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By Shelly Meyer
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Chapter One—Back Together. Back Together. Back Together
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Sarah dashed out the door, down the steps, and halted in front of Andrew, and gazed up at him.

Andrew found her messy hair, long t-shirt, and shorts sexy. “Hi, Sarah,” he greeted her with a sweet smile.

“Hi.” She smiled, looking up at him. “What are you doing here?” she asked.

“Sarah, do you forgive me?” he asked.

“Yes, you know I do.”

“Am I completely forgiven?”

“I don’t know about that girl in London,” she joked. “Besides that, absolutely everything else.”

He said with a tender smile, “I forgive you, too. I’ve said this before. I want to make it work, and I’m willing to do whatever it takes to trust you again. I know we can make this work.”

“Do you think so?” she asked.

“I know so.” His expression was sincere. Sarah, we have to make this work. I can’t live without you. And I know you can’t live without me. We love each other. Nothing is standing in our way now. Just say you need me as much as I need you.”

She had a stunned look. She had no words for him. She glanced at Trevor. He was grinning at her, then she turned and looked at her sister, who had come out onto the porch to hear her answer. 

“Say yes, Sarah,” Christine encouraged her.

Sarah smiled at her sister as she considered her reply, then looked back at Andrew with love.

He gave her another smile. “What do you say?”

“I’m... um... I...,” Sarah hesitated.

The smile on Andrew’s face disappeared as he looked at her. “Sarah?”

“I don’t know what to say,” she said.

“Say yes,” he chuckled nervously. “Say you want to be with me. Say something.”

She smiled and bounced on her toes. “Yes,” she responded with a laugh.

Andrew swept her into his arms, kissing her. “Is this really happening?” 

Kissing him back, tears streaming down her face, she said, “Yes, Andrew. I can’t live without you. Ever.” She kissed him again.

Christine and Trevor clapped their hands and cheered. “Finally,” Trevor stated happily.

Sarah and Andrew kissed in the driveway, oblivious to everything. 

“Hey lovebirds, want to come in?” Christine called out from the porch.

Sarah called out, “Yes,” her eyes fixed on Andrew.

“We should go inside,” Andrew said, putting his arm around her waist.

***
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ANDREW AND TREVOR SPENT hours learning about Christine and Sarah’s childhood. Some of the stories embarrassed Sarah. Andrew described his life in front of the cameras. “Not everyone can do it, and many give up before starting. I almost quit. I love it despite the hard work and long hours. Aside from music, I can’t picture myself pursuing any other path in life.”

“Do you play in a band?” Christine asked.

Sarah stayed silent beside Andrew while he and Christine connected. Sarah had spent countless hours with Andrew, exchanging stories. She loved hearing about them again now.

“No,” Andrew began. “My usual gigs are in smaller London venues. I play both guitar and piano. Mostly sappy love songs.” He gave Sarah a wink and a smile.

Trevor spoke up soon after. “It’s getting late. We should leave now so we can avoid traffic.”

Andrew glanced at Sarah with a frown. “He’s right.” He pulled her off the couch and held her. “Walk me out?”

Sarah nodded.

Christine stood, offered her hand, and said, “It was wonderful meeting you, Andrew.” Andrew shook it.


Andrew told her with a toothy grin, “Hopefully we’ll hang out a lot more.” Christine smiled back. “It was nice to meet you, Trevor.”



“Likewise, Christine. Any family of Sarah is my family, too.” With that, he headed for the front door.

Sarah, Andrew, and Trevor went outside together. Trevor put his arms around her. She gave a quiet “Thank you.”

He whispered, “Anything for my two best friends,” as he got into the driver’s seat of his Porsche.

Holding Sarah close, Andrew whispered, “I love you.”

“I love you, too. I’m sorry for being stupid.

“Love, we were both foolish. Nothing will stand in our way now. We are going to be happy.”

She grinned widely at him. “Yes, we are.”

He gave her a passionate kiss, then, “I’ll give you a ring tonight to talk about you moving to L.A.”

“I’ll be here for two weeks. We can talk every night.”

He gave a nod. “Let’s talk later. I love you.” He kissed her again.

She whispered, “I love you,” before he sat in the passenger seat. 

As Trevor’s Porsche drove away, she watched from the driveway before going inside.
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SARAH
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“Andrew is a great guy,” Christine told me after I went back inside and settled in the living room.

“Yes, he is.” I couldn’t help but smile.

“And you broke up with him, why?”

“All the drama. Karen. Chris. The paparazzi. I already told you this.”

“Yes, but that’s all irrelevant. It’s plain to see you two adore one another. I can see it on your face right now, and Andrew isn’t even here.”

“Is it that obvious?” I asked.

“Clearly.” Christine chuckled, shaking her head before standing. “I’m hungry. Let’s grab some lunch.”

***
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CHRISTINE DROVE TO the Lighthouse Café on Balboa Boulevard. I hadn’t visited that place since high school.

Walking in, I saw the restaurant was just as it had always been. I could still smell the Pacific Ocean through the open windows. Even the vibrant vibe was unchanged. It all triggered memories from childhood, making me feel happy.

The host sat us at a front booth and handed us our menus.

“I’m surprised everything is still the same,” I commented. “Newport never changes.”

Christine looked up from her menu and said, “Oh, but it has. A lot of the shops on Balboa are now gentrified. Most of Newport Boulevard is unrecognizable.” She looked back at her menu. “We can drive up Newport toward Costa Mesa after lunch. You’ll see the change.”

“I’d rather not. It sounds depressing, and I’d rather not spoil my memories.”

It isn’t so bad. You know, Newport and 19th is full of cool little shops.”

“I’d rather go to the beach, if that’s okay?” I asked.

“Sure. I expected that would be your first choice, anyway.” She looked at me and chuckled.

“You know me so well,” I smirked.

The server came to our table at that moment. “What would you like to drink?” she asked. She didn’t seem older than twenty-one, and she looked nervous when I glanced up.

“An iced tea with lemon, please,” came my reply.

“Are you... um... Sarah Miller?” she asked. Christine went unnoticed

“Yeah,” I replied. “Have we met?”

“You’re Andrew Collier’s fiancée,” she said.

“I am,” I told her. Now I was nervous.

“Could you sign this for me?” she asked with a nervous laugh, placing a napkin and her pen in front of me. “I love the Two Hearts series, and I love you two together,” she told me as I signed my name and handed the napkin and pen back to her.

Smiling as I looked up at her, I said, “Thank you.”

The girl looked at Christine. “And what can I get for you?” she asked, regaining her composure.

Christine added, with a thin smile, “Iced tea, also.”

“Coming right up.” She stuffed the napkin into the pocket of her apron and looked at me. “Thank you again, Sarah.”

I nodded; then, she left.

Christine chuckled. “You’re famous for nothing,” she told me.

“I suppose I am.” I flashed a smile, then returned to the menu.

***
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FOLLOWING LUNCH, WE went to the beach by the Newport Pier. How long had it been since I last felt the sand and ocean beneath my feet? I drew in a deep breath. Somehow, I could feel the scents, not just smell them. Memories rushed back. I remembered sneaking away to The Wedge to watch surfers fearlessly take on the jetty. I recalled riding the ferry to Balboa Island and shopping at Fashion Island with friends. I remembered fishing off the Newport Pier with my grandpa when I was twelve.

“Christine, this is where I belong.”

“Are you moving back, then?” she asked.

Standing in the water, I looked at my sister and gave her a smile. “Yeah, I think I am.”

“The ocean is part of you, Sarah,” she told me. “California is in your blood.”

“I think I’ve always known that,” I told her as I walked toward her. I put my arm around her shoulder. “We should head home. It’s kind of cold.” I smirked and picked up my shoes, and we walked back to the car.
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ANDREW
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“Are you happy now?” Trevor asked me as we headed north on the four-oh-five.

“Very,” I said, glancing at my friend. “I’m glad she came to her senses.”

“That makes two of us,” Trevor said, watching the road. Midday traffic was awful. “Hopefully, you two won’t subject your friends to this crap anymore.”

“Nothing can stop us now, Trev. Karen is out of the picture, and Chris... well, he’s a thousand miles away.”

“What about the paparazzi?” Trevor shot me a glance before looking back to the road.

“Nothing but a minor annoyance.”

“Don’t forget about the Celebrity Insider interview.”

“I haven’t forgotten. I’m not looking forward to it. I’m going to ring Liz and get it organized. The sooner it’s done, the sooner I can forget about it.”

Trevor said, “Good idea,” while taking the West Hollywood 101 exit.

***
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WE MANAGED TO ARRIVE at my flat in Spaulding Square after spending forty-five minutes stuck in traffic on two congested L.A. freeways.

“Forgive me if I don’t come up,” Trevor told me as he pulled up at the curb in front of my building. “I’ve got some errands to run.”

“No worries, mate,” I told him as I slipped out of the passenger seat. “Thank you, Trevor. You saved us... again.”

“You’re welcome, man. Anything for you and Sarah.” He grinned widely, and I shut the car door, then headed up to my flat.
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CHRIS
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Being in Sarah’s house without her felt odd. It seemed like she was a million miles away. Although it had only been two days, it felt like I hadn’t spoken to her for months.

As I walked from room to room, memories of specific moments with her flooded back; some moments gave me a rise in my jeans.

I wish I hadn’t been thinking about that, or the times we almost went too far. I missed that woman so much, and I hated the idea of her staying in California.

I sat down on her bed, closed my eyes, and inhaled deeply. I could nearly smell her scent. Since she didn’t wear perfume, the fragrance was purely Sarah. My hand ran over her blanket, and I smiled. Would I always be in love with a woman I’d never be with? As I stood, I realized I would always be in love with her. I walked to the living room and sat on the couch. With a sigh, I pulled my cell from my pocket. I had to call her. I had to hear her voice; otherwise, I’d go crazy.

“Hey, goofball,” she said, a smile evident in her voice. “I’m so glad you called.”

“Oh, are you?” I asked with a smile of my own.

“Of course. I was planning to call you tomorrow. I’ve just been having so much fun with my sister the past couple of days.”

“I’m glad to hear it. I’m glad you’re having fun. You needed to get away.”

“Yeah,” she began with a serious tone. “About that...”

“Is everything okay?” I asked, afraid my worries about her staying in California were true.

“Yeah, everything’s great.” I heard the smile return to her voice. “I saw Andrew this morning.”

“What did he want?”

“He came to beg me to take him back. You gave Trevor my sister’s address.”

“I know. I’m sorry. He seemed desperate.”

“It’s okay.”

“You told Andrew no, right?” She said nothing. “Sarah, please tell me you didn’t take him back.”

“I can’t say that, Chris.”

I sighed. “Dammit, Sarah. This means you aren’t coming back to Denver, doesn’t it?”

“I’ll be back, but not to live.”

“Jeez, Sarah, how many more times are you two going to break up and then get back together?”

“I love him.” She sounded sad.

“I know you do, but you were making great progress. You were moving on. Before you left, you decided you were going to move on from Andrew.”

“And then he showed up here, out of nowhere, thanks to you.” She chuckled. “I can’t be without him.”

I sighed again. “I know, Sarah.” I lowered my voice. “I know.”

“Don’t be mad, please.”

“I’m not mad. I’m worried.”

“Well, don’t be. I’ll be okay. I promise.” The smile returned to her voice.

“I hope so,” I told her. “I just want you to be happy. That’s all I’ve ever wanted for you.”

“I know, and I love you for it.” I heard her take a breath and smile again. “Pep up. I’ll be home at the end of next week. We can talk more when I get home.”

“I hope we’ll talk before next week?”

“Of course we will.” She stopped, then said. “Let’s talk about something else. I’m sure talking about this wasn’t the reason for your call.”

“No, it wasn’t,” I said with a chuckle.

***
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FOR THE NEXT HOUR, Sarah and I talked about her first two days in Newport. She told me how great it was to be back in her hometown and about the memories that came flooding back. I could hear the joy emanating from her. I knew this visit was what she needed, but her decision to stay because Andrew had convinced her to take him back wasn’t what she needed right now. Her wounds were still raw.

I didn’t bring any of this up to her. Instead, I told her how everyone at work missed her and how Marie told me to remind her that the two of them had a lunch date when she returned.

I surprised her with the news that the construction crew would arrive on Friday to start on the master bathroom.

“Shouldn’t we be focusing on the roof right now?”

“It snowed on Monday. The roof has to wait until it thaws,” I told her.

“That sucks. I don’t miss that white crap,” Sarah told him with a laugh. “Not that it’s 80 degrees here, but there’s no chance of snow.”

