chest and slowly shook her head. "We can't," she     sighed.
          "Oh but we can," he told her, nipping at her lips.

          "This," she said, gesturing between them,     "always works for us. But if we're going to have a shot at anything more     than this we can't just fall in to bed."

          He smiled ruefully stroking her cheek with the back of his     fingers. "Okay but then you're going to need to wait for me in the living     room because I can't be this close to you and a bed and think clearly."

          Standing on her tip toes she stole a quick kiss. "Okay.     And maybe you could try and look a little less hot?"
          "No chance," he grinned, stepping away from her.     "I kind of like torturing you."

          "Meanie." She stuck her tongue out at him before     slipping from the room and back down the hall.
          #
          They had walked hand in hand to Central Park with Eric     taking the opportunity to point out some of his favorite buildings and cafés
     along the way until they found the perfect patch of grass by a tree to set down     their blanket.
          Conversation flowed easily between them, as it always had,     with Jack being the principal source of discussion. As Nathalie unpacked their
     picnic Eric stretched out on the blanket and watched her with open admiration.
          "Stop looking at me like that," she admonished him     jokingly as she peeled off a container top.

          "Like what?" he asked with faux innocence.
          "Like you're...you're hungry or something."
          Leaning up on an elbow he grinned wickedly. "I'm     famished."

          She shook her head in disbelief as she tucked her legs     underneath her. Pulling a grape from the stem, she popped it in her mouth.     "So tell me about the women."
          "What women?"
          "The women you dated."
          "There really weren't that many of them," he told     her quietly. "Andrew used to get so angry with me because I would end     things just as soon as they began."

          She wasn't sure she wanted the answer but could not quite     keep herself from asking. "How come?"
          Dropping his gaze to the blanket, he pulled at the imaginary     threads. "Because they weren't you," he confessed. "You are a
     pretty hard act to follow."
          Her cheeks flushed slightly at the admission. "So are     you. I'm not sure what it means but when I would have my nightmares or my freak     outs in Mbamba I could barely stand Keith touching me - any time he would try
     to hold me I'd push him away. At most he would just hold my hand and try and     soothe me. But it's different with you."
          He gave a wry smile. "I don't think I give you a     choice."

          "It's more than that though. My body, my heart....they     recognize you and I guess I just know everything is okay if I'm with you."
          Leaning against the tree trunk he held out his hand to her
     and beckoned her to him. Picking up the container of grapes she crawled across     the blanket and settled in against him, sighing happily as his arms encircled     her. She held a grape to his lips and smiled as he accepted it.
          He dropped a kiss to her shoulder. "Tell me about
     Mbamba."
          Snuggling in further against him she closed her hands over     his. "It's beautiful" she began. "It's been a good home to me.     In our village we have this school that all the kids go to and they have a
     choir there. My house is near the school and every morning the wind carries     their voices, these beautiful harmonies, through my window and I just...I feel     warm from it."
          "Do you have friends?"

          She nodded. "I do. There's Mylea-"
          "She was with you...that night?"
          "She was. She had been working in the Congo for a year     just to help out but she's originally from Mbamba. She is as tough as nails and
     as warm and loving as any one person can be."
          Tilting her head to the side she looked up at him. "She     loved Jack," she said quietly. "She was the one who fed him and
     changed him when I couldn't. And she held me when I fell to pieces after he and     Sarah left."
          Eric said little for a few moments, simply tightening his     arms around her.
          "I'm glad you weren't alone."

          "I wouldn't say I was living a full life but I had     managed to build something small for myself. I was...am...very proud of the     work we do at our hospital. And despite what you may think it wasn't all doom     and gloom - there are people there that I care for there and with whom I have
     some good memories."
          "Is it not a full life because of Jack?"
          "And you," she added.
          Too much time - too many years, too many memories - had
     passed for her to be less than honest with him. It would be easier to protect     her heart and be cagey with her feelings until she was sure of his but she     could not afford to play any more games. She had spent years holding back from
     him and felt that she owed him the truth, unvarnished and unspun.
          "Oh?" he asked with a slight tremble to his voice.
          "You told me....you told me that you had tried to hate
     me-"
          "And that I couldn't," he added quickly.
          "I know" she replied softly. "Well I tried to     forget you. To forget everyone. I was sure if I could just pretend that part of
     my life had never existed then I would be okay."
          "And you weren't?"
          "No" she said hoarsely. Turning in his arms, she     looked at him and softly stroked his cheek. "It's simply not possible to
     forget you."
          "Did you mean what you said on the hospital roof?"
          "When I said I was still in love with you?"
          He nodded.
          "Yes," she rasped. "I have loved you since
     the day I met you."
          He dipped his head and closing his mouth over hers, kissed     her softly.
          "You're pretty unforgettable too," he whispered,
     his mouth still hovering over hers.
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          Nathalie thumbed through the apartment listings the agent
     had given her before tossing them on the coffee table next to the two letters     of interest she had received from both Manhattan General and Mercy Hospital. It     had been a handful of weeks since she had been released and while there was
     little doubt in her mind that she was staying in New York with her son and     hopefully, with Eric, there was also a desire to start normalizing her life.     That meant finding a home for her and Jack and finding a job, neither of which
     was proving very easy.
          There had been at least three dates a week with Eric and a     few more family nights sometimes with both Andrew and Sarah as well. They were     all adjusting to each other and slowly finding their respective places. And
     while she was sticking to her guns that she and Eric needed to get reacquainted     before giving in to unavoidable pull between them, it was becoming more and     more difficult to resist. She found herself dreaming about him more often than
     she cared to admit. Kissing him was easily her favorite thing to do.
          Chuckling at her own desire, she leaned back against the     couch and closed her eyes. She spoke to Mylea once a week and was grateful to     hear her rich deep voice offer her both support and a kick in the pants. During
     their last phone call the older nurse reminded her that whether she knew it or     not back then, she fought to survive to get back to where she was now and there     was no time to waste.
          "Hey Nat, did you want to do something tonight?"
     Sarah asked as she came into the living room. She froze in her spot as she     spied the real estate listings; a cold sweat trickled down her back.     "Wh-what's all this?" she asked evenly as she tried to regain her
     composure.
          "Just a listing of some available apartments in the     neighborhood " she replied, looking curiously at her sister. "There     are even a few in this building."
          "You just got out of the hospital" she snapped.
     "You're in no position to move."
          Swinging her legs to the floor she leaned forward.     "Sarah it's been almost a month. I'm not looking at moving next week. Most
     of the places don't become available for at least another month or two.     Besides, Jack and I can't live here forever."
          "Why not? This apartment is plenty big enough for the     three of us. You don't have to move."

          Reaching for her sister's hand she tugged her to her side on     the couch. "Sarah," she began softly. "Words cannot express how     grateful I am for the sacrifices you made for Jack. That he is a loving and     well adjusted boy is very much because of you and I love you for that."

