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Question: What happens when a thirty-year-old virgin hires a sex therapist to take care of her
"little problem"?Answer: Lots of laughs and tons of heat. You'll be left wanting a Dr. Ryan
Andrews of your own.----------Warning: This story contains mature humor, a lot of cursing, and of
course, sexual situations. It’s intended for adult readers who enjoy that kind of thing.----------
Sexual Surrogate (Definition): A sexual surrogate, sometimes called a surrogate partner, is a
member of a sex therapy team consisting of client(s), supervising therapist, and surrogate.
Some couples attend sexual surrogacy sessions together, while some people (either single or in
a couple) attend them alone. The surrogate engages in education and often intimate physical
contact and/or sexual activity with clients to achieve a therapeutic goal. - Wikipedia----------
Standalone taboo romance told from dual POV with no cliffhanger.



The LessonsElizabeth BrownThe LessonsCopyright © 2015 Elizabeth BrownAll Rights
Reserved.Edited by Chelsea Kuhel () andAlyssa Kress ()Warning: The following story contains
mature humor, a lot of cursing, and of course, sexual situations. It is intended for adult readers
who enjoy that kind of thing.Disclaimer: This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters,
places and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or have been used fictitiously and
are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events,
locales or organizations is entirely coincidental.Cover design: Wicked By DesignSexual
SurrogateDefinition: A sexual surrogate or surrogate partner is a part of what is usually a three-
prong team consisting of the client(s), supervising therapist, and surrogate. Therapy can be
attended individually or as part of a couple. The surrogate engages in education and often
intimate physical contact and/or sexual activity in order to achieve a therapeutic goal.-
WikipediaPrologueA little over eight years ago…NatalieI lowered my voice and blinked at my
boyfriend. “I…I don’t understand. What do you mean, gay?”Josh leaned back against the red
vinyl seat and ran his hands through his hair as I covertly scanned the restaurant. Even though
we were seated in a private booth, I suddenly felt much too close to the other diners.“Natalie,
please—”I craned my neck to find the waiter, but instead grabbed the busboy. “Could we get two
shots of Jameson, please?”The busboy considered my dining companion and then
myself.“Now?” I repeated.Josh gently shook his head at me. “Whiskey ain’t going to change it,
babe.”I stared up at the ceiling, a confused mess of frustration. This wasn’t how today was
supposed to go. Today was our anniversary. First of two I’d planned. Then we’d graduate, and
he’d get a job with a firm in Connecticut and—I felt blindsided by a strange tug of emotion
coming from deep inside me. As my stomach churned, I tried to put a name to it. It wasn’t
sadness…but not quite anger, either.The busboy returned and placed the shots in front of us.
Picking mine up, I raised an eyebrow towards Josh.“Pass.”I downed my shot and gestured
toward his. “Mind?”“Please.”I threw my head back and felt a second burn move past my throat
and warm my belly. I couldn’t believe this was happening. I mean, for anyone else: gay, straight,
whatever, I didn’t care. But why did it have to be my boyfriend?I started to chuckle, now
mellowed by alcohol. “Am I that unattractive?” I’d always thought our lack of sex was because he
was acting the gentleman. Hah. Quite the virgin mistake.He sighed, resigned. “LeeLee, don’t
even go there. This isn’t about you; it’s—”I snorted and then leaned in, lowering my voice to a
whisper. “Are you serious? You are not seriously giving me the ‘it’s not you, it’s me’
speech?”“Babe—”“How long?”Josh smirked. “Eight inches; seven if it’s cold outside.”I frowned.
“That’s not what I meant.”“I know.”“So?”He ran his hands over his face before answering, giving
me a moment to survey this man, who was now officially my ex-boyfriend. Josh was definitely
handsome. When he’d first asked me out, I'd been convinced he was joking. After all, I’m not
exactly someone who stands out in a crowd, and Josh was tall, tan, athletic—not to mention pre-
law and all-American during the last rugby season. Dating him meant I was the envy of most girls



on campus.Guess I was the envy of some of the guys now, too.“I don’t know. I mean, I guess I’ve
always kind of known,” he said finally, scratching the back of his head like he did when he was
anxious.“So…” I tried to piece together my memories of the past year. “So you kind of knew but
dated me anyway?”He nodded. “I’m sorry, Natalie, I really am. You’re the first one I’ve told.
Please don’t hate me.”I sighed and slumped back against my seat. Of course I didn’t hate him.
Josh and I… Well, he—he was my only friend. The one person I’d connected with during my
three years at Columbia. He’d been the one who'd helped me through my mom’s cancer scare
last year and the one who hadn’t let me give up on my Greek Literature class. As I looked up at
my dining companion, I saw him for who he really was:My best friend.And my best friend looked
scared.I offered a small smile and held out my hand. “Don’t worry, Joshie. You aren’t getting rid
of me that easily.”Eight years later…Natalie“Better blow out those candles. That ice cream is
gonna melt.”I glanced over at Josh. We were seated at the front window of our favorite Chinese
restaurant on the Lower East Side, and some fried ice cream had miraculously appeared at the
end of the meal. I had a sneaking suspicion my best friend had something to do with it.I blew out
the candles and turned to him. “Three candles?”“They couldn’t fit all thirty on a single scoop.” He
smirked.I sighed. Thirty. Nothing like a milestone birthday to make you take stock of things. And
me? This birthday made me realize how ashamed I was, and how far my life had swung off
course. The old Natalie Reese had goals and dreams and a plan that clearly mapped out her
future. That is, until life had reared its ugly head. Now, all of a sudden, I was thirty. I couldn’t make
any more excuses. It was time to get off my ass and get my life back on track.Later that night, at
home, I pulled out my journal. On the last page was a copy of The Plan.Natalie ReeseAnnual
Life Goals PlanAge 21. Boyfriend #1, Lose VirginityAge 22. Graduate from college, Secure
paying jobAge 24. Break up with Boyfriend #1, Enjoy 20-something lifeAge 25. Promotion,
Boyfriend #2Age 26. EngagementAge 27. WeddingAge 28. PromotionAge 29. Child #1Ever
since I’d been a teenager, The Plan had stayed more or less the same. If I got a new journal? I
recopied it into the back. The Plan kept me focused, motivated—and calm, knowing that
everything was going to work out if you gave it enough time. But now I had to face the facts: this
plan had expired. I’d aged out of it and had almost nothing to show for myself.I got out a big red
pen. It was time to make some edits.Chapter OneThree months later…NatalieNew city. New
job.Fresh start.It’d only been two days since I’d moved from New York to San Francisco, but in
that short time, I’d already powered through the majority of my long, post-move to-do list.Cable
and wi-fi installationWasher/dryer deliveryChange of address filed with the post officeIn case
you couldn’t tell, I’m a list maker. And for too long I’d been making lists for others, prioritizing
everything except myself. This move was designed to change that.Up next on my list? Library
card. I straightened my glasses and smoothed my hair as I marched up the steps and into the
San Francisco Public Library. As I passed over the marble floors, I craned my neck to take in the
lobby. This building was spectacular. The circular atrium stretched at least seven stories high
and was flanked on all sides by floor upon floor of books. Glorious books. And that smell. Oh,
God, that smell.#heavenEventually, after a sufficient amount of gawking, I gathered my wits and



made my way to the service counter. I laid my ID and a copy of my apartment’s rental agreement
down and grinned at the clerk.“I’d like to sign up for a library card, please.”A thin, young man
regarded me from behind his horn-rimmed glasses.“You’ll need to fill out this application,” he
said blankly, without blinking, clearly not as excited as I was.I cracked a stupid joke to lighten the
mood but was only met with an annoyed look. However, I would not be deterred. I stepped to the
side to complete the application, and in less than five minutes, I was a card-carrying member of
SFPL. Besides my rental agreement, it was the only evidence I had that I belonged in this
city.Most of my worldly possessions, including all my books, were stuck in a shipping container
somewhere in the Midwest, so I headed to the stacks to find something to read. I located the
mystery section and spent a good amount of time contentedly perusing the shelves, slowly
collecting a formidable stack in my arms. It was probably more than I’d be able to read before the
due date, but whatever— I didn’t know anyone here, so I had some evenings to kill. I bent down
to review the lowest shelf; one of my favorite authors had a new book out, and I was hoping to
find a copy.“Excuse me, Miss? Could you tell me where I’d find Attic Ruins by Ethan Calloway?”
a male voice requested.I ignored it, figuring the question wasn’t directed at me. But it
persisted.“Miss?”I closed my eyes. Seriously? I glanced down at my dark jeans and cardigan. I
thought my outfit was cute, but apparently I looked like a librarian. I sighed inwardly as I stood,
resolving to go shopping as soon as possible. “Look, I’m sorry, but—”Holy Moses. In one instant
my eyes collided with deep blue pools, and IDropped.All.My.Books.All of them. Right onto his
feet.“Fuck—sorry,” I muttered, embarrassed, as I bent down to gather the pile.He kneeled,
beating me to the ground. “Here, let me get that.” He began gathering the titles. “So, do they
normally let you handle the books around here, or is this a first-time kind of thing?” He eyed me,
amused.I went mute as I took him in. He was attractive, really ridiculously attractive—all golden
skin and silky dark hair. Handsome in a way that just oozed masculinity and sex appeal.He
stacked my bundle of books in one hand and pulled me to my feet with his other. His grip was
strong, his hand dwarfing mine.“Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt you, but I had a question.”A
question? I swallowed. Whatever he wanted to know, I was pretty sure my answer would be yes.
And I was pretty sure his eyes flicked down to my chest for an instant. My breath hitched, and I
was suddenly acutely aware of my sweater and how it tugged against the curves of my body.“Do
you have the newest Calloway novel?”Callo-what? Oh. Right. Well fuck, he still thought I worked
here. For a brief moment, I considered lying, just so I’d have an excuse to keep talking to him.
But alas, for some reason I went with the truth.“Historical fiction?” he clarified.I personally wasn’t
a fan of the genre, but those eyes were making me all wobbly inside, and I could barely respond.
“No, I heard you. It’s just_ Sorry, I don’t work here.”He cocked his head and looked at me,
confused.Oh, he’s very cute when he’s confused. My heart fluttered, and my brain turned to
mush as I pretended to rub my forehead, using the moment as a chance to steal another glance
at him. His body was tall and lean with broad shoulders, and he was wearing dark jeans and a
black, leather motorcycle jacket. As I gazed at him, I felt a magnetic pull. For a moment I thought
about knocking my books out of his hand in order to see him bend over again.But that would be



wrong, right?Yes, that would be wrong, Natalie, get a grip.His blue eyes darkened and seared
into me as he angled his head to the left. “Seriously?”I rubbed my sweaty hands together and
nodded at the stack of books in his hands. “Um, yeah, sorry to disappoint. Could I have my
books, please?”He looked me up and down, an amused expression playing on his lips.
Eventually he stepped forward.I took a half step back only to realize I was now pinned between
him and a shelf. He paused there for a moment, and I felt the air shift between us before he
reached out and grabbed my hand, placing the heap of paperbacks in it. I gripped them for dear
life, and as he let go, one of his fingers grazed mine and sent a charge of electricity ripping
through me.“Ah. Well, that explains the swearing.” The corners of his mouth twitched up.Was he
smirking at me? He was.I felt a deep heat take over my face, which only intensified as I chided
myself. As far as I was concerned, a woman could swear if she fucking well pleased, and I was
about to tell him just that when he continued.“Well, all I can say is that you and your glasses and
cardigan build a very convincing case.”I frowned. “You’re stereotyping pretty heavily there,
dontcha think?” Great. Of course hot guy was typecasting me.“It wasn’t an insult.”“Oh?” I lowered
my eyes and padded the word with sarcasm.“I actually dig a librarian vibe.”I tilted my head. “So is
that why you’re hanging out here? To seduce bookish chicks?”“I don’t know. Maybe. Is it
working?”I didn’t say anything.“That’s a nice perfume you’re wearing. What is it?”I had to stop
myself from rolling my eyes. Gag me with a stick. I wasn’t wearing any fucking perfume. I know, I
know. Hot guy wanted to flirt with me? I should have just gone with it, but the last few years had
left me pretty jaded in the men department. Sure, they’re all nice and flirty, but invariably they’d
find out my secret and head for the hills.Yes, it had happened to me. Yes, more than once.“Hey,
whoa, sorry. I didn’t mean to offend.” His eyes lightened as he copped an easy smile. “You know,
some women actually find me charming.”“I don’t find you charming.”“Yet…”“Huh?”“You don’t find
me charming yet.” He crossed his arms and shrugged. “I accept that.”We paused in silence, the
air thick with…something.“I don’t think I got your name.”I bit the inside of my cheek. “Why do you
want my name?”He stuck his hands in his pockets. “Relax, sweetheart. Just being polite. I’m not
asking for your social security number.”I paused. Maybe he was right. God, Natalie, why do you
have to be so suspicious of everyone? Hot guy wants to know your name. Maybe guys on the
West Coast wouldn’t be like the guys back East. Give him your fucking name.I cleared my throat.
“Natalie.”“Natalie.” He took his hands out of his pockets and crossed his arms.I became acutely
aware that my body was still stuck between him and the bookshelf behind me.“And does Miss
Natalie have a last name?” He offered a controlled smile and deep eye contact, which caused
my kneecaps to evaporate. I ventured to guess very few women would be immune to this man,
and that of course made me suspect. I may have been a smitten jumble of emotions, but I sure
as hell wasn’t dumb.I shook my head.“No, you don’t have a last name, or no, you’re not going to
tell me?”I countered with a shrug. “You haven’t told me your name.”His eyebrows rose in
surprise. “You’re right. How rude of me.” He offered his hand. “Ryan.”I shifted my stack of books
so they balanced on my hip and carefully held out my hand. As our hands met, I felt another
pulse of electricity rip through me. I knew I should have looked away, but there he was again,



trapping me with his stare. Something in his eyes told me he knew exactly what effect he was
having on me, and it made me nervous. I wasn’t used to this kind of attention.Crap.“So?” He
looked at me expectantly.“So?” I mirrored, thoroughly confused.“Your last name.”“I, uh,” I
stammered, trying to buy time as a cascade of heat started to make its way down my neck.
Dammit. I hated getting into situations like this, and I was absolutely positive no other woman
would ever understand. See, to any onlooker, Natalie Reese was a fairly competent, unattached,
thirty-year-old woman in a new city. If a hot guy was hitting on her, you’d think she’d do nothing to
get in the way. However, I had a secret that was a deal-breaker. And I was ashamed.I was still a
virgin.I can explain. But first, let me back up.This wasn’t how I’d planned it. According to The
Plan, I was supposed to be married to Serious Boyfriend #2 by now. In fact, we were supposed
to be having our first child by this autumn. However, things clearly weren’t going according to my
plan. I’d had some stumbling blocks, starting with Serious Boyfriend #1, and now the entire
timeline was off course.I was, however, taking steps to remedy this. The first step was moving to
a new city. Because I couldn’t execute Plan B anywhere I didn’t feel completely anonymous. I
know, it sounds extreme, but I’d spent years ignoring my goals, and before I could entertain the
idea of any suitor, I needed to take care of this…problem.“Natalie?”“Huh?”“You seem…
distracted.” His brows knit together in concern. Those thick, luscious brows.“Sorry, no. Just have
a lot on my mind. I recently moved here from New York. Lots to do, you know?”He pressed his
lips together in a flat line. “I see. Work or boyfriend?”Wait. What did he just say? “Huh?”“I said,
work or boyfriend. People don’t generally just pack up and move across the country unless they
have a good reason. I’m guessing you are_what_twenty-nine?”Thirty, I said silently to myself.He
continued. “Yep—see? No girl your age uproots like that unless there’s something strong driving
them.” He paused and cocked his head. “Oh, wait. What about…breakup?”He was speaking
quickly, and I had a hard time keeping up. Had he just asked me if I’d broken up with a
boyfriend? I shook my head. “No, no breakup.”He grinned as he stuck his hands back in the front
pockets of his jeans. “Okay. New city, no breakup. So we’re back to my original question: work or
boyfriend?”I sighed. Okay, maybe he was a little charming. “Work.”His eyes lit up. “That’s
fantastic.”“It is?”“Yeah, I mean, I happen to be an excellent tour guide. I’ve lived here my whole
life.”“Oh, look. I, uh, I’m not sure if I have time to—”“I understand,” he cut me off. “Listen, give me
your phone.” He held out his hand expectantly.I cocked my head at him but reached into my
purse and pulled out my smartphone. “Why do you—?”He grabbed it out of my hand and started
typing.“Are you trying to pick me up?” I asked, suddenly emboldened. Thanks, lady-balls, for
finally showing up.He looked up at me from my phone. “I think I’m doing a little better than trying.”
He winked at me. “Here, now you have my number. When you’re settled, give me a call. I think
we could have a lot of fun.” He grabbed my hand. For a moment I thought he was going to kiss it,
but instead he placed the phone in it. “It’s been a pleasure, Ms. Natalie With No Last Name.”I
blushed again as he flashed a smile at me before turning to leave.“Oh, wait, uh, Ryan?”He
stopped and turned back to me hopefully.I looked down at the floor and then back up to him. “It’s
probably in New Fiction. Against the front wall.”The corners of his eyes crinkled as he shook his