“Lucky you,” I chuckled. “The roof will have to wait until May, when it warms up.”

“Yeah, that’s a good idea. The snow didn’t melt into the bathroom, did it?”

“No. Remember, I put the tarp up there in February?”

“That’s right.” She was quiet for a moment. “Hey, Chris.”

“Yeah, hun?”

“Thanks for sticking around and seeing things through. You don’t know how much I appreciate it.”

“Yes, I do.” I stopped for a minute. “So, now that you’re moving to California, what are you going to do with the house?”

“I don’t know. I hadn’t thought about that.” She sighed again. “Another topic for when I get home.”

“I miss you,” I told her.

“I miss you, too.”
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ANDREW
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I walked into my flat, tossed my keys on the desk in the foyer, then headed to the living room and sat on the couch. I pulled out my phone and grabbed the card with the number for Liz Freeman at Celebrity Insider. Mary had given it to me when her boyfriend dropped me off at my flat in London.

“I so do not want to do this,” I said aloud, then dialled the number.

“Liz Freeman’s office,” came the perky receptionist’s greeting. “How may I help you?”

“Yeah, is Liz available? This is Andrew Collier.”

“Oh, yes, Mr. Collier. She’s been expecting your call. Please hold for a moment.”

“Andrew, I was afraid you wouldn’t call.” Liz greeted me a minute later.

“Yeah, well, this is only a little better than assault charges,” I told her with an uninterested tone.

The woman cackled. “We’re not that bad, Andrew. I promise this interview will be fair and friendly. Nothing tawdry.”

“I somehow don’t believe you, but I don’t have another choice.” “When do you want to do this? The sooner, the better.”

“Does Monday work for you?” she asked.

“That’s fine. What time and where?”

“At our studio in Burbank, three o’clock.”

I wrote down the address she gave me, then hung up without a goodbye. I felt I was going to regret this forced interview.

***
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ANDREW CALLED SARAH around six o’clock. He had been fighting the urge to call her all day. Now that she was back in his life, he didn’t want to be without her.

“Hello, love,” he greeted her when she answered.

“Hi, Andrew.” She grinned widely. “How was your day?”

“This morning was fantastic,” he said. “This afternoon, not so much.”

She frowned. With concern in her voice, she asked, “What happened?”

“Celebrity Insider.”

“Oh, God. What did they do now?” Exasperation sounded in her voice.

“I scheduled that ridiculous interview.”

“When do you have to do it?”

“Monday.”

“Well, the good news is, after you do the interview, you’ll never have to deal with them again... as long as you don’t punch another paparazzi.” She chuckled.

“I have no plans for that, love,” Andrew said with a short laugh. “Would you like to come with me?”

“I’ll have to check with Christine. She has packed all kinds of fun activities for me every day for two weeks.” Sarah laughed again. “I’m going to need a vacation after my vacation.”

“I’m not going to see you while you’re here?” He pouted.

“You could always join us. Christine is planning a visit to California Disney.”

“Uh, I don’t know about that.”

“Yeah, probably not. Hmm... we do have a beach day planned, complete with a picnic lunch. I don’t know which day, though. I’ll have to find out.”

“A day at the beach sounds fantastic. I’d love to spend the day in the water with you and slather you with sunscreen.”

“That sounds wonderful.” She sighed. “One sec. Hey sis,” she called out. “When are we having our beach day?”

“I thought we’d go on Thursday,” came the reply from the distance. “It’s supposed to be seventy-five and sunny.”

“Thursday,” Sarah said into the phone.

“It’s a date,” he told her. “I love you, Sarah.”

“I love you more. I’ll let you know about Monday.”

“Wonderful, love. Ring me tomorrow?”

“Of course. Have a good night.”

“Sleep sweet.” 
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SARAH
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As Christine and I ate dinner, I asked her if Andrew would be welcome at the beach on Thursday.

“Of course,” she told me with a smile. I smiled back.

I was happy again. My attempt to be happy without Andrew had failed. My outward smile had been a ruse. Beneath the surface, I was miserable and on the verge of tears, just like all the other times we had been apart. I would not let that happen again.

Christine asked, bringing me out of my thoughts. “Are you going to tell me the real reason you two broke up?” She looked up at me.

I avoided her stare as I drank my tea. “You know why. Karen...Chris.”

“Sarah,” she said with a serious tone.

I forced myself to look at her. I felt guilty for not being honest with her... or myself... about why I continued to make Andrew and myself miserable by staying away from him. I sighed and rolled my eyes. “Alright. I’ll tell you. I’m afraid.”

“Afraid of what?”

“I’m afraid I won’t be able to handle life in his world.”

“I don’t understand, Sarah. From what you’ve told me, you’ve been able to handle the press and all the attention from day one.”

“Standing up to the paparazzi that first day at the grocery store scared the crap out of me. I was shaking, and my mouth was dry, and I thought I was going to be sick.”

“You can always ignore them,” Christine told me matter of fact.

“I’ve done that. I’ve walked past them while they were shouting at me.” I took a deep breath and closed my eyes, unsure of how to explain my deep-seated fears about living my life in the spotlight. “This all started with a letter asking for an autograph. I never imagined...”

“It was a surprise.” Christine finished my statement.

“That’s putting it mildly.” I chuckled. “When Andrew showed up, my world turned upside down. Everything changed. That scared me so much. I knew that as long as I was with him, my life would never be the same. “My actions—sabotaging us, breaking up, sleeping with Chris—stemmed from fear of what life with Andrew would become.” Every time I thought about my future with him, I freaked out.

“And there were outside issues.”

“What outside issues? You mean Karen and Chris?”

“Everything they did made me realize my life would never be normal again. What was I supposed to do about them, you know?”

“But they aren’t part of your life anymore. Well, not Karen anyway,” she reminded me.

“I know. And it’s not even about them anymore. It’s about being in front of the cameras, about being around celebrities.

“I may have acted calm and pretended everything was normal, but the day I met Joel Grisham...”

“Joel Grisham, the director?”

“Yes. The day I met him, I was starstruck. I lied and I said it was no big deal, that I’d never heard of him. After a couple of days, it wasn’t a big deal. He was just Joel, but...”

“We grew up around these kinds of people, sis. Hell, you were a PA on one of the most popular shows on TV. It shouldn’t be a big deal. You’re letting the fear of all this consume you. If you want to be with Andrew, you need to accept that this is your life. If you don’t think you can do it, let him go... for good.”

I stared up at her, frustrated. “Don’t you think I’ve tried that?” I looked away again and shook my head. “I can’t live without him. He’s part of me now.” I looked at her again, a tear falling from my eye. “Every time I’ve tried to let him go, I’ve been miserable. I’ve made myself sick. I’ve done things I knew would ruin my relationship with him, and then I’d feel guilty. I was guilty, but deep down, I thought it was for the best that we ended things. And I told him that. And we were both miserable.” I was rambling, but I need to get it all out. Christine had forced my hand, and now I was flooded with feelings I couldn’t ebb until everything was out in the open. Then she asked the one question I had been dreading. It was the one question I had avoided answering all along.

“What do you want to do, Sarah?”

I looked up at her again and wiped the tears from my cheeks. “I don’t know.”

Her voice was quiet. “Yes, you do.”

“Yes, I do,” I replied, honest with myself for the first time. “I want to be scared. I want to be with Andrew. There’s no doubt in my mind.”


Christine smiled. She reached across the table and put her hand on mine. “Everyone already knew,” she said.
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TREVOR
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On Tuesday morning, around ten, I called Sarah to see how she was doing. She had become a good friend, and I cared about her and worried about her. She and Andrew had gone through so much together, and apart, I felt it was my duty to take care of them and keep them on track. It made me happy to have Christine on my side, as she was such a thoughtful and compassionate woman, and I was happy to welcome her as a friend. I knew Christine would keep Sarah focused when I couldn’t. The joy of seeing Sarah in California was only surpassed by the thought of knowing she and Andrew had reunited. They spent too much time going back and forth with their relationship. They belonged together. Everyone knew it. They knew it, but they were both too stubborn to realize it. This time, I hoped, they would stop their foolishness and be together.

“Good morning, Sarah,” I greeted her with a cheerful tone when she answered.

“Hey, Trevor.” Her tone was just as cheerful. “How are you?”

“I’m great. I wanted to check in and see how you’re doing.”

“Well, isn’t that sweet of you.” I could hear the smile in her voice. “I’m good. I’m sitting on the front porch, drinking my mocha and enjoying the beautiful morning.”

“You seem like you’re in a good mood,” I told her. “It’s about time.”

“I am.  I had a great talk with my sister last night, and a lot of things came to light. I think I’m in a good place.”

“I’m glad to hear that.” I was happy to hear the contentment in her voice.

“I kind of have you to thank for that.”

“Me? How so?”

“Your incessant nagging all these weeks.” She chuckled. “And surprising me with Andrew yesterday.”

“You two belong together, Sarah.”

“I know,” she said with a sigh. “I’m sorry it took so long to see it.”

“So, you’re done being stubborn,” I asked with a short laugh.

“Absolutely.” She sighed again, this time happily. “It’s like I was telling Christine last night, I was afraid of what my life would be like in front of the cameras. Your lives are so public, and I’ve always been a private person. You already know this.”

“Yeah, I get it,” I told her.

“I have been so afraid of all of it, but my love for Andrew is stronger than that fear. I can’t live without him.”

“He can’t live without you, either.”

“Really?”

“Really.” I snickered. “He begged me to drive down there to convince you to take him back. He was relentless. The minute he knew you were in California, he made me call Chris to get your sister’s address.”

Her laugh echoed in the phone. “He’s crazy.”

“Yeah. About you.”

“And I’m crazy about him. Thank you for bringing him here.”

“You’re welcome. I love you both. I’d do pretty much anything for you two.”

“You’re a wonderful friend, Trevor.”

“I’m glad you feel that way. I feel the same about you.” I smiled. “How is everything else? How was your visit with your sister? Do you have any plans for today?”

“Everything is going well so far. I think we’re headed to South Coast Plaza or maybe Balboa this afternoon. I want to see everything from high school. The memories keep flooding back every time I see something from my childhood.”

“I’ll bet. I’m glad you’re enjoying your trip.”

“I am.” I heard the smile in her voice again.

“I’ll call you later in the week.”

“Not Thursday. We’re headed to the beach... with Andrew.”

I chuckled again. “That’s what you need, more time together.” My voice softened. “I’ll talk to you soon. Love you, Sarah.”

“Love you, too, Trevor.”

I hung up and sighed. Finally... I hoped... for good this time.

***
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AFTER I TALKED TO SARAH, I called Andrew to see how he was doing. I was determined to keep my two best friends together, and their happiness as a couple made all the effort worth it.

“What’s up, mate?” Andrew asked when he answered.

“I’m checking to see how you’re doing. I just got off the phone with Sarah.”

“Yeah,” he asked, his voice perked up.

“Yeah, she’s good. Are you going to see her today?”

“Not today.” His tone became melancholy. “We’re going to the beach on Thursday.”

“Yeah, she mentioned that. But how are you doing?”

“I’m fantastic. I’m happier than I’ve been in weeks.”

“So is she.”

“Is she? I mean, she’s not having second thoughts again?”

“God, no,” I chuckled. “She’s all in. She told me why she kept trying to break things off.”

“Really?”   

I explained Sarah’s fears to Andrew. He seemed to understand her concerns, yet he also seemed confused.

“I get she’s afraid, but she seemed so confident every time she came face to face with the paparazzi. I don’t understand why she didn’t tell me this in the beginning. We could have avoided all the rubbish.” He seemed a little sad.

“Yeah, man. I get it. Maybe it’s something you and Sarah should talk about. Get it all out in the open so you can move on with your life together,” I told him.

“You’re right, mate. I’m supposed to ring her this afternoon,” Andrew said.

“Good. I want you two together. I always have.”

“So have I.” He laughed. “Speak to you later, Trev.”

“Later.” I hung up and sighed. I was sure they’d make it this time. They were both willing to put in the effort... finally.
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SARAH
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“We should go to brunch,” I suggested to Christine after I hung up with Trevor.

“Sounds like a good idea,” she agreed. “How about Wilma’s Patio?”

“Wilma’s? I haven’t been there since senior year. Four of us went there for breakfast before graduation. I can’t believe it’s still there.”

“Yep, and as busy as ever. I pick up lunch from there once in a while.”

“Wow!” Tears formed in my eyes.

“What’s wrong?” She asked.