          "But?" she queried, her voice trembling slightly.
          "But it's time for me to be a Mom to him. And it's time     for you to get your life back." Reaching up a hand, she stroked her cheek
     and was not surprised to feel her struggling for control. "Sarah, you are     young and beautiful and have so much to offer someone. And now you can be free     to do that."
          "Don't say that!" she barked, moving away from her
     sister. "Don't say it like Jack has been some kind of burden because he     hasn't. I love him Nathalie and I wouldn't trade a moment with him for all the     flowers and romance in the world."
          Taking a deep breath, Nathalie slowly let it out. "I     know you love him Sar and I didn't mean he was a burden to you but I think     maybe he was a convenient buffer for you as well. I think you used your     responsibilities with him as a reason to avoid opening yourself up to
     others."
          She sprang to her feet. "I think you probably opened     yourself up to others enough for both of us. And you're a fine one to talk     about being a coward. I'm not the one who put continents between me and the man
     I loved because I didn't want to get my feelings hurt and then expected others     to clean up the mess."
          "Wow," she remarked evenly. "Been holding     that in for a while?"
          She shook her head as she bit back the angry tears welling
     in her eyes. "Everything is so easy for you," she accused.     "Falling in love, building a life in Africa and then here - it just all     comes together."
          Slowly rising to her feet, Nathalie exhaled as she tried to
     remain calm. She knew this was going to be a difficult conversation to have     with her sister.
          "I think you and I both know that not everything has     been so easy for me but that's neither here nor there. I wanted to fall in love
     Sarah. I wanted to find someone to share my life with, to grow old with, to     laugh with and there isn't anything wrong with that. I think you want that too     but are too scared to let it happen."

          "I don't want it," she countered angrily. "I     don't want any of it. I'm quite happy to live my life by myself with Jack...and     you," she added.
          "What's going on?"
          Both women spun around at the sound of Eric's voice. Andrew     and Jack trickled in behind him. The three of them were returning from their     guys' afternoon at the batting cage and were surprised to have returned home to     the two sisters arguing.

          "Aunt Sarah?" Jack asked as he saw the distressed     look on her face.
          "I'm going out," she replied tightly, reaching for     her purse. She touched the top of Jack's head and brushed past Andrew without
     saying anything further.
          Seeing the tears trickle down her face as she walked by him,     Andrew turned on his heel and followed her out. Too late to catch her at the     elevator he sprinted for the stairs and took them two at a time until he
     reached the lobby and waited for her to get off.
          She groaned as she saw him. "Go away Drew."
          "Sarah, what's wrong?"
          Exasperated she paused and gave him a steely glare.
     "What do you want Drew?"
          "To help," he offered quietly.
          "I don't need your help. I am not your problem to     solve, okay? We've had a few rolls in the hay and they've been great but I am
     not your girlfriend and having sex with me doesn't mean you are a part of my     life. So just go find another warm body to keep you company. I haven't asked     you to care for me or about me. In fact I have done all I can to tell you I'm     not interested."

          As she brushed past him for a second time, she missed the     look of devastation her words created.
          #
          "Why is Aunt Sarah so mad?" Jack asked as he     climbed into his mother's lap.

          "Oh sweetie your Aunt and I just disagreed over     something and I made her mad when I did that."
          "Did you apologize?" he asked. "She always     tells me I have to apologize if I upset someone."

          Smiling, Nathalie kissed his cheek. "I will apologize     to her," she told him. "When she comes back. Did you have fun with     your Dad and Drew?"
          He nodded excitedly. "I only missed four balls."

          "He was champ," Eric chimed in, sitting down next     to them.
          "I'm so proud of you," she told him lovingly.     "Why don't you go get washed up and we'll get dinner started, okay?"

          Scrambling down from her lap he gave his father a high five     before taking off down the hall to his bedroom.
          "You okay?" Eric asked, brushing his lips over     hers.
          "I am" she said softly. "I told Sarah I was     looking at apartments and she got very upset."
          Momentarily shocked by her news, he quietly cleared his     throat. "She loves Jack like he's her own," he reminded her.

          "I know. And I would never, ever undermine their     relationship. God Eric, she has been so good with him for so long. But we can't     live here forever and I want her to start doing some things for herself. And I
     know it's selfish but I also want Jack and I to start really being mother and     son."
          "So you're really staying?"
          It wasn't the first time he asked and though she had     answered him every time, she could see there was still a need for a more
     reassurance.
          "I am," she smiled. "I even got letters of     interest from two hospitals."
          "Really?" he asked excitedly, his mind wandering
     to visions of them working side by side just as they used to.
          "Yes but I don't think I want to work in a     hospital."
          "No?"
          She shook her head. "I want...I need to be around for
     Jack and so that means more stable hours. And I think I would like to take what     I know about Africa and the needs there and apply it in a meaningful way,     either with an NGO or some kind of interest group."
          Gathering her in his arms, he kissed her softly, his tongue
     delving inside her warm mouth and tangling around hers. "I love the way     your mind works," he whispered.
          They remained tangled together for several silent minutes
     both reveling in the opportunity to just be.
          "So it's your turn to plan our date tomorrow,"     Eric said, breaking the quiet. "What are we doing?"
          "I thought I would cook dinner for you."

          Sitting up straight, he let go of her. "Um, Nat. The     last time you cooked for me I got food poisoning. Are you trying to kill     me?"
          Rolling her eyes, she chucked a throw pillow at his head.
     "I'll have you know I've come a long way from not knowing a chicken had to     defrost before you cooked it. I'm actually pretty good in the kitchen. So, what     do you say? Feeling brave?"
          Leaning forward he stole a quick kiss. "I would say my
     life is in your hands."
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          Coming through the door to his apartment Eric paused and     smiled as he saw Nathalie curled up on his sofa asleep. She had asked for a key     to his apartment to prepare for their date, telling him it would be better for     all concerned if their date was at his place rather than hers. He had happily
     handed one over.
          Quietly placing his bag on the floor he walked over to the     couch and stared lovingly at her. He admired the sweep of long, dark lashes     against her cheek and the way her rosebud mouth was parted just slightly as she
     slept. The red jersey-knit dress she wore clung to her in all the right places     and he felt both his body and his heart stirring. Still dressed in his scrubs     he knew he should change and then wake her but the sight of her before him was
     too inviting to pass up.
          Toeing off his shoes he carefully lay down beside her,     wrapping his arms around her waist. He nuzzled her neck, breathing in her heady     scent. He loved the way she felt in his arms, the way her body curved against
     his, he loved the way she smelled and how it could send his senses reeling. He     loved her - her strengths, her weakness and everything in between.
          Feeling her shift against him he pressed a lingering kiss to
     the soft place where her neck met her shoulder. "Hi," he murmured.
          Turning to face him she gave a small groan. "I fell     asleep, didn't I?"
          He nodded, smiling. "You must have exhausted yourself
     cooking my feast."
          Snuggling in against him she slipped her arms around his     waist and brushed her lips over his. "It is a culinary masterpiece if I do     say so myself."
          "Want to work up an appetite with me?" he asked
     with a waggle of his eyebrows.
          Playfully slapping his chest she shook her head. "You     are incorrigible."
          "Yes in fact I am."
          "Go get changed," she ordered teasingly, wriggling     out of his embrace, "and prepared to be dazzled when you get back out     here."
          "I'm already dazzled," he quipped, getting to his     feet.