head. “I fucking knew it.” Once he’d rounded the corner, I fell back against the shelf, my heart
racing. What had just happened? I looked down at my phone and tapped the screen. There was
a new entry in my Contacts.Ryan Andrews.Chapter TwoNatalieNatalie’s Emergency Intervention
Plan (AKA Plan B):1. Move to California2. Lie.3. Lose my virginity.4. Get back to Plan A.Now,
before you start critiquing my life choices, let me give you some background:I had spent the last
three years caring for my ailing mother. Or rather, my ailing, adoptive mother. Having grown up in
foster care, I didn't consider my mom just a mom—she was my angel. I mean, hello, she’d
literally saved me. So you can imagine that when I found out her breast cancer had returned I
was shattered. She’d also been a child of the ‘system,’ and our family consisted of only each
other. So at the fresh age of twenty-six, I quit my job in marketing to take care of her.Can I say
one thing? Chemo’s a bitch.At the time, the doctors gave her six months. She ended up hanging
on for three years, slowly leaving me, one diseased cell at a time.After she passed, I was flung
back into the real world, a twenty-nine-year-old virgin with no job, no prospects, no family:
nothing. Of course, having lived a life full of everything but normality since I was little, that was
what I craved the most. Years ago, I'd been a little afraid to say it aloud, but now it was clear: I
wanted the American Dream, the cute little house with the white picket fence, the 2.6 kids, and
the golden retriever.I already had a name picked out. Stevie, after Stevie Wonder.However,
before I could get Stevie the Wonder Dog, I knew there were a few things I’d need to do. A
college degree. A job. A husband.Details, details.The degree_well, at least that was taken care
of. Despite not having attended college herself, my mom had been amazingly supportive
throughout my four years at Columbia. I ended up graduating at the top of my class, eager to
take on the world. I even scored a full-time job right after graduation. All of that was going well
until her cancer came back, and I left my job to be with her.But let me be clear: I do not regret it.
Not for a second.As far as the husband thing, well, that part had been tough. By now, I’d been
out of the dating pool for so long I felt like a dinosaur, and a virgin dinosaur at that. I wasn’t even
sure if my va-jay-jay still connected to the…other stuff. I mean, you don’t use it, you lose it, right?
Okay, so that probably wasn’t true, but honestly, the virginity box should have been checked off
my list eight years ago. That had been the primary task of Josh, the aforementioned Serious
Boyfriend #1. Okay, maybe I hadn't announced this to him, but neither had I thought I needed to
lay things out for him in detail. I mean, wasn’t that what guys were supposed to do? Stick it in any
chance they got?As you may recall, Serious Boyfriend #1 ended up being the one gay rugby
player at Columbia.I never told Josh that he’d fucked up my plan. He was too good a friend, and
besides, it’s not like he was trying to condemn me to life as a spinster. Instead, I just trudged
ahead. In my mid-twenties, I’d managed to go on a few dates with some nice guys, but I never
could work up the nerve to do the deed.A few times I got close, but then…I don’t know; I just
shut down. There was so much pressure to be porn-star perfect, and I was starting from
absolute zero. It eventually became easier not to date, so I stayed out of the game and shelved
The Plan.Josh knew nothing about The Plan although, despite everything, he remained my best
friend. Neither did I tell him I was still a virgin; that’s just not the type of relationship we had. I



didn’t let many people get close. Female friendship was also something I guess I’d avoided.
Maybe it was so I wouldn’t have to pull stories from Cosmo to swap over brunch. By keeping
everyone at arm’s length, I made this shame mine and mine alone.Whoopee.So why the new
city and, more importantly, why San Francisco? Well, the short answer was sex. And the longer
answer was that through my research, I’d found San Francisco to be home to a certain business
service I wanted to use. A very particular type of business service that you couldn’t find just
anywhere.I’m talking about a sex surrogate.Yes, it’s a thing. You may have even heard of them.
Sex surrogates are used in conjunction with therapists to help people get over a variety of, um,
sexual issues. By now, you are probably asking: But Natalie, surely New York is full of helpful
licensed sex surrogates just waiting to take your money. Why move all the way to San
Francisco? And you’d be right. New York is full of them. In fact, that’s how I got the idea. A friend
of a neighbor was using one.And I knew about it.I fucking knew about it!Disgusting, right? Not
the act, of course, but the fact that I knew so much about someone with whom I was barely
acquainted. New York can be incestuous like that—everyone is always up in each other’s
business. So I made up my mind: I’d use a surrogate to help me catch up on my to-do list, but I’d
do it somewhere anonymous. Somewhere I had no social networks, no connections.And that
location, by virtue of its distance, was the lovely city of San Francisco.So I applied for jobs, and
within two months, I’d secured a new gig. The job paid well_really well, actually_and I felt grateful
someone was willing to take a chance on me. For the first time in my life, not having any family
was a good thing—no one was there to question the decision. The only other person my choice
affected was Josh, and while he was bummed that I was moving at first, he quickly realized this
now gave him an excuse to visit San Francisco whenever he got horny.Plan B was officially in
motion.And so here I was. Outside the door of The San Francisco Center for Sexuality. It’d been
a long eight years since I'd passed my ‘due date,’ and I couldn’t believe I was finally about to take
care of this problem. Butterflies in my stomach? Nope, I had giant vultures and eagles knocking
around in there.Yep. I was nervous.Duh. I had a number of very good reasons to be nervous. I
had forked over an ungodly amount of my mom’s life insurance payout, sight unseen. This sex
business didn’t come cheap. I guess I could have spent less and gotten a high-class prostitute,
but that just freaked me out—who knew what kind of diseases could be involved? Maybe it was
simply nervous excitement. Or maybe I was worried that years of sexual atrophy had left me
unable to be helped. Un-sexable. Is that a word? Or, God, what if the surrogate found me wholly
unattractive and ran for the hills—but they weren’t allowed to do that, right?Right?God, my mind
was running a mile a minute, screaming every excuse it had to prevent me from going into that
building. Maybe I should have listened to it.But I didn’t.Instead, I threw open the door and held
my head up high, hoping to fake the confidence that I so desperately needed. I walked through
the vast, granite lobby of the downtown office building and skipped the elevator, choosing
instead to hoof it up to the fifth floor. On the way up, I practiced my breathing exercises and
reiterated The Story I was going to tell the therapist.The Story was an important part of Plan B. A
very important part.I was seeing the sex surrogate because my life had run off the track. Not in



any dramatic, television-movie kind of way, but in a sufficiently bothersome manner. I was thirty
years old, and instead of being married with two kids, I was still single. Single and completely
sexually inexperienced. To make up for lost time, I knew I’d need to skip a few steps of the
original Plan. Using a sex surrogate to check ‘losing my virginity’ off the list seemed like a very
expedient and efficient way to do this. After I had that bump out of the way, I’d be free to fast-
track my selection of a partner, which was a critical component of The Plan. Yes, I would finally
be able to meet someone and sleep with them after a few dates.I would finally be normal.But I
couldn’t tell this to the therapist. Their website was explicit.“Use of a sexual surrogate is clinical
in nature, and each candidate is closely evaluated to see if their personal sexual goals meet the
ethical guidelines of the surrogacy field. Surrogacy is not a quick fix; it is only enlisted if a variety
of criteria are met.”After a brief telephone chat with an intake specialist, I had managed to
decipher exactly what that meant, and I had crafted a story to fit. I congratulated myself again on
my decision to move to San Francisco. Here, no one would be able to poke holes in my story
because no one knew me.Pretty smart, eh? Told you I'd thought this through.Once on the fifth
floor, I made my way down the hall until I was outside a door with SFCS in gold letters. I opened
it, and inside, a young Indian woman with dark, shiny hair smiled at me from behind the
reception desk.“Hello. May I help you?” she asked as my phone started to ring in my purse.“Uh,
yes.” I fumbled for my phone. “Natalie Reese. I have an appointment with Dr. Lerner at two
o’clock.” I looked at my screen. It was Josh. Of course. Nice timing. I switched the phone to
silent.The woman made a quick scan of her computer screen. “Yep, I’ve got you right here, Ms.
Reese. If you’d have a seat, Dr. Lerner will be with you momentarily.”I nodded and took the seat
nearest to the door. Trying to lose my nerves in an old copy of Life & Style, I was about halfway
into an article about the latest celebrity pregnancy when a tall figure appeared in the
doorway.“Ms. Reese?”I glanced up. It’s so funny when you meet someone in person after having
only chatted on the phone. Based on her laissez-faire approach to sex talk, I’d imagined Dr.
Lerner as something of a free-love hippy. In reality, she was understated and graceful, her ash-
blond hair drawn up in a sleek knot. She was wearing gray trousers and a white silk blouse and
was much younger than I’d pictured—probably about thirty-five, thirty-six.I stood up to shake her
hand. “Dr. Lerner. It’s nice to finally meet you.”“Likewise,” she said, gesturing for me to follow her
down the hall. “How did the move go?”I chuckled. “It’s still going. Half my things are in a truck
somewhere in Missouri, but so far, so good.”“Are you enjoying San Francisco?” she asked as we
entered her office. It was a bright space, with one large window framing a view of downtown. As I
looked around, I expected to see a bed and maybe some clinical sex gadgetry. Nope—the office
was pretty standard-issue therapist. My eyes first caught a cream-colored leather couch with a
matching chair opposite it and then moved over a couple of bookshelves lined with provocative
titles like Unleashing The Orgasm Within and Sex After 50 before landing on a fish tank.I eyed
the tank. “What? Oh, yes. It’s a great city. I like your fish.”“Thanks. Larry is the striped one, and
Lucius is the orange one.”I nodded and looked at the couch. “Am I supposed to lie down?”
Despite the urging of the hospice workers, I’d never been in therapy of any kind and wasn’t sure



of the protocol. I chuckled to myself; I suppose I was taking a pretty deep dive for my first time in
the therapy pool.Dr. Lerner smiled and shrugged. “Up to you.”I chose to sit.“So, Natalie, I know
we talked about this on the phone, but I always find it useful to review the process with patients
in person, in case any new questions have come up. Does that sound like a good way to get
started?”I nodded. My throat was a little dry, so I bent over and retrieved a water bottle from my
purse.“Good. So to begin, I want to reiterate that this process is two-fold. In addition to meeting
with the surrogate, you’ll continue to meet with me. Generally, we suggest two sessions per
week with the surrogate and one with the therapist. This allows us to keep close tabs on your
progress without interfering with the process.”I took a sip from my bottle and nodded again. That
sounded fine, and I desperately wanted to get through this meeting so I could get on with it. But I
knew that if I showed any impatience it would be a red flag, and I couldn’t afford that. The
application process alone had taken a month, and I wasn’t about to start that again. So I sat
silently on the couch.“As we discussed, you’ll have six sessions with the surrogate. That’s more
than enough for ninety-five percent of cases.”I said a silent prayer that I wouldn’t be in that last
five percent. In fact, I was hoping I’d be done after only one or two sessions. Having sex with a
stranger wasn’t exactly something I was looking forward to. It was simply the means to the end,
something to get over with. The website explained all the psychological and physical testing
surrogates went through before being licensed, and like I said—I figured it was safer than a
prostitute or even a one-night stand. The practical side of me appreciated the one-stop-shop
nature of it all.I took another sip of water and tried to act casual. “And you said the surrogate is
pre-selected for me, correct?”“Yes. We selected him based on the questionnaire you filled out.
However, it’s important to remember that while we try to connect you with someone you’d find
physically attractive, surrogates aren’t meant to be a perfect match. You might even find yours
somewhat off-putting at first. That’s why we’ll ease you into your relationship with him. Only after
mutual trust has been built will any of the physical work start.”“That’s fine,” I said. It was. He did
not need to be an Adonis. A pre-screened, disease-free surrogate with a penis would do the job
well enough.“And Natalie, just a gentle reminder that we ask that you refrain from any outside
sexual partners while you are in therapy, for the safety of the surrogate.”I chuckled. “Of course. I
don’t think you’ll have that problem with me. ”Dr. Lerner smiled gently. “You’d be surprised. Our
surrogates are very skilled, and sometimes they’re able to unlock years of pent-up sexuality, but
thank you again for your assurance.” She glanced at her watch. “He’ll actually be here in a little
while, and we’ll go over more of the logistics then.“He’s coming?” My mouth ran dry, and I took
another swig from my water bottle. I wasn’t expecting to meet the surrogate today. I mean, I
hadn’t even shaved my legs. I shifted in my seat as I tried to feel what underwear I’d put on that
morning. I was pretty sure it was some gray hipsters… Not horrible, but definitely not my best
effort. Crap.“Don’t worry. We’ll just be talking. The work won’t start until your session with
him.”“Oh, o-kay,” I said, relieved, as she continued.“I also wanted to double-check that you were
able to get on the pill?”I swallowed again and nodded. “Yep, all set. I have a full
prescription.”“That’s great, real great. Now, we’ve talked a bit about what you’d like to accomplish



during your time with us.” She held up her notes and flipped a couple of pages before reading.
“You said that you had poor experiences with intimacy as a teenager, correct?”This was the
moment. ‘Go time,’ as they say. Time to win an Oscar with my carefully rehearsed explanation. Or
lie. Whatever.I cleared my throat. “Yes. I had a couple of early experiences that didn’t go so well.
Over time, it’s prevented me from being able to be intimate with a man.”Yes, okay, it was clearly a
lie. I had no early experiences. Zero. But I’d done my Internet research, and those ‘early
experiences’ seemed like a vague, yet watertight, alibi. Lots of people had them.“And this is
making it difficult for you to maintain relationships, as well as consummate them?”“Yes.”“Can you
tell me a little more?”I took a deep breath, ready to give my rehearsed speech. “Well, I guess
with my first boyfriend—I was fourteen_he…well, he just wasn’t a nice guy. We’d be making out
or whatever, and suddenly, it was a like a switch would flip, and he’d start screaming and yelling
at me.” I looked over at Dr. Lerner, trying to gauge her reaction.I thought my story was pretty
good, but she didn’t flinch. Instead, she just nodded and continued to write in her notebook.
“What else?”“Well, then there was my boyfriend when I was eighteen. He wouldn’t touch me at
all, as punishment for pissing him off. After a while, even when I didn’t do anything wrong, he
kept cutting me off. It made me very confused. Then one day I broke up with him, and…”“And
what?” Dr. Lerner looked up at me expectantly.I could have ended that sentence with a number
of horrible sexual acts, things that would have elicited at least a flash behind her trained, clinical
eyes. Lord knows I’d dreamed up a number of options, each more depraved than the next. But I
couldn’t do it. Even I knew that lying about rape and abuse was wrong. The funny thing, though,
was that I ended up telling a kind of half-truth.“I haven’t been able to be with anyone since.”She
nodded ever so slightly as she jotted down notes. I adjusted my posture on the couch. She’d
bought it. Thank God. I exhaled.“What about love? Have you ever been in love?” She looked
back up at me, cocking her head to the side.I blinked and inhaled sharply. I hadn’t prepped for
this question. My mind was racing, trying to figure out what kind of answer would get her to sign
off on this whole farce. What did being in love have to do with this? Plenty of people around the
world had sex every day without being in love. Jeez, the last thing I wanted was to bring emotion
into what, for me, was essentially a business transaction. I smoothed the fabric covering my legs
and looked up at her. “Uh, I don’t see how that is relevant.”Dr. Lerner’s eyes softened. “Oh, it’s
entirely relevant, Natalie. For two reasons. It will help direct what we do in here. Ninety-nine
percent of the time there’s an emotional component to this work. Doing this— It’s not just
physical.”Yeah, yeah. That’d be true for most people, but you don’t know me. I’d been emotionally
dead for years. I blamed foster care. By now, however, my cool response had become a point of
pride for me. No one could make me feel anything I wasn’t willing to feel. Of course, I didn’t say
that, so the doctor continued.“Plus, it’s helpful to know if you’d be able to recognize feelings of
love. Working with a surrogate can sometimes elicit emotions, emotions that—for the unprepared
—can be overwhelming. It’s critical the pair don’t develop feelings for each other, and that's why
it’s helpful if the patient knows what love or lust feels like. Then if those emotions come forth with
the surrogate, we can identify them early enough and take appropriate countermeasures.”“Oh,” I