“Everything is bringing back so many memories from high school.”

“It would be weird if they didn’t. You grew up here.” Christine chuckled and shook her head, then put her arm around my shoulder.

“I know, but I wasn’t ready for how all this would make me feel.” I wiped my tears and smiled. “I’m emotional right now. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry. It’s normal.”

I smiled again and squeezed her hand. “I’ll get dressed, then we’ll go.

***
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WILMA’S WAS THE SAME as it had been almost twenty years ago. The outside still had the wooden benches and boxed flowers out front. The exterior still resembled a Bavarian chalet.

Wilma’s found its place on Marine Avenue, a cozy neighborhood street on Balboa, next to quaint boutiques and bakeries.

The interior still had the wooden tables and chairs and gingham tablecloths, with tall chairs placed at the bar. It was cozy and family oriented.

I missed this. I missed all of it, and I was glad to be back.

Christine and I took a seat at a table near the bar. We were lucky to find a table at all. Wilma’s was already at capacity.

“How was your chat with Trevor?” she asked once our server took our drink order and walked away.

“It was good,” I told her, then opened my menu. “I told him everything I told you.”

“He’s a sweet kid.”

“He is. He’s become a great friend.” I looked up at her. “He seems taken with you.” I smiled and winked.

She waved the notion away. “Hardly,” she scoffed. “He seems like he’s invested in your relationship with Andrew.”

“I think he is.” I gave a short laugh. “He is Andrew’s best friend. He’s said many times Andrew is never happier than when he’s with me.” I laughed again, perused my menu once more, and then dropped it to look at my sister. “Did you know he paid for round-trip, first-class plane tickets to Portland after I made the stupid mistake of sleeping with Chris?”

“Wow! That is an investment in your relationship.” She grinned at me, then looked at her own menu.

“Like I said, he’s a great friend.”

A moment later, our server returned to take our order. I chose Belgian waffles and scrambled eggs. Christine ordered the Island bomber omelet. Her order took me back to the morning of my graduation. That was what I had ordered that day in June, as my three friends and I crowded around a table in the middle of the room. Wilma’s restaurant was just as crowded that day.

The noisy, crowded restaurant brought back memories of that morning in 2007.

It had been a great morning, and I wouldn’t change those memories for anything.

Apparently, my mind had drifted off because Christine was snapping her fingers in front of my face and repeating my name. It brought me back to the present.

“Sarah. Hello?” She repeated.

I blinked and shook my head. “Sorry.”

“Where did you go?” she asked, then took a bite of her food.

I hadn’t even noticed my food had been placed in front of me. “My friends and I came here for breakfast on graduation day. I told them I was leaving for Denver.” I looked down at my food. “Things weren’t the same after that day.”

“It never is.” Christine reached out her hand and placed it on mine. She smiled, then sat back. “Besides, your life would be so different if you had stayed. You may have never met Andrew.”

I shrugged. “Maybe,” I whispered, then took a bite of my waffle.

***
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THURSDAY CAME QUICKLY. Sarah was up with the sun, as usual. She hoped she could end that habit now that she wasn’t working.

Today, though, she was far too excited about her beach day with Andrew and Christine to worry about something so unimportant, so she slipped out of bed and went to the kitchen to start the coffee.

As the coffee brewed, she stared out the window at the horizon and watched the beautiful reds and oranges and yellows change against the ever-increasing azure of the sky. She should have had the sense to grab her phone so she could take a photo of this wonder of nature.

Everything for Sarah was perfect now. She was back in California, with the sun and the beach and the memories, and she was back with Andrew. Life was perfect again, and she had dreams of the future, with Andrew by her side. She tried to imagine what her life would be like with Andrew. She imagined it would be better than the life she had just left.

The aroma of the coffee brought her out of her daydream. She had been doing a lot of daydreaming—daydreaming of the past and of the future—and it didn’t bother her one bit.

Sarah poured herself a cup of coffee, then added a heaping spoonful of hot chocolate and stirred it. She went to the window seat and looked out at the street. The sun was causing the trees to cast shadows on the pavement. She opened the window a bit and breathed in the cool morning air. She swore she could smell the ocean. Sarah realized she would never tire of that scent.

In the back room, Sarah heard a phone ring. She thought it might be hers, so she ran to answer it before the ringing woke Christine. When she reached her room, she saw that her phone was silent. It must have been Christine’s phone, and a moment later, her sister emerged from her room with her phone to her ear. Christine smiled as she walked past Sarah and went to the kitchen.

A few minutes later, she joined Sarah in the living room and sat on the couch.

“Everything okay?” Sarah asked.

Christine nodded, a frown forming on her lips. “I won’t be able to take you to the beach today. I have a client who needs me this morning.”

Christine was a clinical psychologist. She helped dozens of people in her practice and also volunteered her time at homeless shelters and on crisis hotlines. She was selfless.

“It’s okay. Maybe we can go tomorrow?”

“I have an idea. Why don’t you and Andrew go this morning, and I’ll meet you both there when I’ve finished with my client?”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah.” Christine smiled. “You and Andrew can have some ‘alone time’ while I work. I insist.”

“If you’re sure?” Sarah asked again.

“I’m positive.” Christine smiled again, then took a sip of her coffee.

***
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“HEY, LOVE, HOW ARE you? You,” Andrew greeted Sarah when she called a few hours later.

“I’m good, honey. How are you? I miss you.”

“I miss you, too. I can’t wait to see you today.” He grinned into the phone.

“About that.” Sarah’s tone was a little somber.

“No. Don’t tell me we aren’t going today.”

“No. Nothing like that. There’s just a minor change.”

“What is it?” he asked, sounding apprehensive.

“Well, Christine has a client call this morning, so she can’t take me. I was wondering...”

“I would love nothing more than to pick you up.” He grinned into the phone again.

“Thank you, Andrew.”

“Anything for you, love. I was worried I wouldn’t get to see you. I’ve missed you this week.”

“I’ve missed you, too.”

“What time should I pick you up?”

“About ten?”

“I’ll see you then. I love you.”

“I love you, Andrew. I’ll see you soon.” Sarah hung up and sighed.

***
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TEN MINUTES TO TEN. Sarah found Christine in her office, getting ready for her session. “Are you sure you’re okay with me going without you?” Sarah asked.

“Yes, I’m sure. Go ahead. I’ll call you when I’m on my way. Have fun. And don’t forget the cooler. I packed it up earlier.”

“Thanks for reminding me. I would have forgotten it.” Sarah hugged her sister, then went to the kitchen and grabbed the cooler. She headed outside and down to the curb to wait for Andrew.

Within a few minutes, Andrew pulled up in his 1989 BMW 325i. The top was down, and the slight breeze had Andrew’s sexy locks in disarray. He parked, got out of the car, and came around to the passenger side. He took the cooler from Sarah and put it in the back seat. Before Sarah could open the passenger door, Andrew opened it for her, gave her a sexy grin, and then kissed her. “Good morning, beautiful.”

“Good morning.” Sarah smiled widely and slid into the seat. Andrew closed the door, then made his way around to the driver’s seat. He turned the key, and the engine roared to life. He put the car in drive and sped away from the curb.

“I missed you,” he said and placed his hand on her knee.

“I missed you, too. I can’t believe we get to spend some real time together while I’m here.”

“I know, love, but you came to visit your sister. The two of you need to connect right now. We’re going to spend our lives together. I can sacrifice a couple of weeks so you can spend time with Christine.”

“You really are amazing, Andrew,” Sarah said with a laugh as the wind blew her hair around her face. Andrew looked over at her and smiled widely. Sarah smiled back, as if it were a first date with her high school crush.

Andrew pressed his foot on the gas pedal, and the BMW raced down PCH.

Within five minutes, Andrew maneuvered the little car into a spot in the parking lot on Seashore Drive near 56th Street. Andrew removed the chairs and umbrella from the back seat, while Sarah grabbed the cooler, and then they made their way toward the beach.

They walked along the sand and found a spot near the lifeguard tower and the jetty.

Sarah texted Christine to let her know where they were setting up their chairs and umbrella. “Are you getting in the water?” she asked Andrew as she put her phone back in her bag.

“Of course.” He looked at her and grinned. He stood, pulled his shirt over his head, and then pulled Sarah up from her chair, kissing her lips before pulling her shirt over her head. She slipped off her shorts, and the two of them ran down the beach toward the water.

The sun-kissed breeze carried the ocean’s scent in its gentle embrace. Waves rolled toward the shore, their soft crashes filling the space between Sarah’s laughter and Andrew’s teasing remarks. The water shimmered like a sheet of diamonds under the sun as they splashed through the shallows, chasing each other like carefree children.

“You can’t catch me!” Sarah called over her shoulder, her feet sinking as she waded deeper into the ocean. Andrew grinned, the mischievous sparkle in his eyes matching the glittering sea. He surged forward, water splashing around his knees, and caught her waist just as she turned to dodge him.

She squealed in delight as he spun her around, lifting her feet off the sandy bottom. The world blurred into streaks of blue and gold as she clung to his shoulders, her laughter ringing out like a song carried on the breeze. “Okay, okay, you win!” she gasped, giggling.

“I always win,” Andrew said, setting her down but keeping his arms around her. “Especially when it means getting to hold you.”

Sarah rolled her eyes, though her cheeks flushed pink. “You’re impossible,” she whispered, her voice softening as she looked up at him. The sunlight caught in his dark hair, and his face, so familiar and beloved, seemed perfect against the backdrop of the endless horizon.

Andrew’s teasing expression softened as he gazed back at her. He brushed a strand of damp hair from her face, his fingertips grazing her cheek. “You’re beautiful,” he breathed, the sincerity in his tone making her heart flutter.

She smiled, leaning into his touch. “You always say that.”

“Because it’s always true,” he replied without missing a beat.

Before she could respond, he leaned in, capturing her lips in a kiss that was as gentle as the breeze but carried the depth of the ocean. The world around them seemed to fade away—no sound but the waves, no sensation but the warmth of his arms and the soft press of his lips.

When they broke apart, Sarah rested her forehead against his, her fingers tracing patterns on his chest. “Promise me we’ll always have moments like this,” she whispered.

Andrew tightened his hold on her, his voice steady and full of conviction. “I promise. As long as I’m with you, every moment will be like this.”

They stood there for a long while, the ocean lapping at their legs, the sun rising higher in the sky. Around them, the world carried on—seagulls calling, distant laughter from beachgoers—but in their little corner of the sea, there was only love, infinite and unshakable.

The sun was higher in the sky, casting a warm, golden hue across the water. The waves lapped at the shore, and the salty breeze played with Sarah’s hair as she laughed, running ahead of Andrew again. He chased after her, his feet sinking into the damp sand. As she ran toward the water, the sound of the waves blended with her laughter.

“Gotcha!” Andrew said, catching her by the waist and twirling her around again. Sarah squealed, her arms wrapping around his neck as he spun her, both of them dizzy with laughter.

They collapsed onto the sand, breathless, lying side by side. Sarah turned her head toward Andrew, her cheeks pink from the exertion. “How long do you think we’ve been out here?”

Andrew shielded his eyes with one hand, squinting at the sun that now hung above. “Hours,” he admitted, a crooked smile playing on his lips. “But time stops when I’m with you.”

Sarah rolled her eyes, but she couldn’t hide her grin. “You’re such a sap.”

Just as she leaned in to kiss him, a familiar voice broke the moment. “There you two are! I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”

They both sat up to see Christine walking toward them, her sunhat askew and a beach bag swinging at her side.

“Christine! You made it!” Sarah said, jumping to her feet and pulling her sister into a hug.

Christine eyed them with a smirk. “Looks like you two were too busy frolicking to notice the time.”

Andrew stood and brushed the sand off his shorts. “Frolicking is a strong word,” he said with a grin. “I’d say we were... enjoying the scenery.”

Christine raised an eyebrow. “Uh-huh. Well, I brought lunch, so let’s enjoy it under the umbrella before I melt in this sun.”

The three of them sat under the colorful beach umbrella Andrew and Sarah had set up earlier. Christine unpacked sandwiches, fruit, and a thermos of iced tea. They ate, chatting and laughing, their voices blending with the rhythmic sound of the waves.

After lunch, they walked along the shoreline, their feet sinking into the cool, wet sand. The conversation turned to their plans for the week.

“I don’t know what I’m doing next week,” Sarah said, nudging a shell with her toe. “Maybe we can go to California Disney?”

Christine nodded. “I have one client on Wednesday, but I think I’m free the rest of the week. Disney sounds like a great idea.”