          #
          Having stripped off his scrubs, he padded back down the hall     rolling up the sleeves of his white shirt and doing up the belt on his jeans.     When he walked into the kitchen he found Nathalie staring at a rather burnt
     roasted chicken.
          "It's....it's ruined" she stated plaintively.     "My big culinary masterpiece is a dud."
          Feeling badly that her effort seemed to be all for naught,     he tilted his head to the side and said, "It probably still tastes really
     good."
          Breaking off a burnt tip of the wing she held it up to him.     "If you like charcoal."
          "I'm sorry babe," he smiled apologetically.

          "Me too. I've ruined our date!"
          Tugging her to him he looked lovingly in to her eyes.     "No you haven't. You're here and that's all I need for a perfect date with     you."
          A faint blush colored her cheeks. "You've gotten
     cheesier as you've gotten older."
          "Maybe," he shrugged. "Why don't I call     Golden Palace and have them deliver some dinner?"
          Sighing in defeat, she nodded. "At least this time the
     chicken was cooked."
          Nathalie opened the wine as Eric called the restaurant.     Ensconced on the sofa, she passed a glass to him. She watched him curiously as     he took a sip from his glass. His brow was knitted together and she gently ran
     her finger across it.
          "What's going on in that big brain of yours?" she     asked quietly as she stretched her legs out into his lap.
          Softly stroking her smooth skin he smiled nervously. "I
     wasn't sure...I mean I was thinking of bringing it up tonight but I wasn't sure     I would but I forgot how it's impossible to hide anything from you."
          Raising an eyebrow, she quietly encouraged him to go on.

          "I...I was thinking about yesterday and the apartments     you are looking at and I...I don't want you to move into an apartment in the     neighborhood ."
          "What?" she asked in confusion. "Why
     not?"
          Bringing his wine glass to his lips, he took a big gulp and     let the cool liquid trickle down his throat.
          "I want you to move in with me," he blurted
     quietly. "I want you and Jack to move in here."
          "Eric" she gasped, shocked.
          Gently removing her legs from his lap he got to his feet and     started to pace. "It's just...Nat, we've lost eight years together, eight
     years we are never going to get back and I don't want to lose more time. And I     don't want Jack shuffling between houses. We're a family. No matter what happened     after, Jack was conceived in love - we may not have known we were creating him
     but the act of doing so was a loving one."
          Her eyes glistened with tears as she nodded. "Yes. He     was most definitely conceived in love."
          "Nat, you're my family" he declared urgently.
     "You have always been the family I needed and wanted and I don't want you     living somewhere else. I want to come home to you, go to bed with you, wake up     with you. I want to be the one to chase your nightmares away and I want to be
     the one that makes you laugh until you are breathless."
          Placing her wine glass on the side table she rose to her     feet and walked to him, gently cupping his cheek with her hand. "Eric,     what are you saying?"
          "I'm saying I love you" he replied thickly.
     "I'm saying I am in love with you."
          She stared at him in surprise.
          "I am still in love with you Nathalie. I have never     stopped being in love with you and even on the days that I wished I could, it
     was impossible. You...before surgery you told me that I feel like safety to     you."
          She swiped at the small drip of tears streaking her cheeks.     "You do," she interrupted.

          "That's what you are to me. You are the only home my     heart recognizes and you are who I want to be with for now and for     always."
          She was stunned silent.
          "Say something" he pleaded.

          "My heart has always belonged to you Eric. And it     always will."
          Taking her face in his hands, he lowered his mouth to hers     and kissed her with unbridled passion. It was as though finally being able to
     say out loud what he had carried with him for so long had freed him.
          The ferocity of his kiss took her breath away. Feeling her     legs give way, she fisted his shirt trying to stay upright. Sensing her
     weakness, Eric scooped her up in his arms and carried her down the hallway, his     mouth still fused to hers. Her fingers threaded through his hair as her lips     started to swell from the pressure of his kiss. He laid her gently on the bed     and leaning back, stared at her in breathless wonder. Filled with both love and
     desire for her and unable to help himself he placed a series of small staccato     kisses against her lips.
          "I love you," she told him as she recaptured her
     breath.
          The words were like music to him and his mouth returned to     hers, ravaging her with kisses. His tongue was insistent as it brushed against     hers and Nathalie moaned loudly in response. Clumsily and restlessly she     fumbled with the buttons of his shirt before finally ripping it open in a pique
     of frustration.
          Kneeling back on his heels, he smirked at her. "Easy     tiger," he teased.
          She shook her head. "Not a chance. God Eric, I want to
     get lost in you and the way you make me feel."
          Peeling off his shirt, he tossed it off the side of the bed.     Her eyes danced with desire, inhaling one serrated breath after another.     Reaching out she grabbed hold of his belt buckle and pulled him to her. Bracing
     his hands on either of side of her, he hovered just above his eyes smoldering     as his hips brushed against hers. Lifting her head she moved to kiss him and     pouted as he ducked out of the way. He kissed her way down her body, over her
     dress, before kneeling in front of her.
          His hands trailed up and down her legs, teasing her thighs     apart, before pushing her dress up. She shuddered as his knuckles grazed across     her hot center.
          "These will have to come off" he told her as he     peeled her black lace panties down her legs and throwing them over his     shoulder. Leaning forward, he dropped a long, lingering kiss at the apex of her     thighs.
          "Oh my god! Eric! Wh-what are you doing?"