said, hoping my response was calm enough to mask the surge of excitement I now felt in my
belly. Had she realized she’d basically told me what she wanted to hear? Giving her the right
answer now was going to be easy. “Yes, I’ve been in love. With the boyfriend when I was
eighteen.” I grimaced for dramatic effect. “It was great. Until the end. Then it hurt like hell.”“I see.”
Dr. Lerner’s lips formed a thin line as she closed her notebook.I held my breath as my eyes
darted from her to the floor and then back again. Did she believe me? I’d turned my life upside
down in order to get it back on track. I’d signed their contract. I was doing this. I tapped my
fingers gently on my leg as I stared at Dr. Lerner and held my breath.“Natalie, we are definitely
going to be able to help you. I’m confident of that.”I exhaled. Thank fucking God.“Try to relax.
We’re going to go at your own pace. I promise.” Her phone buzzed, and she looked down. “The
surrogate is here. I’ll fetch him so that we can all talk together.”I nodded as she stood up and
exited the office. As soon as she was gone, I got up and walked over to Larry and Lucius, my
nervous energy getting the best of me. “Well, boys, I guess we’re really doing this. Wish me luck.”
I know it sounds crazy, but I felt like Larry started to shake his head at me. I had bent down to get
a better look at him when the door opened.“Natalie,” Dr. Lerner began.I pulled away from the
aquarium and started to stand up.“This is Ryan Andrews. He’s going to be your
surrogate.”Chapter ThreeNatalieA familiar set of blue eyes greeted me.No. Fucking. Way.Ryan-
fucking-Andrews? The hot guy from the library? He was my surrogate?Well, fuck me.Shit.I felt all
the blood drain from my face as a high-pitched buzz took over my ears.I couldn’t believe this was
happening. What the hell was I supposed to do? I flicked quick glances at his face, trying to
figure out if he recognized me, but his countenance didn’t give anything away. If he did recognize
me, would he say something? Yet even as fear seized my heart, I was simultaneously greeted
with a wave of relief. Honestly, I could’ve done a lot worse in terms of a surrogate. At least he was
really, really good-looking. He was dressed differently today than the last time I'd seen him, now
in a gray suit and tie. I tried to look him over without staring too conspicuously. As I contemplated
my next move, I realized that he’d had his hand extended in my direction for a while.“Natalie?”
His cool eyes looked deeply into me and threatened to knock me over until he raised an
eyebrow. Oh, right. Shake the damn hand, Natalie.“Hi,” I breathed.“It’s nice to meet you.” Nice to
meet me? Okay, so he had forgotten about the library? That he’d programmed his number into
my phone? Oh, my God, his number. A wave of disappointment washed over me, almost
immediately giving way to concern. What if knowing my surrogate was against the rules? Shit. I’d
moved all the way across the country so that I could be completely anonymous during this whole
process. And now, through a perverse twist of fate, that was no longer the case.“You okay?” His
eyebrows pushed together with concern, and I felt something deep inside me start to warm. Shit,
he was asking me to respond, and I was standing there like an idiot. Reese, say something,
genius!“Sorry. Yes. Hello. Nice to meet you, Mr. Andrews.”“Shall we have a seat?” Dr. Lerner
suggested. Either my reaction was on par with most patients, or she wasn’t picking up on the
tension.I found myself wondering how she was able to stand there, so calm in the presence of
such…maleness. Surely, something deep inside her clenched when she looked at this man? I



didn’t see how any woman could resist him; I mean, he was masculinity and sex incarnate. Yet
she took a seat in her chair, and I mirrored her, returning to my place on the couch.Ryan followed
and stretched out on the sofa next to me.I tried to ignore the charge of electricity between us,
instead focusing my attention on the coffee table.“Now, Natalie, as we mentioned before, you
have a finite number of sessions with Ryan. And while you’ll be meeting with me once a week,
you two will be meeting privately twice a week.”“Uh-huh,” I mumbled, still shocked to the core. I
fumbled, trying to find my words. “Will he report back to you on my progress?” I glanced over at
Ryan.He was staring straight ahead at Dr. Lerner.“Yes. He and I will have periodic check-ins. It’s
important to make sure our work is in sync, so that we can deliver the best quality service to
you.”I nodded. She could’ve been speaking pig Latin for all I cared. I was having a hard time
concentrating. My eyes kept wandering over to Ryan’s shoes. I liked them—a spin on classic
Oxfords. Very different from his garb the other day. Then all of a sudden, the shoes moved; Ryan
got up from the couch, and I realized I hadn’t been listening.“Natalie?”I looked over at Dr. Lerner.
“Huh? Sorry, yes?”“I was just saying that you will have plenty of time to talk more later this week.”
She turned to Ryan. “Thanks again for stopping by.”What? He was leaving so soon?“It was nice
to meet you, Natalie.” He offered his hand again, and his blue eyes tunneled into mine. Oh. Okay.
So this is how we’re doing it.“Nice to meet you, too.” I took his hand, and the electrical charge
that’d been building ripped through me again. I shivered.“Cold?” he asked.“Oh, uh, no. I mean,
yeah,” I stuttered. “Not used to this San Francisco weather yet.”“The coldest winter I ever spent
was a summer in San Francisco,” he replied, smiling.I cocked my head at him. “Mark
Twain?”“Very good.” The corners of his mouth perked up, and I felt a rush, like I was back in
school, vying to be the teacher’s favorite pupil. “I’ll see you soon, Natalie.” He turned and nodded
at Dr. Lerner. “Doctor.”And after a beat, he was gone.I sat back down on the couch. Dr. Lerner
went through the final aspects of my treatment, but I could barely hear her. I was still stuck ten
minutes ago, when Ryan had first appeared in the doorway. Seriously, what were the chances?
They had to be astronomical. However, he hadn't said anything. I guess that meant we were
doing this. I—Dr. Lerner had stopped talking and was staring at me.“Is everything alright,
Natalie?”“Uh, ahem. Yes.”She smiled. “It’s okay. It’s normal.”Normal? What was normal? Nothing
about The Plan was normal. Nothing about Ryan was normal. Nothing about bumping into my
surrogate on the second day of even being IN this city was normal. No, this was all the opposite
of normal. This was downright bizarre.She continued. “It’s normal to feel strange when you meet
the surrogate for the first time. That’s why we do it in the therapist’s office, so that the surrogate’s
environment is clean and unmarred by any initial awkwardness.”Okay, that was pretty smart, I
had to admit. But more importantly, once again she’d given me an out for my strange behavior.
“That’s great. Thank you for your reassurance.”“Of course.” She closed her notebook. “Well, I
think we’ve covered everything. Did you have any other questions?”I took a deep breath. “No, I
think I’m good. Thank you for everything. I’m really looking forward to this process.”Dr. Lerner
stood up and gave me a warm smile. “I’m glad, Natalie. That’s a huge step in and of itself. I’m
looking forward to working with you.”I got to my feet as well. “Thanks. Me, too.”“Priya will arrange



the next appointments with you at the front desk,” she said as she walked me to the door. “We
can aim to meet early next week.”I wandered back to the reception desk in a daze and
calendared out my appointments for the next two weeks. As I slipped my iPhone back into my
purse, I started to feel a wave of accomplishment come over me. Finally, things were back on
track. I was an empowered modern woman, the master of my fate. I had exited the office and
was walking toward the stairwell, feeling thoroughly pleased with myself, when a hand reached
out and cupped the small of my back.“Hey, shh, come with me.”I tensed, ready to pummel
someone with my right hook.But it was Ryan. He looked serious, his eyes darting around in quick
succession.“What?” I asked, confused, my fist stuck midair.“Quick. We need to talk.” He glanced
down the hall behind me. “Now, Natalie.”The sternness and urgency in his voice made me nod
as he ushered me into a nearby restroom and locked the deadbolt behind us.I tried to regain my
lady-like composure and set my purse down on the edge of the sink. “Nice suit.”He looked down
to survey his outfit and then back at me. “Professional attire helps put clients at ease.”“I see. So,”
I asked, “you do this a lot, then?”He raised an eyebrow. “What? You mean surrogacy? It’s my job,
Natalie.”“I see that.”“It’s not like I’m out screwing half of San Francisco if that’s what you’re
implying.” He ran his hands through his dark hair before crossing his arms, clearly agitated.God,
I thought, was he mad? That wasn’t very fair. I held my stance—it wasn’t like I’d done anything
illegal or morally wrong. “Calm down. Relax, would you?”He looked up at me, his eyes dark and
flashing. “Seriously?”Oh. He did sound rather mad. “What?” I asked again, bracing myself.“This,”
he said, gesturing to the empty space between us. “This can not happen.”Ah ha! So that’s why
he was acting all distressed. “So you do remember me.” I smiled sweetly.My comment caused
his eyes to heat and his nostrils to flare. He pulled his neck back and looked momentarily
confused. “Of course I do.” He sputtered, “You’re not exactly the forgettable type.” He crossed his
arms, his biceps challenging the lean cut of his suit. “We can’t do this, Natalie. We just can’t. You
aren’t supposed to know your surrogate. It’s against the clinic’s rules, and it’s unethical. You have
to ask to be transferred. I’m sure they can get you another surrogate in a month or two.”“A month
or two?” I exclaimed. There was no fucking way I was waiting another month—or two!—for this. I
was thirty fucking years old. If I had to wait much longer all the eggs in my ovaries would be hard-
boiled and children would be impossible. There was no way I was giving this up. “Absolutely not.”
I replied simply. Hell, I didn’t need to tell him my reasons; I was a paying customer. “Besides, why
is it unethical? I barely know you. I wouldn’t have even known your last name if you hadn’t
programmed it into my phone.”“Keep your voice down,” he said, lowering his own voice. “You
need to delete that. Promise me you will delete that.” He stopped pacing and stared at me
intently.“Fine. Whatever. But I’m not asking to be transferred.” I crossed my arms. I was fully
aware that I’d lucked out—I had a surrogate who was attractive. I didn’t want to risk being
matched up with Joe Uglyface or John Donkeybreath on my next go-round.“Well, then I’ll tell Dr.
Lerner and have you transferred.”I stopped cold. Shit. He could do that? “No!”He scowled at me.
“Natalie I can’t ethically begin this work with you knowing that we…that we’ve known each other
outside of the clinic.”The LessonsElizabeth BrownThe LessonsElizabeth BrownThe
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WikipediaPrologueA little over eight years ago…NatalieI lowered my voice and blinked at my
boyfriend. “I…I don’t understand. What do you mean, gay?”Josh leaned back against the red
vinyl seat and ran his hands through his hair as I covertly scanned the restaurant. Even though
we were seated in a private booth, I suddenly felt much too close to the other diners.“Natalie,
please—”I craned my neck to find the waiter, but instead grabbed the busboy. “Could we get two
shots of Jameson, please?”The busboy considered my dining companion and then
myself.“Now?” I repeated.Josh gently shook his head at me. “Whiskey ain’t going to change it,
babe.”I stared up at the ceiling, a confused mess of frustration. This wasn’t how today was
supposed to go. Today was our anniversary. First of two I’d planned. Then we’d graduate, and
he’d get a job with a firm in Connecticut and—I felt blindsided by a strange tug of emotion
coming from deep inside me. As my stomach churned, I tried to put a name to it. It wasn’t
sadness…but not quite anger, either.The busboy returned and placed the shots in front of us.
Picking mine up, I raised an eyebrow towards Josh.“Pass.”I downed my shot and gestured
toward his. “Mind?”“Please.”I threw my head back and felt a second burn move past my throat
and warm my belly. I couldn’t believe this was happening. I mean, for anyone else: gay, straight,
whatever, I didn’t care. But why did it have to be my boyfriend?I started to chuckle, now
mellowed by alcohol. “Am I that unattractive?” I’d always thought our lack of sex was because he
was acting the gentleman. Hah. Quite the virgin mistake.He sighed, resigned. “LeeLee, don’t



even go there. This isn’t about you; it’s—”I snorted and then leaned in, lowering my voice to a
whisper. “Are you serious? You are not seriously giving me the ‘it’s not you, it’s me’
speech?”“Babe—”“How long?”Josh smirked. “Eight inches; seven if it’s cold outside.”I frowned.
“That’s not what I meant.”“I know.”“So?”He ran his hands over his face before answering, giving
me a moment to survey this man, who was now officially my ex-boyfriend. Josh was definitely
handsome. When he’d first asked me out, I'd been convinced he was joking. After all, I’m not
exactly someone who stands out in a crowd, and Josh was tall, tan, athletic—not to mention pre-
law and all-American during the last rugby season. Dating him meant I was the envy of most girls
on campus.Guess I was the envy of some of the guys now, too.“I don’t know. I mean, I guess I’ve
always kind of known,” he said finally, scratching the back of his head like he did when he was
anxious.“So…” I tried to piece together my memories of the past year. “So you kind of knew but
dated me anyway?”He nodded. “I’m sorry, Natalie, I really am. You’re the first one I’ve told.
Please don’t hate me.”I sighed and slumped back against my seat. Of course I didn’t hate him.
Josh and I… Well, he—he was my only friend. The one person I’d connected with during my
three years at Columbia. He’d been the one who'd helped me through my mom’s cancer scare
last year and the one who hadn’t let me give up on my Greek Literature class. As I looked up at
my dining companion, I saw him for who he really was:My best friend.And my best friend looked
scared.I offered a small smile and held out my hand. “Don’t worry, Joshie. You aren’t getting rid
of me that easily.”Eight years later…Natalie“Better blow out those candles. That ice cream is
gonna melt.”I glanced over at Josh. We were seated at the front window of our favorite Chinese
restaurant on the Lower East Side, and some fried ice cream had miraculously appeared at the
end of the meal. I had a sneaking suspicion my best friend had something to do with it.I blew out
the candles and turned to him. “Three candles?”“They couldn’t fit all thirty on a single scoop.” He
smirked.I sighed. Thirty. Nothing like a milestone birthday to make you take stock of things. And
me? This birthday made me realize how ashamed I was, and how far my life had swung off
course. The old Natalie Reese had goals and dreams and a plan that clearly mapped out her
future. That is, until life had reared its ugly head. Now, all of a sudden, I was thirty. I couldn’t make
any more excuses. It was time to get off my ass and get my life back on track.Later that night, at
home, I pulled out my journal. On the last page was a copy of The Plan.Natalie ReeseAnnual
Life Goals PlanAge 21. Boyfriend #1, Lose VirginityAge 22. Graduate from college, Secure
paying jobAge 24. Break up with Boyfriend #1, Enjoy 20-something lifeAge 25. Promotion,
Boyfriend #2Age 26. EngagementAge 27. WeddingAge 28. PromotionAge 29. Child #1Ever
since I’d been a teenager, The Plan had stayed more or less the same. If I got a new journal? I
recopied it into the back. The Plan kept me focused, motivated—and calm, knowing that
everything was going to work out if you gave it enough time. But now I had to face the facts: this
plan had expired. I’d aged out of it and had almost nothing to show for myself.I got out a big red
pen. It was time to make some edits.PrologueA little over eight years ago…NatalieI lowered my
voice and blinked at my boyfriend. “I…I don’t understand. What do you mean, gay?”Josh leaned
back against the red vinyl seat and ran his hands through his hair as I covertly scanned the