Andrew’s expression grew a little more serious. “Well, I’m off to a great start to the week.” I’ve got that interview with Celebrity Insider on Monday.”

Sarah’s brow furrowed, her hand slipping into his. “I can’t believe you still have to do that. They’re awful.”

Andrew sighed, running a hand through his hair. “I have no choice. Remember that photographer in London?” He winced. “Doing this interview is the only way I can get out of a lawsuit after punching him.”

Christine shook her head. “They’re just going to twist everything you say. You know that, right?”

“I know,” Andrew said. “But if I don’t do it, they’ll just spin the story to make me look worse, and I’ll end up having a lawsuit anyway. At least this way, I can try to control the conversation.”

Sarah squeezed his hand. “We’ll get through it. I’ll be there with you. You’ve got nothing to hide, and anyone who knows you will see the truth.”

Andrew smiled down at her, the tension in his face softening. “Thanks, love.”

They continued their walk, the conversation drifting to lighter topics as the sun dipped lower, painting the sky in shades of pink and orange. The day had been perfect, even with the shadow of Monday looming. Together, they could face whatever came next.

***
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ON SATURDAY MORNING, Sarah picked up her phone and dialed Chris. It had been a week since they’d last spoken, and she missed his voice. The line rang twice before he answered, his familiar voice bringing an instant smile to her face.

“Hey, goofball,” Chris greeted. “Long time, no chat!”

“Hey, yourself,” Sarah replied, leaning back on the couch. “How are things in Colorado?”

Chris chuckled. “Oh, you know, typical Colorado spring. We got about six inches of snow this week. The roads are a mess. Oh, and Marie’s been asking about you nonstop. She’s getting impatient waiting for you to come back.”

Sarah laughed, a pang of longing tugging at her heart. “I miss all of you, too. Tell her I’ll be home on Friday. It feels like forever since I’ve seen everyone.”

“Will do,” Chris said. “So, what have you been up to? Living the California dream?”

“Something like that,” Sarah teased. “Andrew and I went to the beach on Thursday—it was wonderful. It’s as if we were never apart. I’ll show you photos when I get back. And today, Christine and I are heading to California Disney for some fun. Then, on Monday, I’m going with Andrew to Burbank to watch him give his interview for Celebrity Insider.”

Chris let out a low whistle. “That’s still happening? Is it going to be a live broadcast?”

“Yeah,” Sarah confirmed. “No pressure, right?”

Chris laughed. “Not at all. He’ll be fine. He’s used to this sort of thing. I’ll round up the gang, and we’ll watch it together at work. I’m sure everyone will want to see it.”

“Thanks, Chris,” Sarah said, her voice softening.

“Of course,” he replied. “I can’t wait for you to get back. The construction crew has done a lot of work on the house.”

“I can’t wait to see it all.”

They chatted a while longer, trading updates and laughter, before saying goodbye. As Sarah hung up, she felt a surge of excitement. She had so much to look forward to, but hearing Chris’s voice made her even more eager to return to Colorado—where her other family waited.
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I ended the call, the soft click echoing in my ears. The silence that followed wrapped around me, heavy and stifling. I stared at my phone for a moment, my thumb hovering over the screen as if I could will Sarah back onto the line. But she was gone—for now, at least.

A twinge of sadness hit me square in the chest, sharp and unrelenting. I leaned back against the cushions of the couch, letting out a sigh that felt heavier than it should. Sarah wasn’t mine. She hadn’t belonged to me for a long time, if she ever did. And yet, I was still very much in love with her, in a way that made my heart ache every time I thought about her—especially now, knowing she was coming back to Denver only to leave again.

She’d said it so casually, as if it meant little to her. “Just long enough to pack my stuff,” she’d explained, her voice light. But those words had landed on me like a punch to the gut. Two weeks. That’s all the time she’d give the city we once shared, the city where our almost-love story had unfolded.

I tilted my head back, staring at the ceiling as memories flooded in. I thought about the weeks before Sarah had left for California. We’d found a rhythm, a good place—one without the constant drama that kept pulling us apart. I remembered the near-mistake, the almost-betrayal. She had almost cheated on Andrew with me more than once. And though nothing happened, the unspoken but undeniable weight of the potential event lingered between us.

But now, all of that felt like a lifetime ago. California had taken her away, and with her move permanent, Denver felt emptier somehow. I hated that I couldn’t shake the hope of seeing her again next week, even if it was just a fleeting moment.

I stood and stretched, shaking off the melancholy that had settled over me. I needed something to look forward to, something to distract me. Work, for one. Monday couldn’t come soon enough. At least then I’d have the chance to tell Marie, Valerie, and the rest of the gang the news: Andrew was going to be on Celebrity Insider.

I understood the irony. My nemesis would be sitting in the spotlight yet again, doing his obligatory interview for the world to see after he had punched that paparazzi in London. I almost laughed at the absurdity of it, but the thought didn’t bring me the satisfaction I’d hoped for.

Instead, it only reminded me of Sarah. Of her laugh, her smile, and her voice on the other end of the line. And no matter how much I tried to distract myself, she remained the center of my thoughts—whether she belonged there.
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I leaned back on the couch, the sun streaming in the living room window, casting shadows across the room. My phone buzzed on the coffee table, breaking the silence. I picked it up, smiling at the name on the screen. Trevor. “Hey, mate,” I said, my voice warm but a little worn out.

“I was beginning to think you’d fallen off the face of the earth,” Trevor teased. “Are you okay? I haven’t heard from you in days.”

I chuckled. “Yeah, sorry about that. I’ve just been... distracted.”

“Distracted, huh? Let me guess—Sarah?” Trevor’s tone was light but knowing.

I sighed, leaning my head back. “Yes. We spent the day at the beach on Thursday. It was... amazing. Better than I could’ve imagined.”

“That’s great!” Trevor said. “So, how’d it go? What happened?”

“It felt like we had never been apart,” I admitted, my voice softening. “Having Sarah back in my life, in my arms—it was like everything clicked into place. I can’t wait to spend my life with her. She’s it, Trevor. She’s the one.”

Trevor paused for a moment before responding. “Man, I’m thrilled for you. You deserve this.”

“Thanks,” I mumbled.

“Now,” Trevor continued, his tone shifting, “speaking of things coming up, are you ready for that interview with Celebrity Insider on Monday? You know Liz Freeman doesn’t mess around.”

I groaned. “That’s the one thing I am worried about. Liz and her goons—those reporters love twisting things. I know they’ll try to trip me up or take what I say out of context.”

“Hey, it’s going to be fine,” Trevor tried to reassure me. “You’ve got this. And remember, Sarah and I will be there. You’re not doing this alone.”

“Speaking of Monday,” I said, a thought occurring to me, “would you mind doing me a favor? Could you please pick Sarah up in Newport Beach and bring her to Burbank? I need to get prepped and in makeup before the interview, and I want you both there.”

“Of course,” Trevor said without hesitation. “It’d be my pleasure. I’ll call her and set everything up.”

“Thanks, mate. I owe you one,” I said, the gratitude clear in my voice.

“Don’t mention it,” Trevor replied. “Now, get some rest. You sound worn out. You’re going to crush this interview—and everything else.”

“Thanks, Trev. See you Monday.”

“See you on Monday.”

I hung up and stared at the phone for a moment, feeling a rare sense of calm. With Sarah and Trevor by my side, everything would be okay.
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I sat back on the couch, my phone still warm in my hand after hanging up with Andrew. Without hesitation, I dialed Sarah. The phone rang once before she picked up, her voice bright and cheerful.

“Trevor! Hey!” She greeted me.

“Hey, Sarah,” I replied with a chuckle. “So... how was the beach date with Andrew? Spill it.”

Sarah let out a dreamy sigh. “Trevor, it was perfect. I can’t even explain how happy I am right now. I feel like I’ve got him back, you know?”

I smiled to myself. “Sounds sappy already but go on.”

Sarah laughed. “I don’t care if I sound sappy. We spent the day laughing, chasing each other on the beach, and just... being together. We spent the entire day hugging and kissing each other. I felt like a teenager again.”

“Wow,” I teased. “You’re laying it on thick, but I’ll allow it. I’m happy for you guys. It’s good to see you both back where you belong—together.”

“Thanks, Trevor,” Sarah said, her voice softening. “It means a lot, especially coming from you.”

After a brief pause, we slipped into casual small talk, catching up on our weeks. I told her about a chaotic stream of auditions, while Sarah recounted her days with her sister. Our laughter came easily, the way it always did between us. I had missed that during her split with Andrew, but I felt it was best I take a step back to give her time to breathe.

I steered the conversation. “Hey, random question. Would you mind if I gave you a ride to Burbank on Monday?”

“Sure, I’d love a ride,” Sarah replied, then asked, “But why isn’t Andrew picking me up?”

“He’s got to get prepped before the interview. You know, media people buzzing around, making sure everything’s perfect. It’s live, so they want him ready to go.”

“Ah, makes sense,” Sarah said. “Thanks for offering. You’re such a good friend, Trevor. I appreciate you.”

“No problem,” I told her with a grin. “Anything for my favorite couple.”

We chatted for a few more minutes before Sarah said, “Alright, I should let you go. Thanks again for checking in—and for the ride on Monday.”

“Anytime. See you soon,” I said before hanging up.

After I hung up, I leaned back against the couch, a satisfied smile spreading across my face. I felt lighter, knowing my two closest friends had found their way back to each other.
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I pulled my knees up to my chest as I sat in the window seat, resting my forehead against the cool glass of the window. The street was quiet, bathed in the soft pink light of morning. A few leaves fluttered across the pavement, caught in a lazy spring breeze. Everything outside felt calm, peaceful—so unlike the storm brewing in my mind.

Monday. The interview.

I exhaled, tightening my grip around my legs. Just thinking about it made my pulse race. Andrew could handle himself—he always did—but this was different. Celebrity Insider wasn’t just any tabloid; they were relentless, twisting words and manufacturing scandals when the truth didn’t fit their narrative.

I still wasn’t over what had happened in London. The moment I’d seen him on the TV, my stomach had dropped. It didn’t matter that the photographer had been harassing him, shoving a camera in his face when he was clearly drunk and not in his right mind. The world saw what it wanted to see: another reckless actor getting out of hand. And now, thanks to Andrew punching that photographer, an “exclusive tell-all” was the only thing keeping Andrew from a lawsuit.

Trevor had insisted everything would go smoothly. “We’ll control the situation,” he’d said, his voice full of the unwavering confidence of someone who had never let the media back him into a corner before. But I knew better. It was never that simple.

Something always went wrong. Someone always made it worse.

My fingers traced the glass, the weight of worry pressing against my ribs. Maybe I was overthinking it. Maybe this time things would be different. But deep down, I knew better. With Andrew, trouble didn’t just follow—it arrived early and stayed for the afterparty.

And I couldn’t shake the feeling that this time, it would be worse than ever.

***
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THE LATE MORNING SUN glistened as Sarah and Christine cruised along Harbor Boulevard, leaving Newport Beach behind and heading toward Anaheim. Easy conversation and the occasional burst of laughter filled the car ride as they reminisced about childhood trips to Disneyland.

By the time they arrived at California Disney, the park was alive with visitors, the sounds of laughter and music filling the air. The sisters made their way to Flo’s V8 Café, drawn in by the retro charm and the promise of a satisfying lunch.

Sliding into a booth by the window, Sarah set her sunglasses on the table and glanced over the menu, though she already knew what she wanted. When the server came by, she ordered a club sandwich with fries and a soda. Christine opted for a Cobb salad and an iced tea.

As they waited for their food, Christine leaned forward, her expression turning more serious. “So,” she said, stirring her tea with her straw, “how did your conversation with Chris go?”

Sarah sighed, running a hand through her hair. “I think he’s still not over me. And I have this feeling that when I go back to Denver on Friday to pack up my stuff, he’s going to try to talk me into staying.”

Christine’s brows knit together in concern. “Do you think there’s any part of you that might reconsider?”

Sarah shook her head. “No. I know in my heart that moving back to California is the right choice. Andrew is the right choice. But it’s challenging. Chris and I have history, and part of me hates that I’m hurting him.”

Christine reached across the table, giving Sarah’s hand a reassuring squeeze. “Do what’s best for you. And if you believe you should be with Andrew, nothing Chris says will change that.” She offered a small smile. “Besides, I can’t tell you how happy I am to have you back in California after all these years. It’s going to be like old times again.”

Sarah smiled, the tension in her shoulders easing a little. “Yeah,” she said, exhaling. “It will.”