          "Tasting" he told her before he dragged his tongue     along her sex.
          She cried out as his tongue dipped inside, her legs shaking     as he covered her skin in hot kisses. Frustrated by the barrier of her dress
     and suddenly overcome with a need to touch all of her, he pushed her dress up     higher before finally getting it over her head. Quickly, he reached around her     back and unhooked her bra, sending it to join the growing pile of clothes. Her
     nipples puckered and hardened and she moaned loudly as he closed his mouth     around the tip, laving it with his tongue. Arching up from the bed, she pushed     her breast further into his mouth as she scratched her fingers along his chest.
     Her hips bucked as he traced the outline of her sex, teasing the bundle of     nerves nestled at the top. She spread her legs wider in invitation but he     ignored her request, instead continuing to tease and touch and push her ever     closer to the edge. She mewled as he switched to her other breast, biting
     playfully at the hardened peak. She was desperate to cover him in kisses, to     taste him, to free his erection from the confines of his jeans but she was     incapable of keeping a complete thought in her head as he assaulted all of her
     pleasure points.
          Her body was humming from his touch and she felt almost off     balance from the rawness of her nerve endings. He brushed his cheek along hers     as he nuzzled her neck before moving to the hollow of his throat where his
     tongue worked in small, deliberate circles.
          Though it had only been a month since they had last made     love, this feeling, this unencumbered giving of themselves to each other was     overwhelming and sustaining all at once. Fumbling, her hands went in search of
     his belt as she clumsily undid it before turning her attention to his jeans.     She dragged her fingertips along the outline of his arousal, straining     dangerously against the denim and smiled as she felt him shudder. He stopped
     moving as she pushed his pants over his hips, freeing him, and groaned as her     hand wrapped around him and stroked his length.
          He crawled to her on the bed and was taken by surprise as     she pushed him against the pillows. Taking the opportunity to return the favor,
     she started at his neck and began a trail of kisses down the length of his     body. She paused at his chest and placed a lingering kiss over his heart. He     threaded his fingers through her hair and reveled in the sensations she was
     sending through his body.
          He grabbed the bed sheets, his eyes clenched shut as he felt     the warmth from her mouth envelop him. He groaned as she straddled him, her     hips undulating against his. He once again went in search of her mouth, needing
     to kiss her. They moved around the bed, their bodies joined together as they     hungrily reacquainted themselves. It had been weeks of passion and love denied     and now they could not refuse it any longer. There was a flurry of limbs
     tangling, breath mingling and bodies touching. As the pleasure built, they     pushed each other over the edge holding on to each other as though each was     afraid to let go.
          They collapsed on the bed, breathless and ragged. Eric reached
     for Nathalie, tugging her to him as he dropped soft, loving kisses on her lips.
          "Say it again" she asked quietly, tracing patterns     along his chest with her fingertips.
          He knew instantly what it was she wanted to hear and how
     much the words meant to her. "I love you." Feeling several tears drip     onto his chest he stroked the back of her head. "Nat?"
          Lifting her head she smiled tenderly. "I used...I used
     to think that there were some wounds that could never be healed. But I know now     that love is stronger than anything."
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          As the early morning sun slipped through the blinds Nathalie     sighed happily. It had been a night of affirmation and love and they had     wrapped themselves around each other and not let go. Snuggling in closer to
     Eric she left a soft kiss on his chest.
          "Mmm," he moaned happily, trailing his fingers     along her back. As he came to the top of her scar, he traced its outline.
     "Does it hurt?" he asked quietly.
          She gave a light shake of her head.. "It twinges every     once in a while but it doesn't hurt." Silence surrounded them for several     minutes as he continued to trace it. Lifting her head from his chest, she
     looked at him curiously. "You keep touching it."
          "Should I not?"
          "No, that's not it. It's just the other...the very few     other men I was with never touched it - not on purpose anyways."

          Eric again traced the winding pattern of her scar, his     finger leaving chill bumps on her back. "Did you love him?" he asked     softly.
          "Who?" Nathalie asked before understanding dawned.
     "Keith?"
          Eric nodded softly as his eyes remained focused on his     fingers trailing over her skin.
          Nathalie swallowed the thick lump in her throat as she     gently took his hand and laced her fingers through his. "Eric," she
     whispered. "Look at me"
          Eric inhaled a ragged breath as his stunning blue eyes     finally met hers. "He mattered to me. I needed someone to prove to me I     wasn't worthless."

          He nodded in understanding as his eyes fell to the bed as     she continued to speak.
          "But," she stated calmly, "I couldn't love     him."
          "You couldn't?" he responded softly.

          She shook her head in response. "I couldn't." she     affirmed. "I couldn't love him when I never stopped loving you."
          "But you tried."
          "I thought I did. But now I am not sure I ever could.
     Your love is greater than anything I have ever known."
          He softly nipped at her lips as she cuddled into him     further. "I love you, Nat."
          "I know." She said, her green eyes shining with
     tears. "And that is why I think I can be so comfortable with you. I hate     what my scar represents. But you are the only person who understands what it     truly cost me."
          Pulling them both to a sitting position, he brushed her
     bangs from her face. "It's part of who you are," he told her.     "And I love who you are," he reminded her. "All of you."
          Leaning forward she captured his mouth in a soft, gentle
     kiss. "It's also evidence of a lot of pain," she added. "And I     know that not all scars are visible."
          Cocking his head to the side, he paused. "What do you     mean?"

          Drawing her fingertips along his brow she smiled lovingly at     him. "My scar is visible but yours aren't and I know that I caused you a     lot of pain."
          "I've forgiven you," he reminded her quickly.

          "But that doesn't undo what I've done Eric," she     continued. "And so I want to make you a promise here. No matter what     happens in the future, no matter how scared or overwhelmed I may get I promise     I will never, ever run again. For better or for worse, I'm staying put."

          Cupping her face, he kissed her passionately. "I love     you," he whispered against her mouth. "When are you moving in?"
          Pulling back a little, she gave him an apologetic look.
     "I need to talk to Sarah. I really need to tread carefully here Eric and     not rush her because she is going to be hurt no matter what."
          "Okay" he told her as he nuzzled her neck.
     "I'm just anxious for us to be together under one roof."
          "Me too" she told him. "And we will be soon.     I'll talk to Sarah today and we'll work it out."
          #
          Nathalie had no sooner slipped in the door than she came
     face to face with her sister. It was proving difficult to tell if Sarah was     giving her a look of disapproval or concern. Neither option was going to make     the forthcoming conversation with her any easier.

          "I guess you had a good date," she observed dryly.
          Nathalie smiled sheepishly. "It was a great night.     He...he loves me."
          Sarah arched her eyebrow. "I wasn't aware there was any
     doubt about that."
          "Maybe not to others but I wasn't very sure of it at     all."
          Nathalie's eyes were shining brightly and Sarah was finally     seeing something she had not seen in years - her sister was happy. Not content,
     not satisfied but truly happy. And for that she was incredibly grateful.     Hugging her tightly, she kissed her cheek.
          "I'm happy for you Nat. You have worked really hard to
     get here."
          "So listen," she began carefully, taking her     sister's hand and leading her to the couch. "One of the conversations Eric     and I had last night was about the three of us living together - as a     family."

          Sarah stiffened. She knew this was coming, she knew it was     inevitable but knowing something rarely softened the blow. "Oh?"
          She nodded, trying to contain her excitement. "We...we     have a lot to catch up on and we need to work at being a family. I think - I
     think the best way to do that is for us all to be together."
          "So you're taking Jack. When?" She hated how     strident she sounded.
          "Sar, I'm not taking him away from you. But it's time
     for him to be with his Mom and Dad. I don't mean right this instant," she     added hastily. "You and I can pick the time."
          "How generous," she drawled.

          Letting go of her hand, Nathalie sat up straight.     "Sarah, I'm really trying to be sensitive here and be considerate of what     this means for you but he is my son. And he belongs with his father and me. I     love you Sarah and I love everything you have done for Jack but it's
     time."
          "I know" she said flatly. "After all the     whole reason I kept him was because I was sure you were coming back and look at     that, here you are."
          Tilting her head to the side, she studied her carefully.
     "I can't decide if you're pissed that Jack and I are going to move out or     you're pissed that I wound up here in New York."
          "I'm not pissed," she protested.

          "Want to try that again?"
          "I'm not!" she insisted. "God Nathalie, is it     okay with you if I just take a moment to catch my breath without you automatically     making it about you?"

          "By all means. And so if you're not pissed than you'll     be okay if we move in with Eric next week, right?"
          "Do what you want" she bit out, "you always     do."
          "Sarah."