restaurant. Even though we were seated in a private booth, I suddenly felt much too close to the
other diners.“Natalie, please—”I craned my neck to find the waiter, but instead grabbed the
busboy. “Could we get two shots of Jameson, please?”The busboy considered my dining
companion and then myself.“Now?” I repeated.Josh gently shook his head at me. “Whiskey ain’t
going to change it, babe.”I stared up at the ceiling, a confused mess of frustration. This wasn’t
how today was supposed to go. Today was our anniversary. First of two I’d planned. Then we’d
graduate, and he’d get a job with a firm in Connecticut and—I felt blindsided by a strange tug of
emotion coming from deep inside me. As my stomach churned, I tried to put a name to it. It
wasn’t sadness…but not quite anger, either.The busboy returned and placed the shots in front of
us. Picking mine up, I raised an eyebrow towards Josh.“Pass.”I downed my shot and gestured
toward his. “Mind?”“Please.”I threw my head back and felt a second burn move past my throat
and warm my belly. I couldn’t believe this was happening. I mean, for anyone else: gay, straight,
whatever, I didn’t care. But why did it have to be my boyfriend?I started to chuckle, now
mellowed by alcohol. “Am I that unattractive?” I’d always thought our lack of sex was because he
was acting the gentleman. Hah. Quite the virgin mistake.He sighed, resigned. “LeeLee, don’t
even go there. This isn’t about you; it’s—”I snorted and then leaned in, lowering my voice to a
whisper. “Are you serious? You are not seriously giving me the ‘it’s not you, it’s me’
speech?”“Babe—”“How long?”Josh smirked. “Eight inches; seven if it’s cold outside.”I frowned.
“That’s not what I meant.”“I know.”“So?”He ran his hands over his face before answering, giving
me a moment to survey this man, who was now officially my ex-boyfriend. Josh was definitely
handsome. When he’d first asked me out, I'd been convinced he was joking. After all, I’m not
exactly someone who stands out in a crowd, and Josh was tall, tan, athletic—not to mention pre-
law and all-American during the last rugby season. Dating him meant I was the envy of most girls
on campus.Guess I was the envy of some of the guys now, too.“I don’t know. I mean, I guess I’ve
always kind of known,” he said finally, scratching the back of his head like he did when he was
anxious.“So…” I tried to piece together my memories of the past year. “So you kind of knew but
dated me anyway?”He nodded. “I’m sorry, Natalie, I really am. You’re the first one I’ve told.
Please don’t hate me.”I sighed and slumped back against my seat. Of course I didn’t hate him.
Josh and I… Well, he—he was my only friend. The one person I’d connected with during my
three years at Columbia. He’d been the one who'd helped me through my mom’s cancer scare
last year and the one who hadn’t let me give up on my Greek Literature class. As I looked up at
my dining companion, I saw him for who he really was:My best friend.And my best friend looked
scared.I offered a small smile and held out my hand. “Don’t worry, Joshie. You aren’t getting rid
of me that easily.”Eight years later…Natalie“Better blow out those candles. That ice cream is
gonna melt.”I glanced over at Josh. We were seated at the front window of our favorite Chinese
restaurant on the Lower East Side, and some fried ice cream had miraculously appeared at the
end of the meal. I had a sneaking suspicion my best friend had something to do with it.I blew out
the candles and turned to him. “Three candles?”“They couldn’t fit all thirty on a single scoop.” He
smirked.I sighed. Thirty. Nothing like a milestone birthday to make you take stock of things. And



me? This birthday made me realize how ashamed I was, and how far my life had swung off
course. The old Natalie Reese had goals and dreams and a plan that clearly mapped out her
future. That is, until life had reared its ugly head. Now, all of a sudden, I was thirty. I couldn’t make
any more excuses. It was time to get off my ass and get my life back on track.Later that night, at
home, I pulled out my journal. On the last page was a copy of The Plan.Natalie ReeseAnnual
Life Goals PlanAge 21. Boyfriend #1, Lose VirginityAge 22. Graduate from college, Secure
paying jobAge 24. Break up with Boyfriend #1, Enjoy 20-something lifeAge 25. Promotion,
Boyfriend #2Age 26. EngagementAge 27. WeddingAge 28. PromotionAge 29. Child #1Ever
since I’d been a teenager, The Plan had stayed more or less the same. If I got a new journal? I
recopied it into the back. The Plan kept me focused, motivated—and calm, knowing that
everything was going to work out if you gave it enough time. But now I had to face the facts: this
plan had expired. I’d aged out of it and had almost nothing to show for myself.I got out a big red
pen. It was time to make some edits.Chapter OneThree months later…NatalieNew city. New
job.Fresh start.It’d only been two days since I’d moved from New York to San Francisco, but in
that short time, I’d already powered through the majority of my long, post-move to-do list.Cable
and wi-fi installationWasher/dryer deliveryChange of address filed with the post officeIn case
you couldn’t tell, I’m a list maker. And for too long I’d been making lists for others, prioritizing
everything except myself. This move was designed to change that.Up next on my list? Library
card. I straightened my glasses and smoothed my hair as I marched up the steps and into the
San Francisco Public Library. As I passed over the marble floors, I craned my neck to take in the
lobby. This building was spectacular. The circular atrium stretched at least seven stories high
and was flanked on all sides by floor upon floor of books. Glorious books. And that smell. Oh,
God, that smell.#heavenEventually, after a sufficient amount of gawking, I gathered my wits and
made my way to the service counter. I laid my ID and a copy of my apartment’s rental agreement
down and grinned at the clerk.“I’d like to sign up for a library card, please.”A thin, young man
regarded me from behind his horn-rimmed glasses.“You’ll need to fill out this application,” he
said blankly, without blinking, clearly not as excited as I was.I cracked a stupid joke to lighten the
mood but was only met with an annoyed look. However, I would not be deterred. I stepped to the
side to complete the application, and in less than five minutes, I was a card-carrying member of
SFPL. Besides my rental agreement, it was the only evidence I had that I belonged in this
city.Most of my worldly possessions, including all my books, were stuck in a shipping container
somewhere in the Midwest, so I headed to the stacks to find something to read. I located the
mystery section and spent a good amount of time contentedly perusing the shelves, slowly
collecting a formidable stack in my arms. It was probably more than I’d be able to read before the
due date, but whatever— I didn’t know anyone here, so I had some evenings to kill. I bent down
to review the lowest shelf; one of my favorite authors had a new book out, and I was hoping to
find a copy.“Excuse me, Miss? Could you tell me where I’d find Attic Ruins by Ethan Calloway?”
a male voice requested.I ignored it, figuring the question wasn’t directed at me. But it
persisted.“Miss?”I closed my eyes. Seriously? I glanced down at my dark jeans and cardigan. I



thought my outfit was cute, but apparently I looked like a librarian. I sighed inwardly as I stood,
resolving to go shopping as soon as possible. “Look, I’m sorry, but—”Holy Moses. In one instant
my eyes collided with deep blue pools, and IDropped.All.My.Books.All of them. Right onto his
feet.“Fuck—sorry,” I muttered, embarrassed, as I bent down to gather the pile.He kneeled,
beating me to the ground. “Here, let me get that.” He began gathering the titles. “So, do they
normally let you handle the books around here, or is this a first-time kind of thing?” He eyed me,
amused.I went mute as I took him in. He was attractive, really ridiculously attractive—all golden
skin and silky dark hair. Handsome in a way that just oozed masculinity and sex appeal.He
stacked my bundle of books in one hand and pulled me to my feet with his other. His grip was
strong, his hand dwarfing mine.“Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt you, but I had a question.”A
question? I swallowed. Whatever he wanted to know, I was pretty sure my answer would be yes.
And I was pretty sure his eyes flicked down to my chest for an instant. My breath hitched, and I
was suddenly acutely aware of my sweater and how it tugged against the curves of my body.“Do
you have the newest Calloway novel?”Callo-what? Oh. Right. Well fuck, he still thought I worked
here. For a brief moment, I considered lying, just so I’d have an excuse to keep talking to him.
But alas, for some reason I went with the truth.“Historical fiction?” he clarified.I personally wasn’t
a fan of the genre, but those eyes were making me all wobbly inside, and I could barely respond.
“No, I heard you. It’s just_ Sorry, I don’t work here.”He cocked his head and looked at me,
confused.Oh, he’s very cute when he’s confused. My heart fluttered, and my brain turned to
mush as I pretended to rub my forehead, using the moment as a chance to steal another glance
at him. His body was tall and lean with broad shoulders, and he was wearing dark jeans and a
black, leather motorcycle jacket. As I gazed at him, I felt a magnetic pull. For a moment I thought
about knocking my books out of his hand in order to see him bend over again.But that would be
wrong, right?Yes, that would be wrong, Natalie, get a grip.His blue eyes darkened and seared
into me as he angled his head to the left. “Seriously?”I rubbed my sweaty hands together and
nodded at the stack of books in his hands. “Um, yeah, sorry to disappoint. Could I have my
books, please?”He looked me up and down, an amused expression playing on his lips.
Eventually he stepped forward.I took a half step back only to realize I was now pinned between
him and a shelf. He paused there for a moment, and I felt the air shift between us before he
reached out and grabbed my hand, placing the heap of paperbacks in it. I gripped them for dear
life, and as he let go, one of his fingers grazed mine and sent a charge of electricity ripping
through me.“Ah. Well, that explains the swearing.” The corners of his mouth twitched up.Was he
smirking at me? He was.I felt a deep heat take over my face, which only intensified as I chided
myself. As far as I was concerned, a woman could swear if she fucking well pleased, and I was
about to tell him just that when he continued.“Well, all I can say is that you and your glasses and
cardigan build a very convincing case.”I frowned. “You’re stereotyping pretty heavily there,
dontcha think?” Great. Of course hot guy was typecasting me.“It wasn’t an insult.”“Oh?” I lowered
my eyes and padded the word with sarcasm.“I actually dig a librarian vibe.”I tilted my head. “So is
that why you’re hanging out here? To seduce bookish chicks?”“I don’t know. Maybe. Is it



working?”I didn’t say anything.“That’s a nice perfume you’re wearing. What is it?”I had to stop
myself from rolling my eyes. Gag me with a stick. I wasn’t wearing any fucking perfume. I know, I
know. Hot guy wanted to flirt with me? I should have just gone with it, but the last few years had
left me pretty jaded in the men department. Sure, they’re all nice and flirty, but invariably they’d
find out my secret and head for the hills.Yes, it had happened to me. Yes, more than once.“Hey,
whoa, sorry. I didn’t mean to offend.” His eyes lightened as he copped an easy smile. “You know,
some women actually find me charming.”“I don’t find you charming.”“Yet…”“Huh?”“You don’t find
me charming yet.” He crossed his arms and shrugged. “I accept that.”We paused in silence, the
air thick with…something.“I don’t think I got your name.”I bit the inside of my cheek. “Why do you
want my name?”He stuck his hands in his pockets. “Relax, sweetheart. Just being polite. I’m not
asking for your social security number.”I paused. Maybe he was right. God, Natalie, why do you
have to be so suspicious of everyone? Hot guy wants to know your name. Maybe guys on the
West Coast wouldn’t be like the guys back East. Give him your fucking name.I cleared my throat.
“Natalie.”“Natalie.” He took his hands out of his pockets and crossed his arms.I became acutely
aware that my body was still stuck between him and the bookshelf behind me.“And does Miss
Natalie have a last name?” He offered a controlled smile and deep eye contact, which caused
my kneecaps to evaporate. I ventured to guess very few women would be immune to this man,
and that of course made me suspect. I may have been a smitten jumble of emotions, but I sure
as hell wasn’t dumb.I shook my head.“No, you don’t have a last name, or no, you’re not going to
tell me?”I countered with a shrug. “You haven’t told me your name.”His eyebrows rose in
surprise. “You’re right. How rude of me.” He offered his hand. “Ryan.”I shifted my stack of books
so they balanced on my hip and carefully held out my hand. As our hands met, I felt another
pulse of electricity rip through me. I knew I should have looked away, but there he was again,
trapping me with his stare. Something in his eyes told me he knew exactly what effect he was
having on me, and it made me nervous. I wasn’t used to this kind of attention.Crap.“So?” He
looked at me expectantly.“So?” I mirrored, thoroughly confused.“Your last name.”“I, uh,” I
stammered, trying to buy time as a cascade of heat started to make its way down my neck.
Dammit. I hated getting into situations like this, and I was absolutely positive no other woman
would ever understand. See, to any onlooker, Natalie Reese was a fairly competent, unattached,
thirty-year-old woman in a new city. If a hot guy was hitting on her, you’d think she’d do nothing to
get in the way. However, I had a secret that was a deal-breaker. And I was ashamed.I was still a
virgin.I can explain. But first, let me back up.This wasn’t how I’d planned it. According to The
Plan, I was supposed to be married to Serious Boyfriend #2 by now. In fact, we were supposed
to be having our first child by this autumn. However, things clearly weren’t going according to my
plan. I’d had some stumbling blocks, starting with Serious Boyfriend #1, and now the entire
timeline was off course.I was, however, taking steps to remedy this. The first step was moving to
a new city. Because I couldn’t execute Plan B anywhere I didn’t feel completely anonymous. I
know, it sounds extreme, but I’d spent years ignoring my goals, and before I could entertain the
idea of any suitor, I needed to take care of this…problem.“Natalie?”“Huh?”“You seem…



distracted.” His brows knit together in concern. Those thick, luscious brows.“Sorry, no. Just have
a lot on my mind. I recently moved here from New York. Lots to do, you know?”He pressed his
lips together in a flat line. “I see. Work or boyfriend?”Wait. What did he just say? “Huh?”“I said,
work or boyfriend. People don’t generally just pack up and move across the country unless they
have a good reason. I’m guessing you are_what_twenty-nine?”Thirty, I said silently to myself.He
continued. “Yep—see? No girl your age uproots like that unless there’s something strong driving
them.” He paused and cocked his head. “Oh, wait. What about…breakup?”He was speaking
quickly, and I had a hard time keeping up. Had he just asked me if I’d broken up with a
boyfriend? I shook my head. “No, no breakup.”He grinned as he stuck his hands back in the front
pockets of his jeans. “Okay. New city, no breakup. So we’re back to my original question: work or
boyfriend?”I sighed. Okay, maybe he was a little charming. “Work.”His eyes lit up. “That’s
fantastic.”“It is?”“Yeah, I mean, I happen to be an excellent tour guide. I’ve lived here my whole
life.”“Oh, look. I, uh, I’m not sure if I have time to—”“I understand,” he cut me off. “Listen, give me
your phone.” He held out his hand expectantly.I cocked my head at him but reached into my
purse and pulled out my smartphone. “Why do you—?”He grabbed it out of my hand and started
typing.“Are you trying to pick me up?” I asked, suddenly emboldened. Thanks, lady-balls, for
finally showing up.He looked up at me from my phone. “I think I’m doing a little better than trying.”
He winked at me. “Here, now you have my number. When you’re settled, give me a call. I think
we could have a lot of fun.” He grabbed my hand. For a moment I thought he was going to kiss it,
but instead he placed the phone in it. “It’s been a pleasure, Ms. Natalie With No Last Name.”I
blushed again as he flashed a smile at me before turning to leave.“Oh, wait, uh, Ryan?”He
stopped and turned back to me hopefully.I looked down at the floor and then back up to him. “It’s
probably in New Fiction. Against the front wall.”The corners of his eyes crinkled as he shook his
head. “I fucking knew it.” Once he’d rounded the corner, I fell back against the shelf, my heart
racing. What had just happened? I looked down at my phone and tapped the screen. There was
a new entry in my Contacts.Ryan Andrews.Chapter OneThree months later…NatalieNew city.
New job.Fresh start.It’d only been two days since I’d moved from New York to San Francisco, but
in that short time, I’d already powered through the majority of my long, post-move to-do
list.Cable and wi-fi installationWasher/dryer deliveryChange of address filed with the post
officeIn case you couldn’t tell, I’m a list maker. And for too long I’d been making lists for others,
prioritizing everything except myself. This move was designed to change that.Up next on my list?
Library card. I straightened my glasses and smoothed my hair as I marched up the steps and
into the San Francisco Public Library. As I passed over the marble floors, I craned my neck to
take in the lobby. This building was spectacular. The circular atrium stretched at least seven
stories high and was flanked on all sides by floor upon floor of books. Glorious books. And that
smell. Oh, God, that smell.#heavenEventually, after a sufficient amount of gawking, I gathered
my wits and made my way to the service counter. I laid my ID and a copy of my apartment’s
rental agreement down and grinned at the clerk.“I’d like to sign up for a library card, please.”A
thin, young man regarded me from behind his horn-rimmed glasses.“You’ll need to fill out this



application,” he said blankly, without blinking, clearly not as excited as I was.I cracked a stupid
joke to lighten the mood but was only met with an annoyed look. However, I would not be
deterred. I stepped to the side to complete the application, and in less than five minutes, I was a
card-carrying member of SFPL. Besides my rental agreement, it was the only evidence I had
that I belonged in this city.Most of my worldly possessions, including all my books, were stuck in
a shipping container somewhere in the Midwest, so I headed to the stacks to find something to
read. I located the mystery section and spent a good amount of time contentedly perusing the
shelves, slowly collecting a formidable stack in my arms. It was probably more than I’d be able to
read before the due date, but whatever— I didn’t know anyone here, so I had some evenings to
kill. I bent down to review the lowest shelf; one of my favorite authors had a new book out, and I
was hoping to find a copy.“Excuse me, Miss? Could you tell me where I’d find Attic Ruins by
Ethan Calloway?” a male voice requested.I ignored it, figuring the question wasn’t directed at
me. But it persisted.“Miss?”I closed my eyes. Seriously? I glanced down at my dark jeans and
cardigan. I thought my outfit was cute, but apparently I looked like a librarian. I sighed inwardly as
I stood, resolving to go shopping as soon as possible. “Look, I’m sorry, but—”Holy Moses. In one
instant my eyes collided with deep blue pools, and IDropped.All.My.Books.All of them. Right
onto his feet.“Fuck—sorry,” I muttered, embarrassed, as I bent down to gather the pile.He
kneeled, beating me to the ground. “Here, let me get that.” He began gathering the titles. “So, do
they normally let you handle the books around here, or is this a first-time kind of thing?” He eyed
me, amused.I went mute as I took him in. He was attractive, really ridiculously attractive—all
golden skin and silky dark hair. Handsome in a way that just oozed masculinity and sex
appeal.He stacked my bundle of books in one hand and pulled me to my feet with his other. His
grip was strong, his hand dwarfing mine.“Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt you, but I had a
question.”A question? I swallowed. Whatever he wanted to know, I was pretty sure my answer
would be yes. And I was pretty sure his eyes flicked down to my chest for an instant. My breath
hitched, and I was suddenly acutely aware of my sweater and how it tugged against the curves
of my body.“Do you have the newest Calloway novel?”Callo-what? Oh. Right. Well fuck, he still
thought I worked here. For a brief moment, I considered lying, just so I’d have an excuse to keep
talking to him. But alas, for some reason I went with the truth.“Historical fiction?” he clarified.I
personally wasn’t a fan of the genre, but those eyes were making me all wobbly inside, and I
could barely respond. “No, I heard you. It’s just_ Sorry, I don’t work here.”He cocked his head
and looked at me, confused.Oh, he’s very cute when he’s confused. My heart fluttered, and my
brain turned to mush as I pretended to rub my forehead, using the moment as a chance to steal
another glance at him. His body was tall and lean with broad shoulders, and he was wearing
dark jeans and a black, leather motorcycle jacket. As I gazed at him, I felt a magnetic pull. For a
moment I thought about knocking my books out of his hand in order to see him bend over
again.But that would be wrong, right?Yes, that would be wrong, Natalie, get a grip.His blue eyes
darkened and seared into me as he angled his head to the left. “Seriously?”I rubbed my sweaty
hands together and nodded at the stack of books in his hands. “Um, yeah, sorry to disappoint.