The server arrived with their food, and the conversation shifted to lighter topics as they enjoyed their lunch, the hum of the theme park creating a warm, nostalgic backdrop to the afternoon.

After finishing their lunch, Sarah and Christine strolled farther into California Disney, excitement buzzing between them. The sun was high, casting a warm glow over the park as they weaved through crowds and laughter. Their first stop was the Disney store, bursting with colors and familiar characters.

Sarah wandered through racks of T-shirts, pausing when she spotted one with Baby Yoda printed front and center. She held it up, grinning. “I have to get this,” she declared, the mischievous eyes of the tiny Jedi reflecting her own enthusiasm.

Christine chuckled, browsing through the jewelry section until she found a pair of delicate Minnie Mouse earrings. She held them up to her ears, tilting her head. “What do you think? Too much?”

“Perfect,” Sarah said, smiling. “You look adorable.”

After their purchases, they ventured deeper into the park, finding themselves in Hollywood Land. The area buzzed with energy, a blend of tourists and staged glamour. Sarah’s eyes widened as they passed mock sets and old-fashioned marquees, her fascination piqued by the behind-the-scenes displays.

“Wow,” Sarah breathed, slowing her pace as they approached a section showcasing intricate models and props. “It’s amazing what goes into making a movie. You’d think I’d be used to it after working on Supernaturalists and being on set with Andrew during Silence, but... It’s still incredible.”

Christine raised an eyebrow, nudging her. “I’m surprised you never thought about getting back into the business yourself.”

A thoughtful look crossed Sarah’s face. “I wonder the same thing sometimes. It has always fascinated me—how a story comes to life on screen. It’s like... magic.”

Christine smiled, slipping her arm through Sarah’s as they continued walking. “Maybe it’s not too late to get back in. You could find a way. You already know the ropes.”

They stopped near a roped-off area, where a small film crew was busy setting up for a commercial shoot. Actors milled about, makeup artists added final touches, and directors discussed scenes with animated gestures. Sarah watched, captivated.

The cameras, the crew bustling around, the careful choreography of each scene—it was mesmerizing. Christine noticed the way Sarah’s eyes sparkled, a mixture of awe and longing.

They stood there a bit longer, soaking in the atmosphere. Sarah’s mind raced with possibilities, ideas she’d forgotten about until now. Maybe this move wasn’t just about Andrew—it could be about rediscovering herself, too.

As the director called “Action,” Christine nudged Sarah. “It’s never too late.”

Sarah nodded, a slow smile spreading across her face. “Maybe you’re right.”

As the afternoon sun warmed their heads, Sarah and Christine strolled toward Paradise Gardens Park, the retro boardwalk-themed section of California Disney. The air smelled of caramel popcorn and sea salt, blending with the distant melody of laughter and carnival tunes.

For the next hour, Sarah snapped pictures with her phone, capturing every vibrant detail—the glistening lake, the towering Ferris wheel, and the golden rays bouncing off the carousel. She wanted to hold on to this day, to remember every moment.

“This is what I needed,” Sarah said as they stopped at one of the carnival booths. She handed a few tickets to the attendant and picked up a baseball to toss at a row of stacked milk bottles. Christine stood beside her, twirling a piece of pink cotton candy between her fingers.

“I’m glad,” Christine said, smiling as Sarah took aim. “It’s been way too long since we had a day like this.”

Sarah threw the baseball, knocking down all but one bottle. She groaned, then laughed. “Seriously. I don’t even remember the last time I did something fun just for me.”

They continued playing games, laughing as Sarah won a small stuffed Dumbo and Christine walked away with a plastic tiara from a ring toss game. Soon, they found themselves at a small stand selling funnel cake, the smell too tempting to resist.

With plates in hand, they wandered along the boardwalk, stopping near the water’s edge. Ducks flew over the lake, flapping their wings before landing on the water. Sarah pulled a piece of funnel cake apart and crumbled it in her fingers, tossing bits toward the ducks.

Christine watched her for a moment before asking, “Are you okay?”

Sarah glanced at her sister, surprised. “Of course. Why?”

“You just seem... I don’t know. Lost in thought.”

Sarah exhaled, brushing powdered sugar off her hands. “I guess I am.” She leaned on the railing, watching as ripples spread across the water where the ducks fed.  “This is the first adventure I’ve had in years, and I can’t stop wondering why it’s taken me so long to leave my comfort zone.”

Christine stayed quiet, letting her process her thoughts.

Sarah turned to her, her voice more certain now. “I know I’ve made the right decision by being with Andrew. If I had stayed with Chris, my life would’ve been... safe. Predictable. But that’s not what I want anymore.” She paused, shaking her head. “No, that’s not what I need. I need excitement in my life. I need to feel like I’m living.”

Christine smiled, nudging Sarah’s arm. “Then you’re where you’re supposed to be.”

Sarah looked out at the water again, a peaceful certainty settling in her chest. She didn’t know what the future held, but for the first time in a long time, she was excited to find out.

As the day faded into evening, the golden hues of sunset bathed the walls of the buildings in a warm glow. Sarah and Christine made their way toward the park exit, the lingering energy of the day still buzzing between them. The sounds of laughter and distant music trailed behind them as they stepped out toward the parking lot, the cool breeze a welcome contrast to the warmth of the afternoon.

Christine stretched her arms above her head and sighed. “That was perfect,” she said. “But I’m starving.”

Sarah laughed. “Cotton candy and funnel cake aren’t a balanced meal?”

“Not unless you’re ten years old,” Christine quipped. “How about we get a proper dinner? I was thinking 21 Oceanfront.”

Sarah’s eyes lit up. “Ooh, fancy. I like it.”

The drive back to Newport was peaceful, the sky shifting from orange to deep indigo as city lights flickered to life. When they arrived at 21 Oceanfront, the restaurant’s grand entrance welcomed them with soft, ambient lighting and an air of refinement. The scent of baked bread and seared seafood filled the air.

A tall young host with an easygoing smile greeted them at the podium. “Good evening, ladies. Welcome to 21 Oceanfront.”

His warm demeanor set a pleasant tone as he led them through the elegant dining room to a plush booth by the window. Smooth leather covered the seats, and a polished deep, rich mahogany table. Candlelight flickered in glass holders, casting soft shadows against the walls.

Once they sat, the host handed each of them a menu.

“Enjoy your evening,” he said before stepping away.

Christine settled in, draping her napkin over her lap, but her gaze lingered on Sarah with quiet curiosity. Sarah, oblivious at first, picked up her menu and began scanning through the options. When she looked up, she caught Christine’s expression.

“Okay,” Sarah said, setting her menu down. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

Christine tilted her head. “I just want to make sure you’re certain about all of this. Moving back. Leaving your life in Denver behind.”

Sarah exhaled, resting her elbows on the table. “I am sure,” she said. “I want to be with Andrew. And honestly, I’ve been thinking... maybe this move is a chance for me to do something new. Maybe even in film production.”

Christine raised an eyebrow. “Really?”

Sarah nodded. “I mean, I know people in the business—Andrew, Trevor, Joel Grisham. I could get a job as a production assistant again to start.” She tapped a nail against the table, her voice growing more certain. “I don’t want to just move here for Andrew. I want to build something for myself, too.”

Christine studied her for a moment, then broke into a smile. “Okay,” she said, nodding. “That sounds amazing. And within your reach.”

Before Sarah could respond, their server approached—an attractive man in his mid-thirties with sharp features and a charming, practiced smile.

“Good evening, ladies,” he greeted them. “Are we ready to order?”

Sarah glanced at the menu one last time before deciding. “I’ll have the baked chicken and lobster tail. I feel like I’ve had too much junk food today.”

Christine smirked. “I was going to say...” She turned to the server. “I’ll have the prime rib with a loaded baked potato.”

“Excellent choices,” the server said, flashing a grin as he jotted down their orders. “And drinks?”

“Just iced tea with lemon,” Sarah said, and Christine nodded in agreement.

“Coming right up,” he said before walking away.

Christine turned back to Sarah, her smile lingering. “You’re really doing this, aren’t you?”

Sarah met her gaze and smiled. “Yeah. I am.”

After finishing their meals, Sarah and Christine left the restaurant, the cool ocean breeze washing over them as they stepped outside. The rhythmic crash of waves against the shore echoed in the distance, a calming contrast to the lively day they had just spent at California Disney.

Christine drove them back to her house, only a few blocks away. The ride was quiet. The day had been perfect, but exhaustion had settled into their bones. When they stepped inside the house, Sarah let out a deep sigh.

“I’m so tired,” she admitted, slipping off her shoes.

Christine yawned. “Same. I don’t think I have the energy to stay up and talk like we did when we were younger.”

Sarah smiled, knowing how rare it was for them to turn in early when they were together. “Yeah, I think tonight’s an exception.”

With that, they bid each other goodnight and retreated to their rooms.

Once inside her room, Sarah changed into her pajamas, her body craving sleep but her mind still buzzing with the events of the day. As she pulled her phone from her purse, she dialed Andrew’s number. She couldn’t go to bed without hearing his voice.

The phone only rang once before he picked up.

“Hello, love,” Andrew greeted, warmth in his voice. “Perfect timing—I was just thinking about you.”

Sarah smiled, curling up under the covers. “I was thinking about you, too. I wish you had been with us today.”

“So do I,” he said. “So, tell me—how was California Disney? Did you eat way too much junk and buy more stuff than you should have?”

Sarah laughed. “Oh, definitely. But you know what? The best part was Hollywood Land. It made me realize something.”

“Oh?” His interest was piqued.

She hesitated for only a second before saying, “I think I want to get back into film production. Being there, remembering what goes into making TV shows, and thinking about the days I spent with you on set in Portland, it just clicked for me. I know people in the industry. I could be a production assistant again.”

Andrew’s response was instant. “Sarah, that’s amazing! I love you; You should come back to this world.”

His enthusiasm made her heart swell. “Yeah? You think so?”

“Of course. You’re smart, organized, and you get the creative side of it. Plus, I love the idea of you being a part of something I’m passionate about, too.”

Sarah smiled, feeling more certain than ever. “I’m a hundred percent sure I made the right choice by moving back to California. And by choosing you.”

His voice softened. “That means everything to me.”

A comfortable silence settled between them, silence that only existed between people so connected. Then Andrew spoke again, his tone thoughtful.

“I was thinking today... Since you’re moving here for good, maybe we should find a place together. I mean, I love my apartment, but it’s not ours. What if we started fresh? Found a house in Silver Lake or somewhere nearby?”

Sarah blinked at the suggestion. Moving back to California was already a giant leap—now, he was talking about buying a house together? The idea sent a nervous flutter through her chest, but she knew that if she was going to do this, she needed to go all in.

After a second, she exhaled and smiled. “Let’s do it.”

Andrew’s excitement was immediate. “That’s wonderful! I’ll start looking at listings tomorrow.”

Sarah laughed. “Wow, you’re not wasting any time.”

“Not with you,” he said, and she could hear the grin in his voice. “I want to spend my life with you.”

A warm glow filled her.

After a little more conversation, Sarah stifled a yawn. “I should get some sleep. Today was amazing, but I’m exhausted.”

“I can imagine,” Andrew chuckled. “Sleep well. I love you.”

“I love you more,” she whispered, smiling as she ended the call.

Placing her phone on the nightstand, she sighed and closed her eyes.
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At 9 A.M., the purr of my sleek black Porsche interrupted the quiet as I pulled into her driveway.

I stepped out, dressed in dark jeans and a fitted black button-down, my usual effortless style in place. I ran a hand through my tousled hair as I made my way to the front door.

Christine greeted me with a smile when she opened it. “Morning, Trevor. Sarah’s running a little behind—slept in, I think.”

I chuckled. “No rush, though. We’ve still got time.” I stepped inside, glancing around. “It’s good to see you again.”

Christine smirked. “It’s good to see you, too, Trevor.” She led me into the kitchen, where she poured herself a cup of coffee. “Want anything while you wait?”

“Nah, I’m good.” I leaned against the counter and crossed my arms.

Christine took a sip of her coffee, then eyed me with mild curiosity. “So... how do you think Andrew’s interview is going to go?”

I exhaled, my expression shifting. “Andrew’s a pro at this stuff. He’ll handle himself fine, even with how shady Celebrity Insider can be.” I paused, then ran my hand over my jaw. “Still... I’ve got this gut feeling something weird might go down.”

Christine raised an eyebrow. “Weird how?”