          "Is it not true Nathalie? You wanted to have a baby so     you did. You wanted to give him up, so you did. You wanted him back, so you     have him."
          Sucking in a deep breath before slowly blowing out her
     cheeks, Nathalie finally spoke.
          "Sarah it isn't as straightforward as that and you know     it. Look, I know this feels like you are losing Jack but you aren't. You are so     important to him - to his life - that you could never lose him. He loves you so
     much and he trusts you with everything he has. You aren't losing him, he's just     going to have a different address."
          Her eyes pricked with tears unshed and her hand trembled
     slightly as she brushed out the imaginary wrinkles on her jeans. "I     know" she said softly. "And I'm sorry I'm being such a cow."
          "Sarah, I know this is hard and I want to make it     easier for you but I need you to tell me how because right now I don't know
     what you need."
          She shook her head. "There is no making it easier. I'd     like to be with you when you and Eric tell Jack. In the meantime, I'll arrange     for some boxes for his toys and things." Getting to her feet she headed
     out of the room and to the safety of her office before the tears she was trying     so desperately to hold back tumbled down her cheeks.
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          "Dad!" Jack cried running down the hallway and     jumping into Eric's arms.
          Scooping him up, Eric hugged him tightly. "Hey buddy,
     how are you?"
          "Awesome." he told him. "We went to the zoo     today and I got to touch a monkey!"
          "I've already told him that we can't have a monkey as a
     pet," Nathalie teased as she emerged from the living room.
          "But we already have a monkey for a pet," Eric     replied. "We have this monkey!" He spun Jack around as the young boy
     laughed loudly, thrilled to be the center of his parents' attention.
          Eric set him on the ground and taking his hand, led him into     the living room where Sarah was sitting in a chair waiting for them. Nathalie     had told him about how difficult her conversation with Sarah had been. He was
     not insensitive to Sarah's feelings about Jack but he felt as though he had     been in a holding pattern for years, living within her rules and not admitting     he was Jack's father. Now that the secret was out, he wanted it all and he
     wasn't willing to be patient any longer.
          As Nathalie sat down on the couch and Eric beside her, Jack     raised his eyebrows. "Am I in trouble?" he asked.
          "No" Nathalie smiled at him, patting the space
     between her and Eric. "We just wanted to talk to you about some     stuff."
          Jack shrugged and climbed up on the couch, sliding his arm     through his mother's. "What kind of stuff?"

          "Well," she began, "your Dad and I were     talking and we think it would be a good idea if we all lived together-"
          "Like a family?" he asked curiously.
          "Yeah bud," Eric replied. "Like a
     family."
          "Yes!" he exclaimed as he ran over to throw his     arms around Sarah. "Aunt Sarah!" he exclaimed "we're moving in     with Mom and Dad!"
          A hush fell over the room and the adults looked from one to
     the other as none of them spoke.
          Jack retreated back to the couch, unsure of what was going     on. "Aunt Sarah?" he asked again timidly.
          Sarah's hands were folded neatly in her lap as she sat
     ramrod straight in the chair.
          "Jack, sweetie," she began tenuously. "I...I     won't be moving with you. It's going to be the three of you."
          Furrowing his brow, he looked from his aunt to his mother.
     "Mom?"
          With a slightly shaking hand, she smoothed his hair.     "Jack, Aunt Sarah has a home - this one. She's going to live here and     we're going to move in with your Dad."

          "No!" he stated unequivocally.
          "No?" Eric asked, surprised at the reaction.
          "I live with Aunt Sarah" he told them. "I
     always have."
          "Jack, I know this is going to be a change but it's     going to be great. We're all going to be together under one roof."
          "Not all of us!" he protested. "Not all of us
     if Aunt Sarah doesn't move with us." Turning towards his aunt, he looked     at her plaintively. "Don't you want to live with me any more Aunt     Sarah?"
          "I love you Jack and I always will but you belong with     your Mom and Dad."

          "NO!" he cried, wrenching himself away from his     mother. "I live with you!" he told her. "You said we would     always be together. You PROMISED!"
          "Jack" Sarah started, trying to reason with him.

          "NO! YOU PROMISED!" he cried throwing himself on     the floor. "You promised we would always be together!! Don't make me leave     Aunt Sarah - please! I promise I'll clean up my room more - but don't make me
     leave you!!"
          Nathalie blinked several tears away as she truly understood     that for her son, for the boy she had loved from the moment she knew about him,     her sister was more of a mother to him than she had been.

          Nathalie took a calming breath as she moved to comfort her     son. Her sister knelt in front of Jack before she had the chance.
          "Jack, do you remember the book I used to read you when     you would go to sleep?" Sarah asked softly.

          "You mean when I was 4? I was a baby!" he     protested.
          Sarah smiled as she brushed his bangs off his forehead.     "Yes, but you're a big boy now, right?"
          He nodded solemnly in agreement before she continued.     "Remember the best part of the book?"
          He continued to nod as they recited together, "I'll     love you forever, I'll like you for always, as long as I'm living my baby
     you'll be."
          Nathalie clasped her fingers with Eric's as she watched the     scene unfold before her, unsure of what would come next.
          "Jack," Sarah said as she took her nephew's face in
     her hands. "I will always love you, no matter where you live. You will     always have a place here. You can spend the night whenever your mom and dad     says it's ok."
          "You're...You're not mad at me?" he asked as his
     lip quivered.
          "Never." She replied firmly. "You have always     wanted your mom and dad, bud. Now you have them but you'll always have me,     too."
          He looked warily to his parents who seemed to be holding
     their breath. "I can come see Aunt Sarah whenever I want?"
          "Absolutely" Nathalie replied immediately as Eric     nodded in agreement. "It's always been the three of us." Eric said as     he looked gratefully at Sarah. "Now it's the four of us," he smiled
     as he wrapped his arm around Nathalie's waist.
          Jack looked at his aunt as she smiled encouragingly.     "Your Dad's right. It's the four us, three of you just live down the
     street."
          He looked pensively at the three adults for a beat. "I     guess...I guess we can try it." Pulling on the cuff of his pants and     staring at the ground, he asked, "When would we move?"
          "Would next week be okay with you?" Nathalie asked     him. She knew that part of helping Jack through this transition was giving him     some kind of control over it.
          "Can we do it before the Yankees game on Sunday?"
     he asked seriously.
          Eric smiled at his son. "Of course we can."
          "Can Drew come and watch the game with us?"
          "If he isn't working, I'm sure he'd love to hang out
     with us," Eric replied.
          Sarah got to her feet and straightened her cardigan. "I     need to get to the office for a while." Bending down, she kissed Jack on     his forehead. "I'll see you later Jack, okay?"

          "Okay," he nodded before heading to his room.
          As the door closed behind Sarah Nathalie sighed heavily.     "That was hard" she remarked quietly.
          "Yeah it was," Eric agreed, wrapping his arms
     around her. "But it's done and now we can keep moving forward together.     We're going to be a family Nat. I've...I've dreamed about this for a long time,     even when I didn't think it was possible."
          Her eyes welled with tears as she smiled at him. "You     know, despite the distance between us - the oceans, the continents - we were     having the same dream. Being reunited with you and Jack is everything I always     wanted but was afraid to ask for."