Could I have my books, please?”He looked me up and down, an amused expression playing on
his lips. Eventually he stepped forward.I took a half step back only to realize I was now pinned
between him and a shelf. He paused there for a moment, and I felt the air shift between us
before he reached out and grabbed my hand, placing the heap of paperbacks in it. I gripped
them for dear life, and as he let go, one of his fingers grazed mine and sent a charge of
electricity ripping through me.“Ah. Well, that explains the swearing.” The corners of his mouth
twitched up.Was he smirking at me? He was.I felt a deep heat take over my face, which only
intensified as I chided myself. As far as I was concerned, a woman could swear if she fucking
well pleased, and I was about to tell him just that when he continued.“Well, all I can say is that
you and your glasses and cardigan build a very convincing case.”I frowned. “You’re stereotyping
pretty heavily there, dontcha think?” Great. Of course hot guy was typecasting me.“It wasn’t an
insult.”“Oh?” I lowered my eyes and padded the word with sarcasm.“I actually dig a librarian
vibe.”I tilted my head. “So is that why you’re hanging out here? To seduce bookish chicks?”“I
don’t know. Maybe. Is it working?”I didn’t say anything.“That’s a nice perfume you’re wearing.
What is it?”I had to stop myself from rolling my eyes. Gag me with a stick. I wasn’t wearing any
fucking perfume. I know, I know. Hot guy wanted to flirt with me? I should have just gone with it,
but the last few years had left me pretty jaded in the men department. Sure, they’re all nice and
flirty, but invariably they’d find out my secret and head for the hills.Yes, it had happened to me.
Yes, more than once.“Hey, whoa, sorry. I didn’t mean to offend.” His eyes lightened as he copped
an easy smile. “You know, some women actually find me charming.”“I don’t find you
charming.”“Yet…”“Huh?”“You don’t find me charming yet.” He crossed his arms and shrugged. “I
accept that.”We paused in silence, the air thick with…something.“I don’t think I got your name.”I
bit the inside of my cheek. “Why do you want my name?”He stuck his hands in his pockets.
“Relax, sweetheart. Just being polite. I’m not asking for your social security number.”I paused.
Maybe he was right. God, Natalie, why do you have to be so suspicious of everyone? Hot guy
wants to know your name. Maybe guys on the West Coast wouldn’t be like the guys back East.
Give him your fucking name.I cleared my throat. “Natalie.”“Natalie.” He took his hands out of his
pockets and crossed his arms.I became acutely aware that my body was still stuck between him
and the bookshelf behind me.“And does Miss Natalie have a last name?” He offered a controlled
smile and deep eye contact, which caused my kneecaps to evaporate. I ventured to guess very
few women would be immune to this man, and that of course made me suspect. I may have
been a smitten jumble of emotions, but I sure as hell wasn’t dumb.I shook my head.“No, you
don’t have a last name, or no, you’re not going to tell me?”I countered with a shrug. “You haven’t
told me your name.”His eyebrows rose in surprise. “You’re right. How rude of me.” He offered his
hand. “Ryan.”I shifted my stack of books so they balanced on my hip and carefully held out my
hand. As our hands met, I felt another pulse of electricity rip through me. I knew I should have
looked away, but there he was again, trapping me with his stare. Something in his eyes told me
he knew exactly what effect he was having on me, and it made me nervous. I wasn’t used to this
kind of attention.Crap.“So?” He looked at me expectantly.“So?” I mirrored, thoroughly



confused.“Your last name.”“I, uh,” I stammered, trying to buy time as a cascade of heat started to
make its way down my neck. Dammit. I hated getting into situations like this, and I was absolutely
positive no other woman would ever understand. See, to any onlooker, Natalie Reese was a
fairly competent, unattached, thirty-year-old woman in a new city. If a hot guy was hitting on her,
you’d think she’d do nothing to get in the way. However, I had a secret that was a deal-breaker.
And I was ashamed.I was still a virgin.I can explain. But first, let me back up.This wasn’t how I’d
planned it. According to The Plan, I was supposed to be married to Serious Boyfriend #2 by now.
In fact, we were supposed to be having our first child by this autumn. However, things clearly
weren’t going according to my plan. I’d had some stumbling blocks, starting with Serious
Boyfriend #1, and now the entire timeline was off course.I was, however, taking steps to remedy
this. The first step was moving to a new city. Because I couldn’t execute Plan B anywhere I didn’t
feel completely anonymous. I know, it sounds extreme, but I’d spent years ignoring my goals,
and before I could entertain the idea of any suitor, I needed to take care of this…
problem.“Natalie?”“Huh?”“You seem…distracted.” His brows knit together in concern. Those
thick, luscious brows.“Sorry, no. Just have a lot on my mind. I recently moved here from New
York. Lots to do, you know?”He pressed his lips together in a flat line. “I see. Work or
boyfriend?”Wait. What did he just say? “Huh?”“I said, work or boyfriend. People don’t generally
just pack up and move across the country unless they have a good reason. I’m guessing you
are_what_twenty-nine?”Thirty, I said silently to myself.He continued. “Yep—see? No girl your
age uproots like that unless there’s something strong driving them.” He paused and cocked his
head. “Oh, wait. What about…breakup?”He was speaking quickly, and I had a hard time keeping
up. Had he just asked me if I’d broken up with a boyfriend? I shook my head. “No, no
breakup.”He grinned as he stuck his hands back in the front pockets of his jeans. “Okay. New
city, no breakup. So we’re back to my original question: work or boyfriend?”I sighed. Okay,
maybe he was a little charming. “Work.”His eyes lit up. “That’s fantastic.”“It is?”“Yeah, I mean, I
happen to be an excellent tour guide. I’ve lived here my whole life.”“Oh, look. I, uh, I’m not sure if I
have time to—”“I understand,” he cut me off. “Listen, give me your phone.” He held out his hand
expectantly.I cocked my head at him but reached into my purse and pulled out my smartphone.
“Why do you—?”He grabbed it out of my hand and started typing.“Are you trying to pick me up?”
I asked, suddenly emboldened. Thanks, lady-balls, for finally showing up.He looked up at me
from my phone. “I think I’m doing a little better than trying.” He winked at me. “Here, now you
have my number. When you’re settled, give me a call. I think we could have a lot of fun.” He
grabbed my hand. For a moment I thought he was going to kiss it, but instead he placed the
phone in it. “It’s been a pleasure, Ms. Natalie With No Last Name.”I blushed again as he flashed
a smile at me before turning to leave.“Oh, wait, uh, Ryan?”He stopped and turned back to me
hopefully.I looked down at the floor and then back up to him. “It’s probably in New Fiction.
Against the front wall.”The corners of his eyes crinkled as he shook his head. “I fucking knew it.”
Once he’d rounded the corner, I fell back against the shelf, my heart racing. What had just
happened? I looked down at my phone and tapped the screen. There was a new entry in my



Contacts.Ryan Andrews.Chapter TwoNatalieNatalie’s Emergency Intervention Plan (AKA Plan
B):1. Move to California2. Lie.3. Lose my virginity.4. Get back to Plan A.Now, before you start
critiquing my life choices, let me give you some background:I had spent the last three years
caring for my ailing mother. Or rather, my ailing, adoptive mother. Having grown up in foster care,
I didn't consider my mom just a mom—she was my angel. I mean, hello, she’d literally saved me.
So you can imagine that when I found out her breast cancer had returned I was shattered. She’d
also been a child of the ‘system,’ and our family consisted of only each other. So at the fresh age
of twenty-six, I quit my job in marketing to take care of her.Can I say one thing? Chemo’s a
bitch.At the time, the doctors gave her six months. She ended up hanging on for three years,
slowly leaving me, one diseased cell at a time.After she passed, I was flung back into the real
world, a twenty-nine-year-old virgin with no job, no prospects, no family: nothing. Of course,
having lived a life full of everything but normality since I was little, that was what I craved the
most. Years ago, I'd been a little afraid to say it aloud, but now it was clear: I wanted the
American Dream, the cute little house with the white picket fence, the 2.6 kids, and the golden
retriever.I already had a name picked out. Stevie, after Stevie Wonder.However, before I could
get Stevie the Wonder Dog, I knew there were a few things I’d need to do. A college degree. A
job. A husband.Details, details.The degree_well, at least that was taken care of. Despite not
having attended college herself, my mom had been amazingly supportive throughout my four
years at Columbia. I ended up graduating at the top of my class, eager to take on the world. I
even scored a full-time job right after graduation. All of that was going well until her cancer came
back, and I left my job to be with her.But let me be clear: I do not regret it. Not for a second.As far
as the husband thing, well, that part had been tough. By now, I’d been out of the dating pool for
so long I felt like a dinosaur, and a virgin dinosaur at that. I wasn’t even sure if my va-jay-jay still
connected to the…other stuff. I mean, you don’t use it, you lose it, right? Okay, so that probably
wasn’t true, but honestly, the virginity box should have been checked off my list eight years ago.
That had been the primary task of Josh, the aforementioned Serious Boyfriend #1. Okay, maybe
I hadn't announced this to him, but neither had I thought I needed to lay things out for him in
detail. I mean, wasn’t that what guys were supposed to do? Stick it in any chance they got?As
you may recall, Serious Boyfriend #1 ended up being the one gay rugby player at Columbia.I
never told Josh that he’d fucked up my plan. He was too good a friend, and besides, it’s not like
he was trying to condemn me to life as a spinster. Instead, I just trudged ahead. In my mid-
twenties, I’d managed to go on a few dates with some nice guys, but I never could work up the
nerve to do the deed.A few times I got close, but then…I don’t know; I just shut down. There was
so much pressure to be porn-star perfect, and I was starting from absolute zero. It eventually
became easier not to date, so I stayed out of the game and shelved The Plan.Josh knew nothing
about The Plan although, despite everything, he remained my best friend. Neither did I tell him I
was still a virgin; that’s just not the type of relationship we had. I didn’t let many people get close.
Female friendship was also something I guess I’d avoided. Maybe it was so I wouldn’t have to
pull stories from Cosmo to swap over brunch. By keeping everyone at arm’s length, I made this



shame mine and mine alone.Whoopee.So why the new city and, more importantly, why San
Francisco? Well, the short answer was sex. And the longer answer was that through my
research, I’d found San Francisco to be home to a certain business service I wanted to use. A
very particular type of business service that you couldn’t find just anywhere.I’m talking about a
sex surrogate.Yes, it’s a thing. You may have even heard of them. Sex surrogates are used in
conjunction with therapists to help people get over a variety of, um, sexual issues. By now, you
are probably asking: But Natalie, surely New York is full of helpful licensed sex surrogates just
waiting to take your money. Why move all the way to San Francisco? And you’d be right. New
York is full of them. In fact, that’s how I got the idea. A friend of a neighbor was using one.And I
knew about it.I fucking knew about it!Disgusting, right? Not the act, of course, but the fact that I
knew so much about someone with whom I was barely acquainted. New York can be incestuous
like that—everyone is always up in each other’s business. So I made up my mind: I’d use a
surrogate to help me catch up on my to-do list, but I’d do it somewhere anonymous. Somewhere
I had no social networks, no connections.And that location, by virtue of its distance, was the
lovely city of San Francisco.So I applied for jobs, and within two months, I’d secured a new gig.
The job paid well_really well, actually_and I felt grateful someone was willing to take a chance
on me. For the first time in my life, not having any family was a good thing—no one was there to
question the decision. The only other person my choice affected was Josh, and while he was
bummed that I was moving at first, he quickly realized this now gave him an excuse to visit San
Francisco whenever he got horny.Plan B was officially in motion.And so here I was. Outside the
door of The San Francisco Center for Sexuality. It’d been a long eight years since I'd passed my
‘due date,’ and I couldn’t believe I was finally about to take care of this problem. Butterflies in my
stomach? Nope, I had giant vultures and eagles knocking around in there.Yep. I was
nervous.Duh. I had a number of very good reasons to be nervous. I had forked over an ungodly
amount of my mom’s life insurance payout, sight unseen. This sex business didn’t come cheap. I
guess I could have spent less and gotten a high-class prostitute, but that just freaked me out—
who knew what kind of diseases could be involved? Maybe it was simply nervous excitement. Or
maybe I was worried that years of sexual atrophy had left me unable to be helped. Un-sexable. Is
that a word? Or, God, what if the surrogate found me wholly unattractive and ran for the hills—
but they weren’t allowed to do that, right?Right?God, my mind was running a mile a minute,
screaming every excuse it had to prevent me from going into that building. Maybe I should have
listened to it.But I didn’t.Instead, I threw open the door and held my head up high, hoping to fake
the confidence that I so desperately needed. I walked through the vast, granite lobby of the
downtown office building and skipped the elevator, choosing instead to hoof it up to the fifth
floor. On the way up, I practiced my breathing exercises and reiterated The Story I was going to
tell the therapist.The Story was an important part of Plan B. A very important part.I was seeing
the sex surrogate because my life had run off the track. Not in any dramatic, television-movie
kind of way, but in a sufficiently bothersome manner. I was thirty years old, and instead of being
married with two kids, I was still single. Single and completely sexually inexperienced. To make