I shook my head. “Not sure. Just... something feels off. But I’m not saying anything to Andrew or Sarah. No need to stress them out over a hunch.”

Christine studied me for a moment before nodding. “Smart. Andrew’s dealt with the media enough to know how to handle himself. And Sarah—well, she’s already got a lot on her plate.”

Before I could respond, Sarah appeared in the hallway, dressed in a fitted blazer and jeans, her hair styled in soft waves. “Okay, I’m ready!” she announced, a little breathless.

I smirked. “You sure? Or do you need another ten minutes?”

Sarah rolled her eyes. “Hilarious.”

She turned to Christine and wrapped her in a tight hug. “I’ll see you later?”

Christine nodded. “I have a session at noon, but I should finish it before you get back. Maybe dinner?”

“Sounds good,” Sarah said with a smile.

I clapped my hands together. “Alright, let’s hit the road.”

Sarah grabbed her purse, and the two of us stepped outside into the morning sun. The Porsche gleamed on the street, its sleek black exterior reflecting the light.

As Sarah slid into the passenger seat, she stole one last glance at Christine, who gave her a small wave before disappearing inside.

I revved the engine, then glanced at Sarah. “Ready?”

Sarah let out a breath, a mix of excitement and nerves swirling in her chest. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

With that, I pulled out of the driveway, and we set off toward Burbank.
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As Trevor drove onto the fifty-five freeway, I sat in the passenger seat, watching the city fly by in a blur. The Southern California sun bathed the road in a golden hue. Still, despite the perfect weather, an unease settled in my chest.

I exhaled and turned to Trevor. “I’m nervous about Andrew’s interview.”

Trevor glanced at me before refocusing on the road. “Come on, you know Andrew’s a pro. He can handle himself, even with the vultures at Celebrity Insider.”

I shook my head. “It’s not the interview itself. It’s just... I have a bad feeling. I don’t know why, but something doesn’t feel right. I’ve had this weird feeling for days, and I can’t shake it.”

Trevor’s fingers tightened on the steering wheel. For a moment, he said nothing, then sighed. “Yeah... I know what you mean.”

My eyes widened. “You do?”

He nodded. “I didn’t want to say anything, but yeah, I’ve had the same gut feeling. But look, we can’t let it get in our heads. Whatever happens, we’ll deal with it.”

I nodded, though it did little to ease the tension in my stomach. “We should keep this to ourselves, though. No need to stress Andrew out.”

“Agreed,” Trevor said as he merged onto the 5 freeway, heading north toward Burbank.

Trying to shake the uneasy mood, he cast me a sideways glance. “So, how was California Disney on Saturday?”

I smiled despite myself. “It was amazing. But the highlight was Hollywood Land. It got me thinking about what I want to do with my life.”

Trevor raised an eyebrow. “Oh yeah?”

“Yeah. I think I want to work in film production again,” I admitted, my voice carrying a new sense of determination.

That caught Trevor’s attention. “Interesting. What do you want to do?”

I hesitated for a second before saying, “I think I’m going to be a production assistant again.”

Trevor snorted, shaking his head. “A PA?”

I shot him a look. “What’s so funny?”

“You do remember that being a production assistant is the lowest rung on the ladder, right? It’s a glorified errand-runner. You’ll be doing everything from distributing script changes to grabbing coffee for the crew, and any other menial task you’re told to do.”

I folded my arms, unimpressed. “I know, and I don’t care. I was a PA on Supernaturalists for seven seasons. I’ll start at the bottom again if I have to. I just want to be in the industry again.”

Trevor’s amusement faded, replaced by something closer to admiration. He nodded. “Alright, I respect that. Most people want to jump straight to the top, but you’re willing to put in the work. That’s rare.”

I smirked. “Glad to know I have your approval.”

Trevor chuckled, shaking his head. “I just hope you know what you’re getting into. But hey, if anyone can handle the grind, it’s you.”

I appreciated his support, even if his initial reaction had been less than encouraging. 

As the Porsche sped along the freeway, I tried to push aside the lingering unease in my gut. Maybe it was just nerves. Maybe everything would go smoothly.

But deep down, I wasn’t so sure.

A little over an hour later, Trevor steered the Porsche to the gates of Burbank Studios, slowing as we approached the security booth. The guard, a stocky man with sunglasses perched on his cap, leaned out of his small office.

“Name and destination?”

Trevor flashed his easygoing grin. “Trevor Landers and Sarah Miller. We’re here for Celebrity Insider, stage 47.”

The guard checked his clipboard, nodded, and pressed a button. The gate lifted with a mechanical hum. “Go on through. Stage 47 is on the back lot.”

“Thanks, man,” Trevor said as he eased the car forward, weaving through the maze of soundstages, trailers, and crew trucks.

When he found a parking spot, Trevor cut the engine, and both of us stepped out. Trevor locked the car with a chirp and gestured to a row of parked golf carts nearby. “C’mon, we’ll take one of these. Long walk otherwise.”

I climbed into the passenger seat as Trevor started the cart. The small vehicle hummed as we rolled deeper into the heart of the studio. My eyes darted everywhere—costumed actors walked between sets, some in sleek modern attire, others draped in elaborate period garments. Crew members lugged lighting rigs, sound equipment, and props, their movements efficient and practiced.

“This is incredible,” I muttered, totally captivated.

Trevor smirked. “The film industry is a beast. You know that.”

As we neared stage 47, the energy of the lot intensified. People bustled in and out of the large warehouse-like structure, clipboards in hand, walkie-talkies buzzing. Trevor pulled up near the entrance and cut the car’s engine. It took me back to my days on Supernaturalists.

“Showtime,” he said, hopping out.

I followed, craning my neck to take in every detail of the busy production world around me. Inside, the dim lighting contrasted with the bright glow of the Celebrity Insider set ahead. We navigated past crew members adjusting cameras and fixing lighting rigs until I spotted Andrew sitting in a chair near the set, a makeup artist dabbing at his face with a brush.

The second he saw me, his eyes lit up. Without hesitation, he stood, crossed the space in three strides, and pulled me into his arms.

“I missed you,” he moaned, pressing a deep, lingering kiss against my lips.

I melted into him, standing on my toes as I returned his affection, my fingers tangling in the fabric of his shirt. Andrew grinned, stealing tiny kisses between our words.

“I missed you too,” I whispered.

Trevor cleared his throat. “Alright, alright, let’s keep it PG.  We have a show to get to, remember?”

Andrew sighed, pulling away. “You’re a real buzzkill, mate.”

Trevor smirked. “It’s a gift.”

Just as we turned toward the set, a sudden shift in the air made my stomach tighten. From behind a heavy stage curtain, a woman stepped into view.

Dark hair. Poised. Smirking.

My breath caught. Trevor stiffened beside me. My stomach twisted. This... this was the feeling Trevor and I had been dreading.

Andrew’s jaw tightened. His entire demeanor changed in an instant, the warmth in his eyes turning to ice.

Karen.
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Chapter Two—Interview From Hell
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Andrew’s entire body went rigid, his jaw clenching as he took a step toward Karen, his voice low and sharp as he hissed. “What the hell are you doing here?”


Karen’s smirk widened as she flipped her brown hair over one shoulder. “Relax, Andrew. Liz invited me.”



Sarah’s stomach dropped. “What?”

Karen sighed, examining her manicured nails before looking back up. “Liz thought it would be fun to have me join the interview.”

The words didn’t fully leave her mouth before Sarah lunged at her, her vision going red.

“You bitch—!”

Trevor and Andrew reacted without hesitation, each grabbing one of Sarah’s arms before she could reach Karen. She struggled hard against their grip, her breath coming in furious gasps.

“Let me go!” Sarah shouted, trying to break free.

Andrew tightened his hold. “Sarah, stop—”

“She’ll press charges,” Trevor warned in a low voice. “And trust me, she wants to.”

Sarah trembled with rage, her nails digging into her palms as her chest heaved. The thought of Karen getting away with this—getting to be anywhere near Andrew again—was unbearable.

Karen let out a cackling laugh, placing a hand on her hip. “Oh, Sarah, sweetie, you’re adorable when you’re mad. Maybe if you put this much energy into keeping Andrew, you wouldn’t have to worry about me showing up.”

Sarah’s vision blurred with angry tears. She lunged again, but Trevor held her tighter. “Don’t you dare—”

“Enough!” Andrew barked, his voice slicing through the tension. He turned his furious gaze on Trevor. “Get her out of here.”

Sarah’s breath hitched. “Andrew— “

“Now, Trevor,” Andrew said, his voice tight.

Trevor nodded, his grip on Sarah firm as he guided her toward the exit. Sarah breathed hard, her pulse pounding in her ears as she turned her glare back on Karen.

Karen gave her a slow, satisfied wave. “Bye-bye, sweetheart.”

Sarah lunged again, but Trevor dragged her toward the door before she could make another move.

As they stepped outside, Sarah yanked herself free, pacing in circles, her hands shaking with fury.

“That bitch,” she hissed.

Trevor ran a hand through his hair, exhaling. “I know.”

Sarah wiped her eyes. “No. You don’t know. This isn’t just about her showing up. It’s Liz Freeman who invited her. This isn’t just a coincidence. She’s planning something.”

Trevor sighed. “I know, Sarah. And that’s what worries me.”

Sarah clenched her fists, staring back at the door. “We should’ve told him about our bad feeling. We should’ve warned him.”

Trevor didn’t respond right away. Instead, he looked back at the building, his expression grim.

Inside, Andrew was alone with Karen.

And that, more than anything, made Sarah’s stomach churn with dread.
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Once Trevor and Sarah were out of sight, Andrew turned back to me, his fists clenching at his sides.

“You have ten seconds to explain why you’re here,” he said through gritted teeth. “And why the hell do you think it’s okay to crash my interview?”

I didn’t even flinch. Instead, I smiled—slow, smug. “Relax, Andrew. I just wanted to talk about Silence.”

Andrew’s jaw tightened. “Talk?”

I stepped closer. “It’s in post-production. I thought we could go over a few things. I spoke to Liz, and she agrees that having us both discuss the movie would make for a great interview.”

Andrew let out a sharp laugh, his anger spiking. “So, what? You went behind my back and convinced Liz Freeman to drag you into this?”

I shrugged, feigning innocence. “I didn’t have to do much convincing. Liz thought it was a brilliant idea.”

Andrew shook his head, his hands balled into fists. “Unbelievable.” He took a step forward, his voice low and sharp. “It’s bad enough I’m forced to do this interview just to avoid a lawsuit. But you? Invading my space? Stirring up shit? We both know why you’re here.”

My smirk widened. “And why is that, darling?”

He scoffed. “Because you love getting under Sarah’s skin. Because you’re the reason she and I broke up the first time. And now you’re trying to do it again.”

My eyes darkened, but the smirk remained. I reached out, trailing a single finger down the lapel of his jacket. “Oh, Andrew... Don’t you get it?” I tilted my head, dropping my voice to a whisper. “I still love you.”

Andrew jerked away from my touch as if it burned. “You don’t know the meaning of the word.”

My expression shifted, amusement still there but colder now. “I’ll do whatever it takes to break you and Sarah up. For good this time.”

Before Andrew could respond, a voice cut through the tension.

“Well,” Liz Freeman announced as she strode toward us, her arms crossed and a gleam of satisfaction in her eyes. “This is interesting.”

Liz Freeman was the kind of woman who turned heads the moment she entered a room, and not always for the reasons she thought. With her big hair, polished makeup, and wardrobe choices, she always seemed one notch flashier than the occasion required.

Her personality matched the look—bold, dramatic, and perpetually convinced she was the most interesting person in the room. Liz had a flair for exaggeration, a tendency to turn small stories into headline-worthy sagas, and a habit of dropping unsolicited opinions with the confidence of an oracle. She thrived on attention and was never far from her phone, always ready to snap a picture or deliver a quip she was sure deserved to go viral. 

Still, beneath the bluster, she had a sharp wit and a surprising charm, the kind that made people both roll their eyes and lean in closer to hear what she’d say next. Liz Freeman was, simply put, unforgettable—even when you wished she was.

Andrew turned. Liz, dressed in her usual designer power suit, wore a knowing smirk as she stopped beside them.

Andrew exhaled. “Liz—”

She held up a manicured hand. “No need to explain. I love a juicy backstory.” She eyed me and gave me a knowing smile. “And I think our viewers will, too.”

Andrew clenched his teeth hard. This was a setup. A trap. And he had walked right into it.

I, of course, just smiled.

And I could see it on Andrew’s face; he knew this was far from over.