          Pressing his lips to her cheek, he smiled. "I love     you."
          #
          Annoyed at the insistent knocking waking him from his nap,     Andrew pulled a t-shirt over his head and shuffled to the door. He exhaled
     quietly as he looked through the peep hole. Opening the door, he looked at her     warily.
          "Sarah?"
          She uncharacteristically brushed passed him into his apartment.     "I need you," she rasped.

          Seeing how pale and drawn she was he felt a stab at his     heart. "Sarah, what's wrong?" he asked closing the door.
          "I...I know I wasn't very nice to you the last time we
     spoke but I...Drew I need you tonight. Please."
          Reaching out, he brushed away the small tears that trickled     down her cheek. "I can't," he told her apologetically. "I can't     keep being your boy on the side. It's too hard Sarah - you keep giving me just
     little bits of yourself and it's not enough - not for me."
          She shook her head. "Just for tonight," she asked.
          Ignoring her request he took her hand and led her to the
     couch. "What happened?" he asked gently. "What's got you so     upset?"
          "I knew this was coming" she rambled, still     holding on to his hand. "I did but it doesn't make it any easier. I'm the
     one who walked the floor with him when he would cry through the night, I'm the     one he threw up on when had the flu. I saw his first steps, I took him to his     first day of school. I soothed him when he had nightmares and who made him     birthday cakes and took him to see Santa. She might be his mom but I...I raised
     him."
          Andrew sighed softly. "They're moving out" he     remarked.
          She nodded, oblivious to the tears streaking her cheeks.     "And that's how it should be. He needs to be with his mom and dad I
     just...god, it hurts so much. I know I said I was only keeping him until she     changed her mind but I just had no idea that it was going to be so hard. And     now I'm all alone again."
          He soothingly rubbed her shoulder. "Sarah, you are not
     alone. Nathalie loves you, Jack loves you and they are both in your life,     you're not alone."
          Her green eyes shimmered as she looked at him. "I feel     like I've lost everything Drew" she whispered. "And I just...for one
     night I just want to feel like I'm not alone. Please."
          "Sarah"
          "Do you want me to beg?" she asked desperately.
     "Because I will. I will get on my knees and beg."
          "I don't want you to beg" he replied in a     strangled voice.
          He knew he should walk away, that he should send her home     but there was something about her vulnerability that made it impossible for him
     to do anything other than take her in his arms. He hugged her tightly, rubbing     his hands along her back as he left a tiny trail of soft kisses along her cheek     and neck.
          "Don't beg Sarah," he whispered. "I have
     you."
          Lifting her head, she went in search of his mouth and fused     her lips to his. There was no resistance from him as he returned her kiss with     equal passion and need. As her hands threaded through the fine hairs at the
     nape of his neck, she felt his slide around her hips as he pulled her to his     lap before getting to his feet. She hooked her legs around his waist as he     carried her to the bedroom.
          "I have you. You aren't alone." he whispered,
     kicking the bedroom door shut.
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          Picking up the remote control tarantula and placing it in     the toy box, Eric sighed happily before flopping on the couch. It had been     three weeks since Nathalie and Jack had come to live with him and while they
     were working out some bumps along the way the three of them were thriving being     together. He loved watching Nathalie rediscover her maternal instincts and     while Jack had been vocal about his worries in leaving Sarah, his bond with his     mother was proving stronger every day. He also loved coming home to both of
     them. There was no greater feeling for him than to come home from a long shift     at the hospital and have the chance to tuck his son into bed and gather his     girlfriend in his arms.
          He and Nathalie would talk long into the night most nights,
     some times about the past and some times about the future. It was as though     having finally been reunited after all these years there was just too much to     say and sleep got in the way. He did still wake up and reach for her, just to
     make sure she was still there and almost as though she knew what he needed, she     would inevitably mold herself to him or brush her lips against his shoulder or     chest; the cracks in his heart were slowly healing.

          Hearing the key in the door, he looked up and smiled as     Nathalie slipped inside. "Hey," he called to her.
          Nathalie returned his smile as she closed the door behind     her and joined him on the couch. "Hey yourself," she replied softly.

          "Jack all set for his sleepover?" he asked as he     nipped at her lips.
          She nodded. "They're going to get in their pajamas and     watch movies. She's made caramel popcorn for them."

          "How is it going with Sarah?" he asked, tucking     her growing hair behind her ear.
          Nathalie exhaled slowly. "It's going as well as it can,     I think" she said as she linked her fingers through his. "I just need
     to be as patient and loving with her as she's been with me."
          Wrapping his arms around her, he softly kissed her.     "Have I told you today that I love you?"
          Smiling, she gave a small shake of her head. "No you     haven't. In fact you've been very negligent in that department. I'm feeling     very hard done by," she teased.
          "That's terrible of me" he replied with mock
     indignation, kissing her again. "Allow me to rectify that." Cupping     her face with both hands he smiled lovingly at her. "I love you," he     told her before closing his mouth over hers, his tongue diving inside the     velvety warmth of her mouth.

          Nathalie moaned as she deepened the kiss, her fingers     curling through his hair. As they broke apart she grinned. "I love you     too." Turning in his arms, she leaned back against him and brought his     arms around her. "I spoke to Mylea today."

          "Oh?"
          She nodded. "I have a house there that needs to be sold     and emptied."
          He dropped a kiss on her shoulder. "Does that make you
     sad?"
          "A little" she admitted quietly. "I have     everything I have ever dreamed of here with you and Jack and Sarah but my life     was there for a while and I miss it."
          She was quiet for several moments. "I'd...I'd like to
     take you and Jack to Mbamba. I'd like to show you both where I lived and meet     my friends. Do you think-" Pausing, she turned in his arms to face him.     "Do you think you would be interested in coming?"

          He brushed her bangs from her face and smiled.     "Yes," he replied quietly. "I would really, really like     that."
          In the last few weeks they had worked together at filling in     so much of what she missed with Jack. Eric had dug out every single photo he
     had and walked her through it. Neither had been quite prepared for how     emotional a journey it was for both of them. Nathalie was coming to terms with     what she had missed and Eric was appreciating how much more complete an
     experience it was to share it with her.
          Her nightmares were becoming less frequent and he was     getting better at articulating what he needed. They were finding a way,     together, to put the past behind them. It wasn't always easy - there were still
     plenty of hurt feelings and ghosts to maneuver around - but what mattered most     to both of them was that they were doing it together.
          For so long, each of them had stopped believing in a future.
     Unknowingly they both, though miles apart, were concentrating only on what was     right in front of them leaving daydreams and fantasies of what could be to     other people. But now, with each other, visions of a future were possible and     that had given them both renewed energy and hope. They had found each other -
     they had both come home.
          She nipped at his lips. "In case you were wondering, I     am ridiculously happy."
          "Me too," he replied, beaming.

          #
          Eric grinned as he watched Jack tackle his ice cream cone     with abandon. Having just finished playing catch in the park, it had been     Jack's suggestion that they stop for ice cream and Eric had been only too happy
     to oblige.
          "You're loving that, aren't you?" he asked.
          Looking up with a small rim of chocolate along his lips Jack     nodded happily. "Chocolate is my favorite," he stated.