up for lost time, I knew I’d need to skip a few steps of the original Plan. Using a sex surrogate to
check ‘losing my virginity’ off the list seemed like a very expedient and efficient way to do this.
After I had that bump out of the way, I’d be free to fast-track my selection of a partner, which was
a critical component of The Plan. Yes, I would finally be able to meet someone and sleep with
them after a few dates.I would finally be normal.But I couldn’t tell this to the therapist. Their
website was explicit.“Use of a sexual surrogate is clinical in nature, and each candidate is
closely evaluated to see if their personal sexual goals meet the ethical guidelines of the
surrogacy field. Surrogacy is not a quick fix; it is only enlisted if a variety of criteria are met.”After
a brief telephone chat with an intake specialist, I had managed to decipher exactly what that
meant, and I had crafted a story to fit. I congratulated myself again on my decision to move to
San Francisco. Here, no one would be able to poke holes in my story because no one knew
me.Pretty smart, eh? Told you I'd thought this through.Once on the fifth floor, I made my way
down the hall until I was outside a door with SFCS in gold letters. I opened it, and inside, a young
Indian woman with dark, shiny hair smiled at me from behind the reception desk.“Hello. May I
help you?” she asked as my phone started to ring in my purse.“Uh, yes.” I fumbled for my phone.
“Natalie Reese. I have an appointment with Dr. Lerner at two o’clock.” I looked at my screen. It
was Josh. Of course. Nice timing. I switched the phone to silent.The woman made a quick scan
of her computer screen. “Yep, I’ve got you right here, Ms. Reese. If you’d have a seat, Dr. Lerner
will be with you momentarily.”I nodded and took the seat nearest to the door. Trying to lose my
nerves in an old copy of Life & Style, I was about halfway into an article about the latest celebrity
pregnancy when a tall figure appeared in the doorway.“Ms. Reese?”I glanced up. It’s so funny
when you meet someone in person after having only chatted on the phone. Based on her laissez-
faire approach to sex talk, I’d imagined Dr. Lerner as something of a free-love hippy. In reality,
she was understated and graceful, her ash-blond hair drawn up in a sleek knot. She was
wearing gray trousers and a white silk blouse and was much younger than I’d pictured—
probably about thirty-five, thirty-six.I stood up to shake her hand. “Dr. Lerner. It’s nice to finally
meet you.”“Likewise,” she said, gesturing for me to follow her down the hall. “How did the move
go?”I chuckled. “It’s still going. Half my things are in a truck somewhere in Missouri, but so far, so
good.”“Are you enjoying San Francisco?” she asked as we entered her office. It was a bright
space, with one large window framing a view of downtown. As I looked around, I expected to see
a bed and maybe some clinical sex gadgetry. Nope—the office was pretty standard-issue
therapist. My eyes first caught a cream-colored leather couch with a matching chair opposite it
and then moved over a couple of bookshelves lined with provocative titles like Unleashing The
Orgasm Within and Sex After 50 before landing on a fish tank.I eyed the tank. “What? Oh, yes.
It’s a great city. I like your fish.”“Thanks. Larry is the striped one, and Lucius is the orange one.”I
nodded and looked at the couch. “Am I supposed to lie down?” Despite the urging of the hospice
workers, I’d never been in therapy of any kind and wasn’t sure of the protocol. I chuckled to
myself; I suppose I was taking a pretty deep dive for my first time in the therapy pool.Dr. Lerner
smiled and shrugged. “Up to you.”I chose to sit.“So, Natalie, I know we talked about this on the



phone, but I always find it useful to review the process with patients in person, in case any new
questions have come up. Does that sound like a good way to get started?”I nodded. My throat
was a little dry, so I bent over and retrieved a water bottle from my purse.“Good. So to begin, I
want to reiterate that this process is two-fold. In addition to meeting with the surrogate, you’ll
continue to meet with me. Generally, we suggest two sessions per week with the surrogate and
one with the therapist. This allows us to keep close tabs on your progress without interfering with
the process.”I took a sip from my bottle and nodded again. That sounded fine, and I desperately
wanted to get through this meeting so I could get on with it. But I knew that if I showed any
impatience it would be a red flag, and I couldn’t afford that. The application process alone had
taken a month, and I wasn’t about to start that again. So I sat silently on the couch.“As we
discussed, you’ll have six sessions with the surrogate. That’s more than enough for ninety-five
percent of cases.”I said a silent prayer that I wouldn’t be in that last five percent. In fact, I was
hoping I’d be done after only one or two sessions. Having sex with a stranger wasn’t exactly
something I was looking forward to. It was simply the means to the end, something to get over
with. The website explained all the psychological and physical testing surrogates went through
before being licensed, and like I said—I figured it was safer than a prostitute or even a one-night
stand. The practical side of me appreciated the one-stop-shop nature of it all.I took another sip
of water and tried to act casual. “And you said the surrogate is pre-selected for me,
correct?”“Yes. We selected him based on the questionnaire you filled out. However, it’s important
to remember that while we try to connect you with someone you’d find physically attractive,
surrogates aren’t meant to be a perfect match. You might even find yours somewhat off-putting
at first. That’s why we’ll ease you into your relationship with him. Only after mutual trust has been
built will any of the physical work start.”“That’s fine,” I said. It was. He did not need to be an
Adonis. A pre-screened, disease-free surrogate with a penis would do the job well enough.“And
Natalie, just a gentle reminder that we ask that you refrain from any outside sexual partners
while you are in therapy, for the safety of the surrogate.”I chuckled. “Of course. I don’t think you’ll
have that problem with me. ”Dr. Lerner smiled gently. “You’d be surprised. Our surrogates are
very skilled, and sometimes they’re able to unlock years of pent-up sexuality, but thank you
again for your assurance.” She glanced at her watch. “He’ll actually be here in a little while, and
we’ll go over more of the logistics then.“He’s coming?” My mouth ran dry, and I took another swig
from my water bottle. I wasn’t expecting to meet the surrogate today. I mean, I hadn’t even
shaved my legs. I shifted in my seat as I tried to feel what underwear I’d put on that morning. I
was pretty sure it was some gray hipsters… Not horrible, but definitely not my best effort.
Crap.“Don’t worry. We’ll just be talking. The work won’t start until your session with him.”“Oh, o-
kay,” I said, relieved, as she continued.“I also wanted to double-check that you were able to get
on the pill?”I swallowed again and nodded. “Yep, all set. I have a full prescription.”“That’s great,
real great. Now, we’ve talked a bit about what you’d like to accomplish during your time with us.”
She held up her notes and flipped a couple of pages before reading. “You said that you had poor
experiences with intimacy as a teenager, correct?”This was the moment. ‘Go time,’ as they say.



Time to win an Oscar with my carefully rehearsed explanation. Or lie. Whatever.I cleared my
throat. “Yes. I had a couple of early experiences that didn’t go so well. Over time, it’s prevented
me from being able to be intimate with a man.”Yes, okay, it was clearly a lie. I had no early
experiences. Zero. But I’d done my Internet research, and those ‘early experiences’ seemed like
a vague, yet watertight, alibi. Lots of people had them.“And this is making it difficult for you to
maintain relationships, as well as consummate them?”“Yes.”“Can you tell me a little more?”I took
a deep breath, ready to give my rehearsed speech. “Well, I guess with my first boyfriend—I was
fourteen_he…well, he just wasn’t a nice guy. We’d be making out or whatever, and suddenly, it
was a like a switch would flip, and he’d start screaming and yelling at me.” I looked over at Dr.
Lerner, trying to gauge her reaction.I thought my story was pretty good, but she didn’t flinch.
Instead, she just nodded and continued to write in her notebook. “What else?”“Well, then there
was my boyfriend when I was eighteen. He wouldn’t touch me at all, as punishment for pissing
him off. After a while, even when I didn’t do anything wrong, he kept cutting me off. It made me
very confused. Then one day I broke up with him, and…”“And what?” Dr. Lerner looked up at me
expectantly.I could have ended that sentence with a number of horrible sexual acts, things that
would have elicited at least a flash behind her trained, clinical eyes. Lord knows I’d dreamed up a
number of options, each more depraved than the next. But I couldn’t do it. Even I knew that lying
about rape and abuse was wrong. The funny thing, though, was that I ended up telling a kind of
half-truth.“I haven’t been able to be with anyone since.”She nodded ever so slightly as she jotted
down notes. I adjusted my posture on the couch. She’d bought it. Thank God. I exhaled.“What
about love? Have you ever been in love?” She looked back up at me, cocking her head to the
side.I blinked and inhaled sharply. I hadn’t prepped for this question. My mind was racing, trying
to figure out what kind of answer would get her to sign off on this whole farce. What did being in
love have to do with this? Plenty of people around the world had sex every day without being in
love. Jeez, the last thing I wanted was to bring emotion into what, for me, was essentially a
business transaction. I smoothed the fabric covering my legs and looked up at her. “Uh, I don’t
see how that is relevant.”Dr. Lerner’s eyes softened. “Oh, it’s entirely relevant, Natalie. For two
reasons. It will help direct what we do in here. Ninety-nine percent of the time there’s an
emotional component to this work. Doing this— It’s not just physical.”Yeah, yeah. That’d be true
for most people, but you don’t know me. I’d been emotionally dead for years. I blamed foster
care. By now, however, my cool response had become a point of pride for me. No one could
make me feel anything I wasn’t willing to feel. Of course, I didn’t say that, so the doctor
continued.“Plus, it’s helpful to know if you’d be able to recognize feelings of love. Working with a
surrogate can sometimes elicit emotions, emotions that—for the unprepared—can be
overwhelming. It’s critical the pair don’t develop feelings for each other, and that's why it’s helpful
if the patient knows what love or lust feels like. Then if those emotions come forth with the
surrogate, we can identify them early enough and take appropriate countermeasures.”“Oh,” I
said, hoping my response was calm enough to mask the surge of excitement I now felt in my
belly. Had she realized she’d basically told me what she wanted to hear? Giving her the right



answer now was going to be easy. “Yes, I’ve been in love. With the boyfriend when I was
eighteen.” I grimaced for dramatic effect. “It was great. Until the end. Then it hurt like hell.”“I see.”
Dr. Lerner’s lips formed a thin line as she closed her notebook.I held my breath as my eyes
darted from her to the floor and then back again. Did she believe me? I’d turned my life upside
down in order to get it back on track. I’d signed their contract. I was doing this. I tapped my
fingers gently on my leg as I stared at Dr. Lerner and held my breath.“Natalie, we are definitely
going to be able to help you. I’m confident of that.”I exhaled. Thank fucking God.“Try to relax.
We’re going to go at your own pace. I promise.” Her phone buzzed, and she looked down. “The
surrogate is here. I’ll fetch him so that we can all talk together.”I nodded as she stood up and
exited the office. As soon as she was gone, I got up and walked over to Larry and Lucius, my
nervous energy getting the best of me. “Well, boys, I guess we’re really doing this. Wish me luck.”
I know it sounds crazy, but I felt like Larry started to shake his head at me. I had bent down to get
a better look at him when the door opened.“Natalie,” Dr. Lerner began.I pulled away from the
aquarium and started to stand up.“This is Ryan Andrews. He’s going to be your
surrogate.”Chapter TwoNatalieNatalie’s Emergency Intervention Plan (AKA Plan B):1. Move to
California2. Lie.3. Lose my virginity.4. Get back to Plan A.Now, before you start critiquing my life
choices, let me give you some background:I had spent the last three years caring for my ailing
mother. Or rather, my ailing, adoptive mother. Having grown up in foster care, I didn't consider
my mom just a mom—she was my angel. I mean, hello, she’d literally saved me. So you can
imagine that when I found out her breast cancer had returned I was shattered. She’d also been a
child of the ‘system,’ and our family consisted of only each other. So at the fresh age of twenty-
six, I quit my job in marketing to take care of her.Can I say one thing? Chemo’s a bitch.At the
time, the doctors gave her six months. She ended up hanging on for three years, slowly leaving
me, one diseased cell at a time.After she passed, I was flung back into the real world, a twenty-
nine-year-old virgin with no job, no prospects, no family: nothing. Of course, having lived a life full
of everything but normality since I was little, that was what I craved the most. Years ago, I'd been
a little afraid to say it aloud, but now it was clear: I wanted the American Dream, the cute little
house with the white picket fence, the 2.6 kids, and the golden retriever.I already had a name
picked out. Stevie, after Stevie Wonder.However, before I could get Stevie the Wonder Dog, I
knew there were a few things I’d need to do. A college degree. A job. A husband.Details,
details.The degree_well, at least that was taken care of. Despite not having attended college
herself, my mom had been amazingly supportive throughout my four years at Columbia. I ended
up graduating at the top of my class, eager to take on the world. I even scored a full-time job right
after graduation. All of that was going well until her cancer came back, and I left my job to be with
her.But let me be clear: I do not regret it. Not for a second.As far as the husband thing, well, that
part had been tough. By now, I’d been out of the dating pool for so long I felt like a dinosaur, and
a virgin dinosaur at that. I wasn’t even sure if my va-jay-jay still connected to the…other stuff. I
mean, you don’t use it, you lose it, right? Okay, so that probably wasn’t true, but honestly, the
virginity box should have been checked off my list eight years ago. That had been the primary



task of Josh, the aforementioned Serious Boyfriend #1. Okay, maybe I hadn't announced this to
him, but neither had I thought I needed to lay things out for him in detail. I mean, wasn’t that what
guys were supposed to do? Stick it in any chance they got?As you may recall, Serious Boyfriend
#1 ended up being the one gay rugby player at Columbia.I never told Josh that he’d fucked up
my plan. He was too good a friend, and besides, it’s not like he was trying to condemn me to life
as a spinster. Instead, I just trudged ahead. In my mid-twenties, I’d managed to go on a few
dates with some nice guys, but I never could work up the nerve to do the deed.A few times I got
close, but then…I don’t know; I just shut down. There was so much pressure to be porn-star
perfect, and I was starting from absolute zero. It eventually became easier not to date, so I
stayed out of the game and shelved The Plan.Josh knew nothing about The Plan although,
despite everything, he remained my best friend. Neither did I tell him I was still a virgin; that’s just
not the type of relationship we had. I didn’t let many people get close. Female friendship was
also something I guess I’d avoided. Maybe it was so I wouldn’t have to pull stories from Cosmo
to swap over brunch. By keeping everyone at arm’s length, I made this shame mine and mine
alone.Whoopee.So why the new city and, more importantly, why San Francisco? Well, the short
answer was sex. And the longer answer was that through my research, I’d found San Francisco
to be home to a certain business service I wanted to use. A very particular type of business
service that you couldn’t find just anywhere.I’m talking about a sex surrogate.Yes, it’s a thing. You
may have even heard of them. Sex surrogates are used in conjunction with therapists to help
people get over a variety of, um, sexual issues. By now, you are probably asking: But Natalie,
surely New York is full of helpful licensed sex surrogates just waiting to take your money. Why
move all the way to San Francisco? And you’d be right. New York is full of them. In fact, that’s
how I got the idea. A friend of a neighbor was using one.And I knew about it.I fucking knew about
it!Disgusting, right? Not the act, of course, but the fact that I knew so much about someone with
whom I was barely acquainted. New York can be incestuous like that—everyone is always up in
each other’s business. So I made up my mind: I’d use a surrogate to help me catch up on my to-
do list, but I’d do it somewhere anonymous. Somewhere I had no social networks, no
connections.And that location, by virtue of its distance, was the lovely city of San Francisco.So I
applied for jobs, and within two months, I’d secured a new gig. The job paid well_really well,
actually_and I felt grateful someone was willing to take a chance on me. For the first time in my
life, not having any family was a good thing—no one was there to question the decision. The
only other person my choice affected was Josh, and while he was bummed that I was moving at
first, he quickly realized this now gave him an excuse to visit San Francisco whenever he got
horny.Plan B was officially in motion.And so here I was. Outside the door of The San Francisco
Center for Sexuality. It’d been a long eight years since I'd passed my ‘due date,’ and I couldn’t
believe I was finally about to take care of this problem. Butterflies in my stomach? Nope, I had
giant vultures and eagles knocking around in there.Yep. I was nervous.Duh. I had a number of
very good reasons to be nervous. I had forked over an ungodly amount of my mom’s life
insurance payout, sight unseen. This sex business didn’t come cheap. I guess I could have