***
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LIZ LET OUT AN EXASPERATED sigh, pinching the bridge of her nose. “Enough,” she snapped. “Save the theatrics for the cameras. We’re live in fifteen, and you both need final makeup touches.”

Karen smirked but didn’t argue. With a toss of her hair, she sauntered over to the makeup chair, settling in like she belonged there.

Andrew didn’t move. His jaw was tight, unable to contain his frustration. Instead of heading to makeup, he turned on his heel and strode toward the exit.

Sarah and Trevor sat at a table just outside. The second Sarah saw Andrew’s expression, she knew. “What is she doing here?” she demanded.

Andrew exhaled. “She convinced Liz to let her join the interview.” He made air quotes. “To ‘talk about Silence’” His tone was thick with sarcasm.

Sarah’s entire body went rigid. “I knew it. I knew something bad was going to happen today.” She shook her head, her hands tightening into fists. “What’s the real reason she’s here, Andrew?”

Andrew glanced back toward the studio, his jaw flexing before he met Sarah’s gaze again. “Because she wants me. Because she’s trying to do the same thing she did in Portland.”

Sarah’s nostrils flared. “Unbelievable.”

Trevor stepped in before she could storm inside. “Look,” he said, voice calm but firm. “I’ll make sure Karen stays far away from Andrew after today. You’re going back to Denver soon, and when you move back, she won’t be an issue. I promise”

Sarah’s chest rose and fell in rapid breaths, but she nodded. “Fine. But I swear, if she so much as—”

Andrew squeezed her hand. “This is the last time we’ll have to deal with her until the premiere. I need you to trust me.”

Sarah swallowed hard, then nodded. “I do.”

Andrew exhaled, brushing a quick kiss against her forehead. “I have to get to the stage.”

She and Trevor followed him inside, settling into the offstage canvas chairs. The set was buzzing with final preparations, but Sarah didn’t notice. Karen sauntered onto the set and slid into the chair beside Andrew, drawing her full attention.

Sarah’s fingers curled into tight fists on her lap. The sight of Karen sitting next to her boyfriend, acting like she belonged there, made her blood boil.

Trevor noticed. He patted her leg before slipping his hand over hers, giving it a firm squeeze. “Breathe,” he whispered. “She’s not winning today.”

Sarah forced herself to unclench her fists, but she didn’t take her eyes off Karen.

Just before the cameras started rolling, Liz eased into the host’s chair, crossed her legs, and gave a satisfied smile.

Andrew’s brow furrowed. “You’re doing the interview?” He asked, disbelief laced in his tone.

Liz’s smile widened. “Of course. I want the exclusive.” She turned toward Karen. “And it was at Karen’s request.”

Andrew’s jaw clenched again as he turned to Karen, who sat poised, her expression smug.

Before he could say anything, the cameraman’s voice rang out: “On in 3...2...1...”

The red light above the camera blinked on, and Liz’s polished, camera-ready smile brightened. “Good afternoon, everyone, and welcome to Celebrity Insider! I’m Liz Freeman, and today, we have an exclusive interview with two of Hollywood’s hottest stars—Andrew Collier and Karen Steele!” She turned toward Andrew first. “Andrew, welcome to the show.”

He gave a curt nod. “Thanks for having me.” His voice was steady, but there was no warmth in it.

Liz then swiveled toward Karen, her grin shifting into something more familiar, more friendly. “And Karen, it’s so wonderful to have you here. Thank you for joining us.”

Karen’s lips curled into a practiced smile as she tilted her head, oozing confidence. “Oh, Liz, it’s always a pleasure.” Her voice was silky smooth, her gaze flickering toward Sarah and Trevor off-camera before settling back on Liz.

Sarah’s nails dug into her palms.

Trevor muttered under his breath. “Here we go.”

The interview had begun, but Sarah felt this was going to be anything but a simple discussion about Silence.

Liz glanced at her notecards and addressed Andrew first. “How is your relationship with Sarah considering her past with Chris Keller?”

Andrew’s body tensed at the question but composed himself. He glanced off stage, locking eyes with Sarah, who gave him a reassuring smile. He took a deep breath and turned back to Liz and responded with confidence. “Sarah and I are stronger than ever,” he told her, grinning. “She’s moving to Los Angeles, and we’re looking for a house together. Our past doesn’t define our future.”

Liz raised an eyebrow, intrigued. “That’s a big step. Do you think you might be moving too fast? After all, you and Sarah have only known each other for a few months.”

Andrew didn’t hesitate. “When you know, you know. Sarah and I are soulmates, and nothing can change that.”

Before Liz could respond, Karen let out a quiet, amused chuckle. Andrew clenched his jaw as Karen shifted in her seat, crossing her legs.

“Karen,” Liz said, seizing the opportunity, “since you and Andrew have history, do you think he’s rushing into things?”

Karen smirked, her eyes flicking toward Sarah offstage before settling back on Andrew. “Well, Liz, Andrew is passionate. He dives headfirst into things without always thinking them through.” She paused, tilting her head. “Love is a beautiful thing, but it can also be... complicated.”

Andrew glared at her. “Karen, don’t.”

Karen shrugged, feigning innocence. “I’m just saying, I hope Sarah understands what she’s signing up for.”

Offstage, Sarah gripped the arms of her chair. Trevor leaned in and whispered, “Ignore her. She’s baiting you.”

Andrew, refusing to let Karen get under his skin, kept his voice steady. “Sarah and I know what we’re doing. No one—not the past, not old mistakes—can change that.” He looked at Karen.

Karen’s smirk faltered for just a second before she recovered, offering an exaggerated shrug. “If you say so.”

Liz, enjoying the tension, flipped to her next note card. “Alright, let’s talk about Silence...”

Offstage, Sarah exhaled, knowing this battle with Karen was far from over.

The studio lights burned bright, casting a bright glow over the set. Liz adjusted in her chair, keeping her expression composed as she held Andrew’s gaze. The cameras still rolled, and every second of silence felt charged.

Karen interjected. “I want to get back to Andrew’s relationship with Sarah,” she said, her voice firm and insistent.

Liz resisted the urge to smirk. Perfect. She turned toward Andrew, using the opening to push deeper. “That’s a great idea, Karen,” she said before shifting her attention back to him. “Andrew, while we’re on the topic... I have to ask—why did you punch our Celebrity Insider photographer in London?”

Andrew’s expression remained unreadable, but the slight clench of his jaw didn’t go unnoticed.

Liz leaned forward, her tone casual. “Were you drunk?”

The air in the studio thickened. The crew didn’t move, cameras fixed on Andrew’s face.

His lips parted as if to respond, but Liz wasn’t done. “And was your breakup with Sarah the reason you also shoved that cop?”

A hush fell over the set. Even Karen looked taken aback.

Andrew exhaled, shifting in his seat. “You’re digging for a story, aren’t you?” His voice was tight, restrained.

Liz didn’t blink. “I’m just giving you a chance to tell your side. The public already has opinions.”

His fingers drummed against the arm of his chair. “I wasn’t drunk,” he said, his voice low. “And Sarah had nothing to do with it.” Everyone knew he was lying.

Liz arched a brow. “So, you just threw a punch at a photographer and shoved a cop for no reason?”

A flicker of something—frustration, guilt, or maybe something deeper—flashed in his eyes. He shifted again, glancing toward the camera before running a hand through his hair.

“I think we’re done with this,” Andrew muttered.

Liz smiled, but there was no warmth in it. She had what she needed.

The cameras kept rolling.

Offstage, Sarah sat next to Trevor as she watched the interview unfold. Her anger bubbled beneath the surface, growing hotter with every passing second.

Liz’s sharp questions. Karen’s relentless prodding. Andrew’s tight-lipped deflections.

It was all too much.

Her pulse pounded in her ears as Liz pushed Andrew about the photographer. Then came the mention of the cop.  Sarah’s jaw clenched. Of course they were twisting it, making him look reckless, making their breakup the centerpiece of the entire damn spectacle.

Sarah’s anger had never been as intense as when Karen kissed Andrew in Portland, knowing Sarah would be there. But this? This was something else entirely.

Sarah shot up from her chair, ready to storm onto the stage and set the record straight. But before she could take a step, Trevor’s hand closed around her arm.

“No,” he muttered, his voice low. “Karen is trying to bait you.”

She whipped her head toward him, her nostrils flaring. “They’re spinning this, Trevor! They’re making it seem like Andrew—”

“I know,” he interrupted, his grip firm but not forceful. “But if you go out there like this, angry and raw, they’ll twist your words too. Think.”

Before Sarah could respond, the movement on the stage caught her attention. Karen, her ever-observant eyes catching Sarah’s reaction, smirked. Turning back to Liz, she leaned forward, as if suggesting a game-changing idea.

“Liz,” Karen said, with a note of feigned innocence in her voice, “if we want the full picture, why don’t we bring Sarah on stage? I’m sure she has plenty to say.”

Liz’s lips parted, her gaze flicking toward Sarah. 

Sarah’s heart pounded. She could feel every pair of eyes in the studio shifting toward her.

Trevor exhaled beside her. “Now you have to decide,” he said under his breath. “Are you going out there on their terms... or yours?”

Sarah swallowed hard, her anger still burning, but her mind now racing.

She had a choice to make.

Sarah exhaled and sank back into her chair, shaking her head. The fire in her chest still burned, but she wasn’t going to let Karen pull her into this circus. Not like this.

Onstage, Andrew caught her eye. He looked weary, his shoulders slumped, but there was something else in his expression—understanding. He gave her a slight nod, a silent acknowledgment that she was making the right call. They shouldn’t drag her into this mess.

It was bad enough when Chris pulled his stunt at the museum, pushing her into the cameras for the opening of that dinosaur exhibit. But this? This was live television. One wrong move, and it would be a disaster they might not recover from.

Andrew straightened in his seat, exhaling as if steadying himself. Get through this. End it on your terms.

Turning back to Liz, he spoke, his voice measured. “I think we’ve spent enough time on my relationship. I knew there would be questions about London, but we already know what happened. Let’s talk about Silence.”

Liz hesitated for a moment, debating whether to push him further. But Andrew didn’t give her the chance. “The last film in the franchise speaks for itself,” he continued, regaining his composure. “That’s why I took the role. That’s what matters—not the headlines.”

The shift was deliberate, controlled. Andrew wasn’t playing their game anymore.

Karen crossed her arms, annoyed that the moment had slipped from her grasp. Liz, ever the professional, masked her disappointment well.

“Alright,” Liz continued. “Let’s talk about Silence.”

Andrew let out a quiet breath. The end was in sight. In just a few more minutes, they’d be out of here.

Offstage, Sarah watched, her jaw tight. It wasn’t over. But for now, Andrew had taken back control.

That would have to be enough.
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CHRIS
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I stepped out of the crowded break room, the buzz of my coworkers’ hushed voices lingering behind me. The entire office had just watched Andrew’s live interview on Celebrity Insider, and the reactions ranged from stunned silence to whispered speculation.

Shoving a hand through my hair, I pulled out my phone and dialed Sarah. I needed the inside scoop—needed to know how she was handling what we’d all just witnessed.

After a few rings, she picked up.

“I know,” Sarah said before I could even speak, her voice laced with frustration. “The interview was turning into a nightmare, but Andrew fixed it. He pulled it back—turned it back around to Silence.”

I exhaled, pacing in the hallway. “Yeah, I saw. He did what he had to do, but that was rough.” I hesitated before adding, “I’m not surprised Karen pulled her same stunts.”

Sarah let out a humorless laugh. “Are we ever surprised when Karen plays dirty?”

“No,” I admitted, shaking my head. “But it doesn’t make it any less frustrating to watch.”

Sarah sighed. “She’s always going to be a thorn in my relationship with Andrew. It’s just who she is.”

I frowned and leaned against the wall. “That’s not fair to you. Or to him.”

“I know.” Her voice softened. “But Andrew and I... we’re stronger than her games. She’s not going to break us.”

I let out a slow breath, sensing the conviction in her words. “Good. Because she’s sure as hell going to try.”

Sarah paused, then said, “She can try all she wants. We’re not playing her game anymore.”

I nodded, a small smile playing on my lips. “Good.”

“I’ll call you tonight, when I get back to Christine’s, and we’ll talk more,” she told me.

As we ended the call, I glanced back toward the break room, where my coworkers were still dissecting the interview. They had no idea what went on behind the scenes.
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ANDREW
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I stepped off the stage without so much as a glance at Liz or Karen. No handshake, no parting words—just silence. The deliberate dismissal was enough to make Karen’s expression tighten; she couldn’t conceal her annoyance. I saw it out of the corner of my eye as I walked offstage. I didn’t care.