          "Mine too," Eric agreed, taking a lick of his own     ice cream. "So, we've had a lot of changes lately," he began     carefully. "I was wondering what you think about it all?"
          Jack shrugged. "It's okay," he replied.

          "Just okay?" he prodded.
          His son smiled shyly. "Better than okay. I was kinda     scared that I wouldn't see Aunt Sarah very much but I see her tons. And....I'm
     really happy that you're my Dad."
          His eyes welled and he sucked in a breath. "I'm really     happy that I'm your Dad too Jack. I love you very much." Taking a quick     drink of water, he asked his next question. "How about your Mom? How are
     you feeling about that?"
          The smile on his face was unmistakable. "I love     her," he declared proudly. "And I'm really glad she came back."
          "I know she's really happy to be with you Jack. You do
     know she loves you, right?"
          "Yeah," he replied as he took another lick of ice     cream. Pausing, he stared at his ice cream and Eric could see the question on     his lips.
          "What's on your mind Jack?"

          Chewing on his bottom lip he looked up at his father.     "Is she...is Mom staying?"
          Eric looked at him and swallowed a sad sigh. As happy as     Jack was to have his family completed, he knew that they had hurt him. The best
     of intentions had not been enough to protect him from knowing that adults,     especially parents, are fallible. He wished that Jack had had just a few more     years of believing the grown ups in his life could do no wrong. For now that he
     knew they could, he would be forever on the lookout for it to happen.
          "She is," he reassured him. "Your Mom is home     to stay. Why do you think she might not be?"

          "I heard her talking to Aunt Sarah and she told her she     was thinking of taking a trip to Africa."
          Comprehension dawned and Eric smiled. "Your Mom wants     to take you and I to Africa for a visit."

          "She does?" His eyes widened in surprise.
          He nodded. "She does. She wants us to see where she     used to live and to meet her friends."
          "How come?"
          "Well, you know how much you wanted your Mom to meet     Stephen and Frankie and Rebecca? It's kind of like that. You wanted her to see     what your life was like while she was away and she'd like to show us the same     thing about hers."

          "Kinda like an adventure, huh?" he suggested.
          "Very much like an adventure," he confirmed.
          "That'd be cool."
          Leaning forward, he whispered conspiratorially. "I have
     something to tell you about your Mom - do you want to hear it?"
          The young boy nodded anxiously.
          Eric grinned. "I'm not complicated about her     anymore."

          His green eyes - his mother's eyes - widened in surprise.     "You aren't?"
          He shook his head. "I'm not," he confirmed.     "I love your Mom very, very much."
          "That's awesome!" he exclaimed. "Does she
     know you aren't complicated about her anymore?"
          Eric chuckled softly. "She does and she's pretty happy     about that too."
          Pausing, he took a deep breath and slowly exhaled. He had
     been mulling over how he was going to do this and in talking with Jack, he knew     he needed to be involved - he wanted him to be involved. "Listen bud, I     was wondering if you could help me with something."

          "What?"
          "I want to get your Mom a present and I was hoping you     could help me pick it out. What do you say?"
          "That'll be fun!"
          "Alright then - finish up your ice cream and we'll go
     look for her present."
          Leaning back against his chair he smiled as he watched his     son make quick work of his treat. Everything was coming together and Eric     finally believed, after years of feeling it was impossible, he could actually
     have it all.
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          "I can't believe I'm letting you cook for me,"     Sarah mused. "I must have a death wish."
          Turning from the stove, Nathalie stuck her tongue out at her     sister. Slowly and carefully they were rediscovering their rhythm as sisters.
     Much like with Eric there were still land mines along the road they     occasionally tripped over but they were family and they found a way to keep     going. Just as they always had.
          "It's an omelette Sarah, you're hardly laying your life
     on the line," she replied with mock exasperation.
          "I don't know," she said with a shake of her head.     "I have been on too many of your culinary adventures to not be a little
     worried."
          Looking skeptically at the omelette Nathalie tilted her head     to the side. "Well, if it's really bad we'll go to Louie's and order a     late breakfast."
          Sipping on her coffee Sarah studied her sister carefully. It
     had been almost three months since Nathalie had arrived unexpectedly in New     York and while there had been more drama than any of them had wanted there had     also been love, lots of it. Jack was thriving with his suddenly complete family
     and her sister, her beloved little sister who had been on the brink of     disappearing in so many ways, was back.
          Under Eric's care she made a full recovery from her tumor     and was finding her joie de vivre returning. There were even physical changes -
     no longer a ghost of her former self, she had easily gained at least half of     the weight she had lost. Her hair was growing and her eyes shone brightly. It seemed     like the miracle that Sarah had prayed for.
          "I love you Natty," she said quietly.

          Leaving the stove, Nathalie bounded over to her and wrapped     her sister in a tight hug. "I love you too Sarah."
          They held on to each other for several beats before Sarah
     pulled back, laughing. "You're going to burn our breakfast."
          "Crap!" she said, sprinting back to the stove.     "Okay, go sit at the table and I'll bring this in."
          Sarah headed to the table and waited for her sister to join
     her. As Nathalie placed a plate in front of her, she let out a low whistle.     "Not sure how it will taste but it sure looks good."
          "Well, maybe my talents lean towards decorating rather
     than cooking?" she suggested as she took her seat.
          Cutting into the omelette Sarah gave her a teasing look.     "I guess we'll find out soon enough."
          Nathalie watched through her fingers as her sister took her
     first bite and let out a hearty laugh when Sarah gave her thumbs up.
          "Hurray!" she cheered. "I have mastered the     omelette."
          "You'll have to pay me not to tell Eric though,"
     she joked. "Otherwise he really will expect you to cook."
          "The check is in the mail" she replied, taking a     bite of her toast.
          She loved being back with her sister. It was as though she
     found the ground under her feet again by being in her company. Because it had     just been the two of them for so long, there was no one else she could     reminisce with about growing up or silly stunts they used to pull.

          "Jack is pretty excited about going to Tanzania"     Sarah observed. She had been unsure at first when Nathalie suggested that Jack     accompany her and Eric back to Africa at the end of the school year but for     Nathalie it was the only way to close that chapter of her life and Sarah
     finally understood.
          "Yes. Of course I think he's more excited about the plane     than going to Mbamba but he's eight and a boy." Taking a sip of her     coffee, she eyed her sister carefully. "So we'll be gone for about 5 weeks
     and I just wondering if you...will you be keeping Drew company? I'd hate to     think of him being lonely."
          Choking on her toast, Sarah's cheeks burned brightly. Andrew
     had taken amazing care of her the night she showed up at his apartment. He had     been tender and reassuring, loving even. They had seen each other several times     since but despite him wanting more she still kept him at arm's length.
          "I am sure Andrew won't lack for company."

          Arching an eyebrow at her sister's response, Nathalie     shrugged. "He seems to have reformed his ways. He spends so much time at     our place I don't know when he would have the time to see other women."