spent less and gotten a high-class prostitute, but that just freaked me out—who knew what kind
of diseases could be involved? Maybe it was simply nervous excitement. Or maybe I was
worried that years of sexual atrophy had left me unable to be helped. Un-sexable. Is that a word?
Or, God, what if the surrogate found me wholly unattractive and ran for the hills—but they
weren’t allowed to do that, right?Right?God, my mind was running a mile a minute, screaming
every excuse it had to prevent me from going into that building. Maybe I should have listened to
it.But I didn’t.Instead, I threw open the door and held my head up high, hoping to fake the
confidence that I so desperately needed. I walked through the vast, granite lobby of the
downtown office building and skipped the elevator, choosing instead to hoof it up to the fifth
floor. On the way up, I practiced my breathing exercises and reiterated The Story I was going to
tell the therapist.The Story was an important part of Plan B. A very important part.I was seeing
the sex surrogate because my life had run off the track. Not in any dramatic, television-movie
kind of way, but in a sufficiently bothersome manner. I was thirty years old, and instead of being
married with two kids, I was still single. Single and completely sexually inexperienced. To make
up for lost time, I knew I’d need to skip a few steps of the original Plan. Using a sex surrogate to
check ‘losing my virginity’ off the list seemed like a very expedient and efficient way to do this.
After I had that bump out of the way, I’d be free to fast-track my selection of a partner, which was
a critical component of The Plan. Yes, I would finally be able to meet someone and sleep with
them after a few dates.I would finally be normal.But I couldn’t tell this to the therapist. Their
website was explicit.“Use of a sexual surrogate is clinical in nature, and each candidate is
closely evaluated to see if their personal sexual goals meet the ethical guidelines of the
surrogacy field. Surrogacy is not a quick fix; it is only enlisted if a variety of criteria are met.”After
a brief telephone chat with an intake specialist, I had managed to decipher exactly what that
meant, and I had crafted a story to fit. I congratulated myself again on my decision to move to
San Francisco. Here, no one would be able to poke holes in my story because no one knew
me.Pretty smart, eh? Told you I'd thought this through.Once on the fifth floor, I made my way
down the hall until I was outside a door with SFCS in gold letters. I opened it, and inside, a young
Indian woman with dark, shiny hair smiled at me from behind the reception desk.“Hello. May I
help you?” she asked as my phone started to ring in my purse.“Uh, yes.” I fumbled for my phone.
“Natalie Reese. I have an appointment with Dr. Lerner at two o’clock.” I looked at my screen. It
was Josh. Of course. Nice timing. I switched the phone to silent.The woman made a quick scan
of her computer screen. “Yep, I’ve got you right here, Ms. Reese. If you’d have a seat, Dr. Lerner
will be with you momentarily.”I nodded and took the seat nearest to the door. Trying to lose my
nerves in an old copy of Life & Style, I was about halfway into an article about the latest celebrity
pregnancy when a tall figure appeared in the doorway.“Ms. Reese?”I glanced up. It’s so funny
when you meet someone in person after having only chatted on the phone. Based on her laissez-
faire approach to sex talk, I’d imagined Dr. Lerner as something of a free-love hippy. In reality,
she was understated and graceful, her ash-blond hair drawn up in a sleek knot. She was
wearing gray trousers and a white silk blouse and was much younger than I’d pictured—



probably about thirty-five, thirty-six.I stood up to shake her hand. “Dr. Lerner. It’s nice to finally
meet you.”“Likewise,” she said, gesturing for me to follow her down the hall. “How did the move
go?”I chuckled. “It’s still going. Half my things are in a truck somewhere in Missouri, but so far, so
good.”“Are you enjoying San Francisco?” she asked as we entered her office. It was a bright
space, with one large window framing a view of downtown. As I looked around, I expected to see
a bed and maybe some clinical sex gadgetry. Nope—the office was pretty standard-issue
therapist. My eyes first caught a cream-colored leather couch with a matching chair opposite it
and then moved over a couple of bookshelves lined with provocative titles like Unleashing The
Orgasm Within and Sex After 50 before landing on a fish tank.I eyed the tank. “What? Oh, yes.
It’s a great city. I like your fish.”“Thanks. Larry is the striped one, and Lucius is the orange one.”I
nodded and looked at the couch. “Am I supposed to lie down?” Despite the urging of the hospice
workers, I’d never been in therapy of any kind and wasn’t sure of the protocol. I chuckled to
myself; I suppose I was taking a pretty deep dive for my first time in the therapy pool.Dr. Lerner
smiled and shrugged. “Up to you.”I chose to sit.“So, Natalie, I know we talked about this on the
phone, but I always find it useful to review the process with patients in person, in case any new
questions have come up. Does that sound like a good way to get started?”I nodded. My throat
was a little dry, so I bent over and retrieved a water bottle from my purse.“Good. So to begin, I
want to reiterate that this process is two-fold. In addition to meeting with the surrogate, you’ll
continue to meet with me. Generally, we suggest two sessions per week with the surrogate and
one with the therapist. This allows us to keep close tabs on your progress without interfering with
the process.”I took a sip from my bottle and nodded again. That sounded fine, and I desperately
wanted to get through this meeting so I could get on with it. But I knew that if I showed any
impatience it would be a red flag, and I couldn’t afford that. The application process alone had
taken a month, and I wasn’t about to start that again. So I sat silently on the couch.“As we
discussed, you’ll have six sessions with the surrogate. That’s more than enough for ninety-five
percent of cases.”I said a silent prayer that I wouldn’t be in that last five percent. In fact, I was
hoping I’d be done after only one or two sessions. Having sex with a stranger wasn’t exactly
something I was looking forward to. It was simply the means to the end, something to get over
with. The website explained all the psychological and physical testing surrogates went through
before being licensed, and like I said—I figured it was safer than a prostitute or even a one-night
stand. The practical side of me appreciated the one-stop-shop nature of it all.I took another sip
of water and tried to act casual. “And you said the surrogate is pre-selected for me,
correct?”“Yes. We selected him based on the questionnaire you filled out. However, it’s important
to remember that while we try to connect you with someone you’d find physically attractive,
surrogates aren’t meant to be a perfect match. You might even find yours somewhat off-putting
at first. That’s why we’ll ease you into your relationship with him. Only after mutual trust has been
built will any of the physical work start.”“That’s fine,” I said. It was. He did not need to be an
Adonis. A pre-screened, disease-free surrogate with a penis would do the job well enough.“And
Natalie, just a gentle reminder that we ask that you refrain from any outside sexual partners



while you are in therapy, for the safety of the surrogate.”I chuckled. “Of course. I don’t think you’ll
have that problem with me. ”Dr. Lerner smiled gently. “You’d be surprised. Our surrogates are
very skilled, and sometimes they’re able to unlock years of pent-up sexuality, but thank you
again for your assurance.” She glanced at her watch. “He’ll actually be here in a little while, and
we’ll go over more of the logistics then.“He’s coming?” My mouth ran dry, and I took another swig
from my water bottle. I wasn’t expecting to meet the surrogate today. I mean, I hadn’t even
shaved my legs. I shifted in my seat as I tried to feel what underwear I’d put on that morning. I
was pretty sure it was some gray hipsters… Not horrible, but definitely not my best effort.
Crap.“Don’t worry. We’ll just be talking. The work won’t start until your session with him.”“Oh, o-
kay,” I said, relieved, as she continued.“I also wanted to double-check that you were able to get
on the pill?”I swallowed again and nodded. “Yep, all set. I have a full prescription.”“That’s great,
real great. Now, we’ve talked a bit about what you’d like to accomplish during your time with us.”
She held up her notes and flipped a couple of pages before reading. “You said that you had poor
experiences with intimacy as a teenager, correct?”This was the moment. ‘Go time,’ as they say.
Time to win an Oscar with my carefully rehearsed explanation. Or lie. Whatever.I cleared my
throat. “Yes. I had a couple of early experiences that didn’t go so well. Over time, it’s prevented
me from being able to be intimate with a man.”Yes, okay, it was clearly a lie. I had no early
experiences. Zero. But I’d done my Internet research, and those ‘early experiences’ seemed like
a vague, yet watertight, alibi. Lots of people had them.“And this is making it difficult for you to
maintain relationships, as well as consummate them?”“Yes.”“Can you tell me a little more?”I took
a deep breath, ready to give my rehearsed speech. “Well, I guess with my first boyfriend—I was
fourteen_he…well, he just wasn’t a nice guy. We’d be making out or whatever, and suddenly, it
was a like a switch would flip, and he’d start screaming and yelling at me.” I looked over at Dr.
Lerner, trying to gauge her reaction.I thought my story was pretty good, but she didn’t flinch.
Instead, she just nodded and continued to write in her notebook. “What else?”“Well, then there
was my boyfriend when I was eighteen. He wouldn’t touch me at all, as punishment for pissing
him off. After a while, even when I didn’t do anything wrong, he kept cutting me off. It made me
very confused. Then one day I broke up with him, and…”“And what?” Dr. Lerner looked up at me
expectantly.I could have ended that sentence with a number of horrible sexual acts, things that
would have elicited at least a flash behind her trained, clinical eyes. Lord knows I’d dreamed up a
number of options, each more depraved than the next. But I couldn’t do it. Even I knew that lying
about rape and abuse was wrong. The funny thing, though, was that I ended up telling a kind of
half-truth.“I haven’t been able to be with anyone since.”She nodded ever so slightly as she jotted
down notes. I adjusted my posture on the couch. She’d bought it. Thank God. I exhaled.“What
about love? Have you ever been in love?” She looked back up at me, cocking her head to the
side.I blinked and inhaled sharply. I hadn’t prepped for this question. My mind was racing, trying
to figure out what kind of answer would get her to sign off on this whole farce. What did being in
love have to do with this? Plenty of people around the world had sex every day without being in
love. Jeez, the last thing I wanted was to bring emotion into what, for me, was essentially a



business transaction. I smoothed the fabric covering my legs and looked up at her. “Uh, I don’t
see how that is relevant.”Dr. Lerner’s eyes softened. “Oh, it’s entirely relevant, Natalie. For two
reasons. It will help direct what we do in here. Ninety-nine percent of the time there’s an
emotional component to this work. Doing this— It’s not just physical.”Yeah, yeah. That’d be true
for most people, but you don’t know me. I’d been emotionally dead for years. I blamed foster
care. By now, however, my cool response had become a point of pride for me. No one could
make me feel anything I wasn’t willing to feel. Of course, I didn’t say that, so the doctor
continued.“Plus, it’s helpful to know if you’d be able to recognize feelings of love. Working with a
surrogate can sometimes elicit emotions, emotions that—for the unprepared—can be
overwhelming. It’s critical the pair don’t develop feelings for each other, and that's why it’s helpful
if the patient knows what love or lust feels like. Then if those emotions come forth with the
surrogate, we can identify them early enough and take appropriate countermeasures.”“Oh,” I
said, hoping my response was calm enough to mask the surge of excitement I now felt in my
belly. Had she realized she’d basically told me what she wanted to hear? Giving her the right
answer now was going to be easy. “Yes, I’ve been in love. With the boyfriend when I was
eighteen.” I grimaced for dramatic effect. “It was great. Until the end. Then it hurt like hell.”“I see.”
Dr. Lerner’s lips formed a thin line as she closed her notebook.I held my breath as my eyes
darted from her to the floor and then back again. Did she believe me? I’d turned my life upside
down in order to get it back on track. I’d signed their contract. I was doing this. I tapped my
fingers gently on my leg as I stared at Dr. Lerner and held my breath.“Natalie, we are definitely
going to be able to help you. I’m confident of that.”I exhaled. Thank fucking God.“Try to relax.
We’re going to go at your own pace. I promise.” Her phone buzzed, and she looked down. “The
surrogate is here. I’ll fetch him so that we can all talk together.”I nodded as she stood up and
exited the office. As soon as she was gone, I got up and walked over to Larry and Lucius, my
nervous energy getting the best of me. “Well, boys, I guess we’re really doing this. Wish me luck.”
I know it sounds crazy, but I felt like Larry started to shake his head at me. I had bent down to get
a better look at him when the door opened.“Natalie,” Dr. Lerner began.I pulled away from the
aquarium and started to stand up.“This is Ryan Andrews. He’s going to be your
surrogate.”Chapter ThreeNatalieA familiar set of blue eyes greeted me.No. Fucking. Way.Ryan-
fucking-Andrews? The hot guy from the library? He was my surrogate?Well, fuck me.Shit.I felt all
the blood drain from my face as a high-pitched buzz took over my ears.I couldn’t believe this was
happening. What the hell was I supposed to do? I flicked quick glances at his face, trying to
figure out if he recognized me, but his countenance didn’t give anything away. If he did recognize
me, would he say something? Yet even as fear seized my heart, I was simultaneously greeted
with a wave of relief. Honestly, I could’ve done a lot worse in terms of a surrogate. At least he was
really, really good-looking. He was dressed differently today than the last time I'd seen him, now
in a gray suit and tie. I tried to look him over without staring too conspicuously. As I contemplated
my next move, I realized that he’d had his hand extended in my direction for a while.“Natalie?”
His cool eyes looked deeply into me and threatened to knock me over until he raised an



eyebrow. Oh, right. Shake the damn hand, Natalie.“Hi,” I breathed.“It’s nice to meet you.” Nice to
meet me? Okay, so he had forgotten about the library? That he’d programmed his number into
my phone? Oh, my God, his number. A wave of disappointment washed over me, almost
immediately giving way to concern. What if knowing my surrogate was against the rules? Shit. I’d
moved all the way across the country so that I could be completely anonymous during this whole
process. And now, through a perverse twist of fate, that was no longer the case.“You okay?” His
eyebrows pushed together with concern, and I felt something deep inside me start to warm. Shit,
he was asking me to respond, and I was standing there like an idiot. Reese, say something,
genius!“Sorry. Yes. Hello. Nice to meet you, Mr. Andrews.”“Shall we have a seat?” Dr. Lerner
suggested. Either my reaction was on par with most patients, or she wasn’t picking up on the
tension.I found myself wondering how she was able to stand there, so calm in the presence of
such…maleness. Surely, something deep inside her clenched when she looked at this man? I
didn’t see how any woman could resist him; I mean, he was masculinity and sex incarnate. Yet
she took a seat in her chair, and I mirrored her, returning to my place on the couch.Ryan followed
and stretched out on the sofa next to me.I tried to ignore the charge of electricity between us,
instead focusing my attention on the coffee table.“Now, Natalie, as we mentioned before, you
have a finite number of sessions with Ryan. And while you’ll be meeting with me once a week,
you two will be meeting privately twice a week.”“Uh-huh,” I mumbled, still shocked to the core. I
fumbled, trying to find my words. “Will he report back to you on my progress?” I glanced over at
Ryan.He was staring straight ahead at Dr. Lerner.“Yes. He and I will have periodic check-ins. It’s
important to make sure our work is in sync, so that we can deliver the best quality service to
you.”I nodded. She could’ve been speaking pig Latin for all I cared. I was having a hard time
concentrating. My eyes kept wandering over to Ryan’s shoes. I liked them—a spin on classic
Oxfords. Very different from his garb the other day. Then all of a sudden, the shoes moved; Ryan
got up from the couch, and I realized I hadn’t been listening.“Natalie?”I looked over at Dr. Lerner.
“Huh? Sorry, yes?”“I was just saying that you will have plenty of time to talk more later this week.”
She turned to Ryan. “Thanks again for stopping by.”What? He was leaving so soon?“It was nice
to meet you, Natalie.” He offered his hand again, and his blue eyes tunneled into mine. Oh. Okay.
So this is how we’re doing it.“Nice to meet you, too.” I took his hand, and the electrical charge
that’d been building ripped through me again. I shivered.“Cold?” he asked.“Oh, uh, no. I mean,
yeah,” I stuttered. “Not used to this San Francisco weather yet.”“The coldest winter I ever spent
was a summer in San Francisco,” he replied, smiling.I cocked my head at him. “Mark
Twain?”“Very good.” The corners of his mouth perked up, and I felt a rush, like I was back in
school, vying to be the teacher’s favorite pupil. “I’ll see you soon, Natalie.” He turned and nodded
at Dr. Lerner. “Doctor.”And after a beat, he was gone.I sat back down on the couch. Dr. Lerner
went through the final aspects of my treatment, but I could barely hear her. I was still stuck ten
minutes ago, when Ryan had first appeared in the doorway. Seriously, what were the chances?
They had to be astronomical. However, he hadn't said anything. I guess that meant we were
doing this. I—Dr. Lerner had stopped talking and was staring at me.“Is everything alright,