My stride was purposeful as I crossed the offstage area, heading straight for Sarah. The second I reached her, I pulled her into my arms, holding her before capturing her lips in a deep, lingering kiss.

Sarah melted into me for a moment before remembering where they were. She pulled back, breathless, heat rushing to her cheeks.

Nearby, Trevor shifted, clearing his throat, but I didn’t care about that either.

I wanted Karen to see.

Sarah blinked up at me, still catching her breath. “I’m proud of you,” she whispered, her voice soft but steady. “For turning that interview around.”

I exhaled, some of the weight lifting from my shoulders. “I had to.”

She shook her head. “Andrew, I was so angry.” She held up her hands, the faint crescent marks from her nails still visible against her palms. “I did this just trying to keep myself from going out there.”

My expression softened. Taking her hands in my own, I lifted them to my lips, kissing each palm as if I could erase the frustration she’d felt.

“I know,” I said. “I felt it.”

Trevor crossed his arms. “We all knew Liz was going to ask about the photographer. That’s the whole reason you had to do the interview.”

I nodded. “Yeah. But I had this sinking feeling Karen would do just what she did—keep pushing about Sarah. Keep the focus on that instead of Silence.” My jaw tightened. “I saw it coming the second I was her.”

Sarah sighed. “We all saw it coming.”

Trevor let out a scoff. “It’s Karen. Of course, she’d try something.”

I dragged a hand through my hair. “That’s when I knew I had to shift the focus. The second it started turning ugly, I wasn’t giving in to them anymore.”

Sarah’s hand slid up my arm. “And you didn’t,” she assured me. “You handled it.”

I searched her eyes for a moment before nodding. The fire inside me still burned, but I’d done what I had to do.

Karen had tried to make a spectacle of me.

But I had walked away on my terms.

***
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AS ANDREW, SARAH, AND Trevor made their way toward the exit, the studio lights fading behind them, Liz jogged up from behind.

“Andrew, wait,” she called, a little out of breath.

Andrew stopped but didn’t turn right away. Sarah, still tense, crossed her arms, while Trevor raised an eyebrow, waiting to see where this was going.

Liz stepped in front of them, her expression remorseful. “Look, I just wanted to say I’m sorry about how the interview went,” she said with sincerity. “That wasn’t at all how I wanted it to go.”

Andrew studied her for a moment, his posture unreadable.

Liz sighed. “I knew Karen wanted to be part of the interview, but I thought she wanted to talk about the movie—not sabotage the whole thing.” She shook her head. “I should have seen it coming, and I’m sorry. I never meant for things to get so intense.”

Sarah pressed her lips together, the anger still simmering in her chest, but she stayed silent.

Andrew exhaled, his expression softening just a little. “I get it, Liz. You didn’t plan for that to happen.” He paused, then added, “But I’ll never trust Karen.”

Liz nodded, understanding. “I don’t blame you.”

She hesitated for a moment before offering, “If you ever want to do another interview—a real interview—I’ll make sure Karen has no part in it.”

Andrew considered her words, then gave a slight nod. “I appreciate that.”

Liz offered a small smile. “Good luck with everything.”

“Thanks,” he said, and with that, he, Sarah, and Trevor resumed their path toward the exit.

Once outside, they spotted a golf cart waiting to take them to their cars. The three of them climbed in, the hum of the engine breaking the silence.

Sarah exhaled, staring straight ahead. “I still want to punch Karen.”

Trevor laughed. “Get in line,” he said as he steered the cart away from the building.

Andrew chuckled under his breath, reaching over to take Sarah’s hand. He gave it a slight squeeze, grounding both of them.

The drama wasn’t over. The headlines would come. The speculation would follow.

But for now, they were done here.

As Trevor steered the golf cart through the studio lot, the hum of the electric engine filled the quiet between them. The afternoon air was breezy, carrying the lingering scent of coffee and of studio equipment.

Andrew leaned back, glancing at Sarah before turning to Trevor. “Why don’t I take Sarah back to Newport Beach? You can head home and get some rest.”

Trevor shrugged, keeping his eyes on the path ahead. “Works for me.” Then, with a smirk, he added, “Not that I mind playing chauffeur, but I think you two have had enough drama for one day.”

Andrew chuckled. “No argument there.”

He turned to Sarah, brushing his fingers over her hand. “And thanks for picking her up earlier,” he said to Trevor. “I appreciate it.”

Trevor waved it off. “You know I’m happy to help my two best friends.”

Sarah, who had been quiet for most of the ride, scooted closer to Andrew, wrapping both arms around his arm. She rested her head against his shoulder, looking up at him with a soft smile.

Andrew glanced down at her and, without a second thought, kissed her. A slow, lingering kiss, as if grounding himself in the only thing that mattered after the drama of the day.

When they moved away from one another, he brushed a strand of hair behind her ear. “How about dinner?” he murmured. “Delilah’s?”

Sarah’s smile widened. She knew the place well—an intimate, low-lit restaurant in West Hollywood, perfect for a quiet meal away from prying eyes. A place where celebrities could breathe without the constant flashes of cameras.

“I’d love that,” she said.

Trevor made a dramatic gagging sound. “You two.”

Sarah laughed, swatting at his arm. “Jealous?”

Trevor smirked. “Oh yeah. Not.”

As the golf cart pulled up near Andrew’s BMW, he exhaled, his tension beginning to fade. The day had been exhausting, but now, with Sarah by his side, he could finally relax and enjoy the rest of the day.

As Trevor, Andrew, and Sarah stepped out of the golf cart, a PA rushed toward them, not even slowing down before hopping into the driver’s seat and steering the cart back toward the studio.

Sarah watched, smiling to herself as the cart disappeared into the lot. Someday, she thought, that’ll be me...again, running around a set, making things happen.

Andrew caught the small smile playing on her lips and wrapped an arm around her shoulders in a hug. “What’s that look for?” he asked, his voice warm.

She glanced up at him, standing on her toes to press a quick kiss against his lips. “Just thinking about the future.”

Andrew smirked. “The future looks good on you.”

Trevor rolled his eyes but grinned. “Alright, lovebirds, I’m heading home.”

Before he turned toward his car, he reached for Andrew’s hand and gave it a firm shake. “Man, I’m glad you turned that interview around.”

Andrew nodded. “Yeah... so am I, mate.”

Trevor then pulled Sarah into a hug. She hugged him before pulling back. “Thanks for driving me here,” she said with sincerity. “And for keeping me calm when I wanted to rip Karen’s eyes out.”

Trevor chuckled. “That’s what friends are for.”

Andrew clapped Trevor on the shoulder. “Thanks for everything.”

Trevor lifted an arm in a casual wave as he walked toward his Porsche, not bothering to turn back. “Just don’t let Karen get to you next time,” he called over his shoulder.

Andrew smirked but didn’t respond.

With Trevor gone, he turned to Sarah and opened the passenger door of his BMW. She slid in, flashing him a loving smile. Andrew walked around to the driver’s side, got in, and started the engine, the smooth hum of German engineering filling the quiet afternoon.

As they pulled out of the lot, Sarah exhaled, allowing herself to relax. Today had been a mess. But at least now, they were moving forward.

Together.

As Andrew drove along Olive Avenue, the setting sun in the west cast a warm glow over the busy street, and he and Sarah talked about the interview—and about Karen’s relentless attempts to derail it.

“I swear,” Sarah said, shaking her head. “The more she pulls these stunts, the more I despise her.”

Andrew sighed, keeping his eyes on the road but giving her hand a reassuring squeeze. “Don’t waste your energy on her. After today, we won’t have to deal with her again until the Silence premiere in the fall.”

Sarah exhaled, letting that thought settle. The idea of even one break from Karen’s drama was enough to ease some of the tension coiled in her chest.

“You’re right,” she said. “I’m done talking about her.”

Andrew glanced over at her, smirking. “Promise?”

She smiled. “Promise.”

Satisfied, he shifted into fourth gear, the engine humming as he merged onto the 101 freeway toward West Hollywood. With one hand on the wheel, he reached for hers again, threading their fingers together.

Sarah leaned back against the seat, looking over at him with quiet admiration. After everything that had happened today, he was still him—still steady, still in control.

And as long as they had moments like this, she knew they could handle anything.

***
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ANDREW AND SARAH ARRIVED to find Delilah L.A. already packed. The low buzz of conversation blended with the sultry notes of jazz playing in the background. The restaurant, with low light and no windows, exuded exclusivity—its mirrored walls and leather booths casting a warm, intimate glow.

A young, blonde hostess with a broad smile and a discreet demeanor led them through the bustling space, guiding them to a secluded booth near the back. It was private, shielded from curious eyes—a perfect escape from the chaos of the day.

As they slid into their seats, she took their drink orders before disappearing into the crowd.

Andrew wasted no time pulling Sarah close, his arm snug around her shoulders. He pressed a soft kiss to her lips, and she sighed against him, content. Resting her head on his shoulder, she let the weight of the day melt away.

Andrew tilted his head, his voice low and thoughtful. “Are you happy here? In LA—with me?”

She lifted her head and met his gaze, her expression soft. “Of course, I am.”

He hesitated, then asked, “Are you sure you want to move back after all these years away?”

Sarah pulled back, her eyes searching his. The playful ease from a moment ago was gone, replaced by quiet resolve.

“This is what I want,” she said. “More than anything.”


His gaze lingered on her for a moment before he exhaled, his tension easing. He cupped her face, brushing his thumb along her cheek.



“Don’t worry,” she whispered, leaning into his touch. “I love you more than anything. I can’t imagine my life without you.”

That was all he needed to hear.

A slow, satisfied smile spread across his face before he kissed her—deep, unhurried, as if sealing the promise between them.

They might have gone on like that if not for the quiet ahem of the hostess returning with their drinks.

Sarah bit her lip, suppressing a laugh as Andrew pulled away.

“Enjoy,” the hostess said with a knowing smile before disappearing once more.

Andrew chuckled, picking up his glass and clinking it against Sarah’s. “To us,” he said.

“To us,” she echoed, her eyes shining.

For the first time all day, everything felt as it should.

The candlelight flickered between them, casting a soft glow over the intimate corner of the restaurant. Andrew watched Sarah as she toyed with her straw, her expression thoughtful.

“I still can’t believe I’m moving out here,” she admitted, shaking her head. “I mean, I’m excited, but also nervous. There’s just so much to figure out.”

Andrew leaned forward, his warm gaze steady. “Such as?”

She sighed. “The house, for one, now that all the repairs are getting done, I don’t know what to do with it. When I spoke with Chris the other day, he mentioned that they had installed the carpet.

“That’s great,” Andrew said, his voice calm and reassuring. “I still want to finish the rest of the repairs for you.”

Sarah’s brows lifted. “You do?”

He nodded. “The master bath will be done first, like we planned. Then, once the weather warms up, we’ll replace the roof.”

She frowned, weighing the idea. “Is it even worth it?”

Andrew took her hand in his. “It is. You could rent it out for a lot more or sell it for a good profit. Either way, it’ll be an investment.”

She traced the rim of her glass with her free hand, considering. “I’ll have to think about that.”

A smile played on his lips. “Fair enough.”

Sarah sighed again, this time heavier. “And then there’s moving all my stuff from Denver to L.A.  I have no idea what that’s going to cost.”

Andrew leaned back, his confidence unwavering. “I’ll talk to Chris. We’ll make the arrangements.”

She blinked at him, feeling a pang of guilt. “Andrew, you’ve already done so much. I don’t want you to keep paying for all these things.”

He squeezed her hand, his thumb brushing over her engagement ring. “Sarah,” he murmured, “you’re going to be my wife.”

She looked down at the beautiful ring, twisting it around her finger.

“My money is your money,” he added.

She scoffed, shaking her head with a soft chuckle. “That’s easy for you to say.”

He smirked. “It’s the truth.”

She rolled her eyes but couldn’t fight the smile tugging at her lips. 

***
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AFTER DINNER, SARAH stifled a yawn, covering her mouth with the back of her hand.

Andrew noticed and smiled. “Tired?”

“A little,” she admitted, her eyelids drooping.

He reached for her hand. “Stay with me tonight,” he said, his voice low and inviting. “I can take you back down to Newport in the morning.”

Her fingers curled around his, and she met his gaze, a slow smile spreading across her lips. “I’d love to. I want to be alone with you.”

Andrew’s expression darkened with desire. “It’s been too long,” he whispered.
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