          Their eyes met and as Nathalie silently challenged her,     Sarah gave a small shake of her head, letting her know the subject was off     limits.
          Exhaling slowly, Nathalie reached under the table and pulled
     out a small box wrapped in gold paper with a bright red ribbon adorning it.     Getting up from her chair she moved beside Sarah and pushed the box towards     her.
          "What's this?" she asked, fingering the ribbon.

          "Well unless you have x-ray vision you're going to have     to open it and see."
          Rolling her eyes at her sister's remark, Sarah carefully     unfurled the bow and pried the lid off the box. She let out a small gasp at the
     first glint of the gold locket.
          "Open the locket," Nathalie encouraged.
          With a slightly shaky hand, Sarah popped open the locket and     felt her eyes well with tears as she was greeted by two pictures - one of
     Nathalie and one of Jack.
          "Natty," she whispered in wonder.
          "You saved us," Nathalie told her emphatically.     "You saved us both. By loving us and caring for us and doing whatever it took
     you made sure that we were both okay. Sarah, you are the most amazing person I     know and I will spend the rest of my life showing you how much you mean to     me."
          Swiping at a tear, she smiled. "This is the most
     beautiful gift ever."
          Throwing her arms around her sister, she hugged her. "I     love you Sarah."
          #
          "How was breakfast?" Eric asked as they strolled
     along hand in hand through the park; Jack ran ahead of them bouncing his     basketball.
          "Well I didn't poison her so I consider it a     success!" she laughed.
          Chuckling, her brought her hand to his lips and kissed it
     softly. They walked along the pathway looking for the perfect picnic spot. It     had been Jack's suggestion to have dinner outside and Eric had arranged for a     picnic basket, picking it up on his way from work.
          "Jack asked me if he was going to see an elephant when
     we go to Tanzania."
          "Well we didn't have any wandering around the village     but we should be able to arrange for a Safari of some kind. How about     you?" she asked. "Any sights you want to see while we're there?"

          Leaning in, he nuzzled her cheek. "You, naked, in the     moonlight." He laughed as he watched her cheeks burn brightly. "My,     my Doctor Grant, you have become quite the shy girl."

          "Not shy," she protested jokingly. "Just     intrigued."
          "Over here!" Jack yelled, having spotted a big     tree. "We can have our picnic here!"
          "Okay buddy" Eric called back. "We'll be
     right there."
          Nathalie shook her head. It never ceased to amaze her how     her heart would beat a little faster, her skin would be warmer every single     time she watched Eric and Jack together. Eric was a great father. For someone
     who had worried about his ability to love a child or to be the support they     needed, he excelled at it. It had never been easy for him to tell people he     loved them, she knew the words often lay unspoken on his tongue but since their
     reunion he had been so free with the words both to her and their son and it had     moved her in unexpected ways.
          As they joined Jack, Eric set the basket down and while     Nathalie retrieved the blanket from her knapsack. She spread it out along the
     ground before sitting down, leaning against the tree. Eric unpacked the basket     and poured them each a glass of wine and a glass of grape juice for Jack before     joining her against the tree.
          "So Jack," Nathalie, "tell me how school
     was."
          The young boy climbed into his mother's lap and leaned     against her, sighing happily. He was an affectionate boy who took every     opportunity he could to be near his parents.

          "It was okay. I get to do show 'n tell next week."
          "Oh? What are you going to bring?" Eric asked,     passing a piece of cheese to Nathalie.
          "Drew," he replied easily, taking a sip from his
     juice.
          Both adults laughed lightly. "Buddy, you're bringing     Drew for show and tell?" Eric asked.
          He nodded. "Drew said he would bring in a real brain
     and explain it to us and that is way cooler than what Davey brought in     today."
          Softly stroking his hair, Nathalie dropped a kiss on his     forehead. "What did Davey bring in?"
          "His iguana."

          Eric nodded sagely. "I have to agree with Jack. Drew     and a real brain are way cooler than an iguana."
          Shaking her head, Nathalie smiled. "You're all just a     bunch of little boys, aren't you?"

          Stealing a kiss, Eric waggled his eyebrows. "And that's     why you love us."
          "God help me," she sighed. "I do love you -     all of you."
          Jack turned to his father and gave him a hopeful look.
     "Is it time?"
          He shook his head. "Not yet - we'll eat first and then     it'll be time."
          Watching the exchange between the two, Nathalie narrowed her
     eyes. "And just what are the two of you up to?" she queried.
          "Nothing Mom," Jack demurred, "just guys'     stuff."
          "Yeah Mom," Eric mimicked. "Just guys'     stuff."

          Rolling her eyes, she took a drink from her wine. The three     of them chatted easily - laughing and joking with each other - each of them     finally sure of their place in the family.
          Nathalie, leaning her head against Eric's shoulder, was
     finally able to look back on some of the most difficult moments of her past and     not quake. While the memories of those moments could still be felt, their power     over her was greatly reduced. She was healing and she was healing because her
     son loved her and Eric loved her.
          Having finished their dinner, Jack turned to his father and     whispered loudly. "How about now? Is it time now?"
          Smiling, Eric nodded. "Yes little man, it's time now.
     Do you know where it is?"
          His green eyes danced happily as he nodded. Getting to his     feet he walked over to the picnic basket and reaching inside, pulled out a     small box. Trying to keep it hidden from his mother's curious gaze, he tucked
     it against his side and looked at his father.
          "Should I open it?"
          "I think that would be a good idea," he whispered.
          Jack pried the box open and then hid it behind his back as
     he turned to his mother. "Mom?"
          Amused by the attempt at subterfuge, Nathalie grinned.     "Yes Jack?"
          "We have a question for you."
          "Oh? What kind of question?"

          Eric curled his fingers through hers and dropped a kiss to     her shoulder.
          "Dad and I love you very much," he told her     seriously.
          Her eyes shimmered as she looked from one to the other.
     "And I love you both very much too."
          "And," he carried on, "we're really happy     that you came back AND that you're staying."
          "Me too" she reaffirmed.

          Stepping in front of her, he brought the box from behind his     back and held it out to her. She gasped at the diamond that sparkled in the     last vestiges of sunlight. "And so me and Dad were wondering if you would
     marry us?"
          Happy, joyful tears slid down her cheeks as she stared in     wonder at the young boy in front of her. Eric squeezed her hand and it was as     though, all at once, she felt fully joined to him.

          "What do you say Nat?" he asked softly. "Will     you marry Jack and me?"
          She nodded tearfully, still not trusting herself to speak.     Jack thrust the ring at his father. "I think you hafta put this on her
     finger now," he told him.
          Laughing, Eric removed the emerald cut diamond and slid it     on her ring finger. He kissed her softly. "I love you" he whispered.     "My heart is beyond full."
          She kissed him back and then tugged Jack towards her,
     embracing him tightly. "I love you both so much" she said hoarsely,     finally finding her voice. "I am so complete with both of you in my     life."
          Jack sank into her lap and Eric wrapped them both in his
     arms. They were a family, united, bonded and loving. And finally, after a long     night's journey into sunlight, Nathalie was at peace.
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