Natalie?”“Uh, ahem. Yes.”She smiled. “It’s okay. It’s normal.”Normal? What was normal? Nothing
about The Plan was normal. Nothing about Ryan was normal. Nothing about bumping into my
surrogate on the second day of even being IN this city was normal. No, this was all the opposite
of normal. This was downright bizarre.She continued. “It’s normal to feel strange when you meet
the surrogate for the first time. That’s why we do it in the therapist’s office, so that the surrogate’s
environment is clean and unmarred by any initial awkwardness.”Okay, that was pretty smart, I
had to admit. But more importantly, once again she’d given me an out for my strange behavior.
“That’s great. Thank you for your reassurance.”“Of course.” She closed her notebook. “Well, I
think we’ve covered everything. Did you have any other questions?”I took a deep breath. “No, I
think I’m good. Thank you for everything. I’m really looking forward to this process.”Dr. Lerner
stood up and gave me a warm smile. “I’m glad, Natalie. That’s a huge step in and of itself. I’m
looking forward to working with you.”I got to my feet as well. “Thanks. Me, too.”“Priya will arrange
the next appointments with you at the front desk,” she said as she walked me to the door. “We
can aim to meet early next week.”I wandered back to the reception desk in a daze and
calendared out my appointments for the next two weeks. As I slipped my iPhone back into my
purse, I started to feel a wave of accomplishment come over me. Finally, things were back on
track. I was an empowered modern woman, the master of my fate. I had exited the office and
was walking toward the stairwell, feeling thoroughly pleased with myself, when a hand reached
out and cupped the small of my back.“Hey, shh, come with me.”I tensed, ready to pummel
someone with my right hook.But it was Ryan. He looked serious, his eyes darting around in quick
succession.“What?” I asked, confused, my fist stuck midair.“Quick. We need to talk.” He glanced
down the hall behind me. “Now, Natalie.”The sternness and urgency in his voice made me nod
as he ushered me into a nearby restroom and locked the deadbolt behind us.I tried to regain my
lady-like composure and set my purse down on the edge of the sink. “Nice suit.”He looked down
to survey his outfit and then back at me. “Professional attire helps put clients at ease.”“I see. So,”
I asked, “you do this a lot, then?”He raised an eyebrow. “What? You mean surrogacy? It’s my job,
Natalie.”“I see that.”“It’s not like I’m out screwing half of San Francisco if that’s what you’re
implying.” He ran his hands through his dark hair before crossing his arms, clearly agitated.God,
I thought, was he mad? That wasn’t very fair. I held my stance—it wasn’t like I’d done anything
illegal or morally wrong. “Calm down. Relax, would you?”He looked up at me, his eyes dark and
flashing. “Seriously?”Oh. He did sound rather mad. “What?” I asked again, bracing myself.“This,”
he said, gesturing to the empty space between us. “This can not happen.”Ah ha! So that’s why
he was acting all distressed. “So you do remember me.” I smiled sweetly.My comment caused
his eyes to heat and his nostrils to flare. He pulled his neck back and looked momentarily
confused. “Of course I do.” He sputtered, “You’re not exactly the forgettable type.” He crossed his
arms, his biceps challenging the lean cut of his suit. “We can’t do this, Natalie. We just can’t. You
aren’t supposed to know your surrogate. It’s against the clinic’s rules, and it’s unethical. You have
to ask to be transferred. I’m sure they can get you another surrogate in a month or two.”“A month
or two?” I exclaimed. There was no fucking way I was waiting another month—or two!—for this. I



was thirty fucking years old. If I had to wait much longer all the eggs in my ovaries would be hard-
boiled and children would be impossible. There was no way I was giving this up. “Absolutely not.”
I replied simply. Hell, I didn’t need to tell him my reasons; I was a paying customer. “Besides, why
is it unethical? I barely know you. I wouldn’t have even known your last name if you hadn’t
programmed it into my phone.”“Keep your voice down,” he said, lowering his own voice. “You
need to delete that. Promise me you will delete that.” He stopped pacing and stared at me
intently.“Fine. Whatever. But I’m not asking to be transferred.” I crossed my arms. I was fully
aware that I’d lucked out—I had a surrogate who was attractive. I didn’t want to risk being
matched up with Joe Uglyface or John Donkeybreath on my next go-round.“Well, then I’ll tell Dr.
Lerner and have you transferred.”I stopped cold. Shit. He could do that? “No!”He scowled at me.
“Natalie I can’t ethically begin this work with you knowing that we…that we’ve known each other
outside of the clinic.”Chapter ThreeNatalieA familiar set of blue eyes greeted me.No. Fucking.
Way.Ryan-fucking-Andrews? The hot guy from the library? He was my surrogate?Well, fuck
me.Shit.I felt all the blood drain from my face as a high-pitched buzz took over my ears.I couldn’t
believe this was happening. What the hell was I supposed to do? I flicked quick glances at his
face, trying to figure out if he recognized me, but his countenance didn’t give anything away. If he
did recognize me, would he say something? Yet even as fear seized my heart, I was
simultaneously greeted with a wave of relief. Honestly, I could’ve done a lot worse in terms of a
surrogate. At least he was really, really good-looking. He was dressed differently today than the
last time I'd seen him, now in a gray suit and tie. I tried to look him over without staring too
conspicuously. As I contemplated my next move, I realized that he’d had his hand extended in
my direction for a while.“Natalie?” His cool eyes looked deeply into me and threatened to knock
me over until he raised an eyebrow. Oh, right. Shake the damn hand, Natalie.“Hi,” I breathed.“It’s
nice to meet you.” Nice to meet me? Okay, so he had forgotten about the library? That he’d
programmed his number into my phone? Oh, my God, his number. A wave of disappointment
washed over me, almost immediately giving way to concern. What if knowing my surrogate was
against the rules? Shit. I’d moved all the way across the country so that I could be completely
anonymous during this whole process. And now, through a perverse twist of fate, that was no
longer the case.“You okay?” His eyebrows pushed together with concern, and I felt something
deep inside me start to warm. Shit, he was asking me to respond, and I was standing there like
an idiot. Reese, say something, genius!“Sorry. Yes. Hello. Nice to meet you, Mr. Andrews.”“Shall
we have a seat?” Dr. Lerner suggested. Either my reaction was on par with most patients, or she
wasn’t picking up on the tension.I found myself wondering how she was able to stand there, so
calm in the presence of such…maleness. Surely, something deep inside her clenched when she
looked at this man? I didn’t see how any woman could resist him; I mean, he was masculinity
and sex incarnate. Yet she took a seat in her chair, and I mirrored her, returning to my place on
the couch.Ryan followed and stretched out on the sofa next to me.I tried to ignore the charge of
electricity between us, instead focusing my attention on the coffee table.“Now, Natalie, as we
mentioned before, you have a finite number of sessions with Ryan. And while you’ll be meeting



with me once a week, you two will be meeting privately twice a week.”“Uh-huh,” I mumbled, still
shocked to the core. I fumbled, trying to find my words. “Will he report back to you on my
progress?” I glanced over at Ryan.He was staring straight ahead at Dr. Lerner.“Yes. He and I will
have periodic check-ins. It’s important to make sure our work is in sync, so that we can deliver
the best quality service to you.”I nodded. She could’ve been speaking pig Latin for all I cared. I
was having a hard time concentrating. My eyes kept wandering over to Ryan’s shoes. I liked them
—a spin on classic Oxfords. Very different from his garb the other day. Then all of a sudden, the
shoes moved; Ryan got up from the couch, and I realized I hadn’t been listening.“Natalie?”I
looked over at Dr. Lerner. “Huh? Sorry, yes?”“I was just saying that you will have plenty of time to
talk more later this week.” She turned to Ryan. “Thanks again for stopping by.”What? He was
leaving so soon?“It was nice to meet you, Natalie.” He offered his hand again, and his blue eyes
tunneled into mine. Oh. Okay. So this is how we’re doing it.“Nice to meet you, too.” I took his
hand, and the electrical charge that’d been building ripped through me again. I shivered.“Cold?”
he asked.“Oh, uh, no. I mean, yeah,” I stuttered. “Not used to this San Francisco weather
yet.”“The coldest winter I ever spent was a summer in San Francisco,” he replied, smiling.I
cocked my head at him. “Mark Twain?”“Very good.” The corners of his mouth perked up, and I
felt a rush, like I was back in school, vying to be the teacher’s favorite pupil. “I’ll see you soon,
Natalie.” He turned and nodded at Dr. Lerner. “Doctor.”And after a beat, he was gone.I sat back
down on the couch. Dr. Lerner went through the final aspects of my treatment, but I could barely
hear her. I was still stuck ten minutes ago, when Ryan had first appeared in the doorway.
Seriously, what were the chances? They had to be astronomical. However, he hadn't said
anything. I guess that meant we were doing this. I—Dr. Lerner had stopped talking and was
staring at me.“Is everything alright, Natalie?”“Uh, ahem. Yes.”She smiled. “It’s okay. It’s
normal.”Normal? What was normal? Nothing about The Plan was normal. Nothing about Ryan
was normal. Nothing about bumping into my surrogate on the second day of even being IN this
city was normal. No, this was all the opposite of normal. This was downright bizarre.She
continued. “It’s normal to feel strange when you meet the surrogate for the first time. That’s why
we do it in the therapist’s office, so that the surrogate’s environment is clean and unmarred by
any initial awkwardness.”Okay, that was pretty smart, I had to admit. But more importantly, once
again she’d given me an out for my strange behavior. “That’s great. Thank you for your
reassurance.”“Of course.” She closed her notebook. “Well, I think we’ve covered everything. Did
you have any other questions?”I took a deep breath. “No, I think I’m good. Thank you for
everything. I’m really looking forward to this process.”Dr. Lerner stood up and gave me a warm
smile. “I’m glad, Natalie. That’s a huge step in and of itself. I’m looking forward to working with
you.”I got to my feet as well. “Thanks. Me, too.”“Priya will arrange the next appointments with you
at the front desk,” she said as she walked me to the door. “We can aim to meet early next week.”I
wandered back to the reception desk in a daze and calendared out my appointments for the next
two weeks. As I slipped my iPhone back into my purse, I started to feel a wave of
accomplishment come over me. Finally, things were back on track. I was an empowered modern



woman, the master of my fate. I had exited the office and was walking toward the stairwell,
feeling thoroughly pleased with myself, when a hand reached out and cupped the small of my
back.“Hey, shh, come with me.”I tensed, ready to pummel someone with my right hook.But it
was Ryan. He looked serious, his eyes darting around in quick succession.“What?” I asked,
confused, my fist stuck midair.“Quick. We need to talk.” He glanced down the hall behind me.
“Now, Natalie.”The sternness and urgency in his voice made me nod as he ushered me into a
nearby restroom and locked the deadbolt behind us.I tried to regain my lady-like composure and
set my purse down on the edge of the sink. “Nice suit.”He looked down to survey his outfit and
then back at me. “Professional attire helps put clients at ease.”“I see. So,” I asked, “you do this a
lot, then?”He raised an eyebrow. “What? You mean surrogacy? It’s my job, Natalie.”“I see
that.”“It’s not like I’m out screwing half of San Francisco if that’s what you’re implying.” He ran his
hands through his dark hair before crossing his arms, clearly agitated.God, I thought, was he
mad? That wasn’t very fair. I held my stance—it wasn’t like I’d done anything illegal or morally
wrong. “Calm down. Relax, would you?”He looked up at me, his eyes dark and flashing.
“Seriously?”Oh. He did sound rather mad. “What?” I asked again, bracing myself.“This,” he said,
gesturing to the empty space between us. “This can not happen.”Ah ha! So that’s why he was
acting all distressed. “So you do remember me.” I smiled sweetly.My comment caused his eyes
to heat and his nostrils to flare. He pulled his neck back and looked momentarily confused. “Of
course I do.” He sputtered, “You’re not exactly the forgettable type.” He crossed his arms, his
biceps challenging the lean cut of his suit. “We can’t do this, Natalie. We just can’t. You aren’t
supposed to know your surrogate. It’s against the clinic’s rules, and it’s unethical. You have to ask
to be transferred. I’m sure they can get you another surrogate in a month or two.”“A month or
two?” I exclaimed. There was no fucking way I was waiting another month—or two!—for this. I
was thirty fucking years old. If I had to wait much longer all the eggs in my ovaries would be hard-
boiled and children would be impossible. There was no way I was giving this up. “Absolutely not.”
I replied simply. Hell, I didn’t need to tell him my reasons; I was a paying customer. “Besides, why
is it unethical? I barely know you. I wouldn’t have even known your last name if you hadn’t
programmed it into my phone.”“Keep your voice down,” he said, lowering his own voice. “You
need to delete that. Promise me you will delete that.” He stopped pacing and stared at me
intently.“Fine. Whatever. But I’m not asking to be transferred.” I crossed my arms. I was fully
aware that I’d lucked out—I had a surrogate who was attractive. I didn’t want to risk being
matched up with Joe Uglyface or John Donkeybreath on my next go-round.“Well, then I’ll tell Dr.
Lerner and have you transferred.”I stopped cold. Shit. He could do that? “No!”He scowled at me.
“Natalie I can’t ethically begin this work with you knowing that we…that we’ve known each other
outside of the clinic.”
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Celeste, “This isn't just a guilty pleasure book, it's more than that. The characters have depth
and a great storyline to go along with it. 4.5 stars Go ahead, judge me...so I read a bit of a smutty
book and loved it. It was glorious and super cute.The synopsis pretty much sums up the plot, but
it definitely went deeper than that. I don't think it was very realistic, but that's why we read - to get
transported to an imaginary world. This book ultimately made me feel happy and I adored the
characters. Even if the whole thing was over the top I went with it and loved it. Brb because right
now I'm googling if sexual surrogate is really a "thing". aaaaand OMG it IS. Color me
shocked.Let's start off with the hero. My god I loved Ryan Andrews. Sexy. Tatted. Smart. And had
some issues. Exactly my favorite book boyfriend. I love me a character with baggage, and he
certainly had a few suitcases full. However, he was trying to move on and that's were Natalie
came in. I enjoyed watching him become whole and happy himself.Natalie Reese, the heroine
was also great. She was feisty, smart and sometimes pretty damn funny. I don't know that I
believed she really hadn't dated. I know she had a past... but she really was a great catch so for
me it didn't match up. When she moved from NY to San Fran because guys were constantly
asking her out, so it was hard for me to accept that no one had asked her out before. That part of
the story didn't quite flow/match up. However, I adored her and loved being in her head.Sex
between Natalie and Ryan was steamy. Let's be serious... I also *ahem* enjoyed the dirty talk.
Once again, go ahead and judge me. I savored it all and I don't care. ;)So much of the story was
predictable, but it didn't matter as I enjoyed the ride. However, I did struggle a bit with some
things. It was too coincidental for how pretty much every single character and secondary
character were connected. That was not believable. Natalie met Ryan the 2nd time and I had a
hard time swallowing that it was luck, and to then have them accidentally keep bumping into
each other wasn't real. And all the secondary characters all knew each other. The level of
coincidence wasn't something I bought into here, but I still went with it.As far as secondary
characters themselves go this story was a winner. Josh was awesome. He role was just right. I
wish Natalie had told Ryan her past with him from the start, I'm still not sure why she kept that a
secret. But even more than Josh I'm really excited for Ainsley's story. She is so very damaged
and fragile, yet very loved by her brother, Ryan. And Lambo is just the right amount of gruff
already. I want (need) to know him. I am putting money on him having a fresh mouth. *crosses
fingers*Rec this? YES! It seems like it would be just a guilty pleasure book, but it's more than
that. The characters have depth and a great storyline to go along with it. If you love romance, this
is a great start to a new series.Happy reading!”

rarebliss, “Unexpectedly Cute Story. I have to say, I didn't know what to expect but I'm glad I took
a chance on this story. The emotions I felt from both characters felt so raw and real. Many people
deal with their own issues and ways of coping or resolving their issues and it just makes sense
to have these issues addressed in the story.I really enjoyed Ryan and Natalie's banter and just



unexpected love that they found in each other. I wish I could read it again without knowing the
story. I would still love it!!!”

Ebook Library Konvert, “"...the truth was, I felt a connection to her. That's all that there was to it; I
wanted her for myself.". Love the premise of this story and I thought the author really delivered!
There was plenty of humour, sexual chemistry, and hotness, as well as something deeper
running underneath it all.Natalie has just turned 30 and still hanging on to her V-card. Not
particularly out of choice but mostly through circumstance and her own insecurities. She resorts
to moving across the country so that she can sign up to a sexual surrogate therapy programme.
New job, new apartment, new library membership….where she meets a hot guy who gives her
his number. Hot guy turns out to be her new sexual surrogate!Ryan knows that being Natalie’s
surrogate, after coming on to her at the library, is all kinds of ethically wrong. Especially as he
finds it difficult to remain clinical where she’s concerned.I loved the two of them together! Both
have a history and personal issues. Both know that their boundaries are blurred. I was
completely hooked! Their connection and attraction gave me butterflies! Loved it!”

C. Constable, “Unexpectedly Good. This is one of those 99 pence books that I one clicked just
because I liked the sound of the blurb and it's cheap. I enjoyed the slightly different premise of
this book, I don't recall having read a romance where the hero is a sex surrogate. There are a
couple of little twists in the book that I didn't see coming, hence, added to my enjoyment of the
story. I recommend this one for a fun, easy read.”

Liz, “Brilliant. I came across this bok by chance and I was certainly not disappointed. I wasn't
sure how to take the story of a 30 year old virgin using a surrogate for her first time but the story
of Natalie and Ryan was brilliant.  Can't wait to read Ainsley's story.”

Rebecca Derricott, “Great book.. A really great book with a great story. It's not your stereo typical
story line, and I really enjoyed it. My only dislike was the use of the C word but that's just a
personal thing, and it didn't upset me enough to loose any stars. I will be checking out the next
book in the series”

The book by Elizabeth Brown has a rating of  5 out of 4.2. 232 people have provided feedback.
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