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Chapter One

I See Him Everywhere

◆◆◆

I felt anxious. Even the crowd around me didn’t fully ease my worry. Soon, away from other people, I was sure he would show up again.

I’d endured him stalking me long enough, so I decided to confront the guy who appeared in my life too frequently and at such random moments for it to be a coincidence. We were in a public place, so I was safe from attack.

It was now or never.

He averted his eyes as I approached my nemesis, shuffling gradually along the sports field touchline. When I closed in, and he realized I was definitely coming his way, my target slid both hands into deep pockets and stepped backward from the line of parents watching the game.

It seemed as though he was preparing a hasty retreat.

Fear crawled down my spine like ice forming around each vertebra, paralyzing me and driving a disturbing spark of paranoia in an already anxious mind, urging me to flee.

Tiny hairs on the back of my neck stiffened, brushing uncomfortably against a woolen fleece whose fibers tangled and tugged irritatingly. Adrenaline surged through my body, causing my leg muscles to spasm and twitch, preparing me to fight or flee.

As I moved closer to him, I glanced at other people in the crowd, nodding, saying hello, and smiling with purpose as though I knew them so he wouldn’t panic and flee — it was a ruse for which I felt terrible.

When I got close enough to my stalker, I eyeballed him fearlessly, wagged an accusatory finger, and called him out.

“Hey! What’s your name, and why are you following me?”

The man stepped back with his jaw wobbling towards the floor and a look of terror dancing across an otherwise dumbstruck face. His complexion turned pale, and his eyes were gray pools of fear as he stared at me, a furious woman on the attack.

I knew I’d won when he held both hands high in surrender.

“I’m Greg, and you’ve nothing to worry about from me. I haven’t been following you.”

He looked mortified and shied away, becoming increasingly nervous as more attention was drawn to our standoff from the crowd. The man didn’t appear threatening, but even so, he was everywhere I was on most days, and I needed to press him for an explanation.

He must be a stalker.

This shit can’t be random.

“I see you following and watching me so often, it can’t be happenstance. If you are following me, please stop now.”

“Maybe we just use the same places at the same times? Had you thought I might simply be going about my business?”

The referee blew up for full-time, so I couldn’t argue further because my son, Jack, ran breathlessly from the soccer pitch, having just won his match. He was excited, leaping around me in a victory dance, wiggling his hips, waving his hands, and stamping both feet before diving into my arms.

“Mom, we won three—nil. Did you watch me?”

“I saw the whole thing, honey, and I’m so proud of you.”

I hugged Jack tightly. With his head buried in my thick winter coat, I glanced at my stalker and raised my wedding band finger, pointing to my ring, hoping that might deter him. He smiled innocently, then shook his head in bewilderment. So, I turned away and led my son to the battered SUV my husband had promised to replace the previous year.

My wedding ring is at least good enough to deter men from hitting on me.

Not much use otherwise.

Greg’s seemingly random daily appearances in my life consumed me on the way home. I’d bumped into him at a nearby supermarket, our local running track when I trained there, and even once in my favorite jazz bar downtown, where he ran to the offices upstairs and hid after I caught him staring.

When I reached home, I called my sister, Cassie, because I needed someone to talk to. She was convinced the whole thing must be a coincidence and couldn’t recall seeing anyone near me with sinister intent when we were together.

“Drop the kids at Mom and Dad’s, and let’s stay overnight there if you fancy a drink.”

“That sounds great, Cassie. Steve’s still in bed, so there’s not much going on here otherwise.”

“Is he hungover again?”

“Yeah.”

“Shall I pick you up, Emma?”

“Let’s meet at Mom and Dad’s. I need my car close by.”

“I’ll see you in a couple of hours. At Mom and Dad’s, you’ll have plenty of time and love to prepare for your big race.”

“Yeah. Fifteen hundred grueling meters, it’s a straight qualifier for the Nationals with no heats.”

“I’m looking forward to watching you win this one, sis.”

“Thanks, Cassie.”

Jack disappeared the moment we stepped inside our house. His older sister would set aside her studies for as long as it took an adored brother to tell her about his entire soccer match, one kick, throw, and tackle at a time.

I was blessed with wonderful kids, even if their father didn’t always appreciate that.

When I passed her bedroom door, Jack was already seated in Chloe’s lap, chatting happily. She smiled at me, waved, and blew a kiss.

I’d slept in the spare room the night before, sickened by my husband’s stale beer breath when he staggered into our marital bed in the early hours. The scene of devastation in our bedroom that awaited me was unsurprising but still distasteful.

While I tidied up, Steve half woke in a drunken slumber, grunting like a pig.

“Jack missed you at the match again.”

“That can’t be helped. I have a life, too. I’m sure he understands.”

“You also have two great kids, including one who still loves you.”

I wept, utterly brokenhearted every time Chloe fought with her father, but there was little I could do to reconcile a relationship destroyed by a drunken Dad who cared little for his kids. I stood over his sweaty, stinking body, staring down with complete disdain for a man I felt hardly any love for.

“Are you planning on getting up today, Steve?”

“I’d rather not. I feel sick. Perhaps a virus is coming on.”

“I’m staying with my parents for the night. You get sober, and we’ll be home tomorrow evening.”

“Okay, have fun, darling.”

Steve’s face was buried in a pillow, and he probably wouldn’t remember our conversation, so I pinned a note to the bathroom mirror.

See you tomorrow, deadbeat asshole.

Once he sobered up and knew I’d be gone for most of the weekend, Steve would arrange to meet his buddies at the Tempest, a hangout for older married guys pretending to be young, free, and single.

Plenty of young girls with Daddy complexes also frequented the place, which is why I knew our marriage was over. If I can’t have a man all to myself, giving him the same, I don’t want one at all.

Once I finished cleaning and doing laundry, I packed, then sat on my daughter’s bed, braiding her hair, while Jack packed his things for our visit to my parents. We were solemnly united in our solidarity regarding her father, my husband. My daughter was burdened by an unhappiness that no young girl should own.

Once loaded and with both kids packed in the SUV, we set off. Chloe, riding shotgun, gripped my fingers in hers, smiling. I cherished her friendship and love dearly.

“You know Dad sleeps with other women, right, Mom?”

“I’m driving right now, Chloe. Can we discuss this later? Jack might hear.”

“Jack’s got his headphones on. Even aliens landing on the roof of our shitty car couldn’t shake him loose.”

My husband’s constant infidelity was evident and had begun years earlier. I chose to ignore it, hoping somehow our family unit would eventually mean more to him than the occasional sexual thrill. I was in good shape, and most people commented that I grew more beautiful with age, but Steve wasn’t getting what he needed from me, so he strayed.

“How come you’re so grown up at fourteen, honey?”

“Seventeen is the new Twenty-One, Mom. Thank social media for that. Getting back on point, though, I think you deserve to be happy.”

“We all deserve happiness, baby.”

“Dad takes his happiness at everyone else’s cost.”

I was thirty-four years old and going nowhere. Even after getting pregnant in College, I managed to graduate with the help of my parents, who loved to babysit Chloe. Steve didn’t care about us then, which still holds true today.

I glanced across the console at my daughter, who needed an answer.

“I don’t want my kids to have no father, Chloe.”

“We already don’t have one, Mom. What we have is one parent who is perishing in a shitty marriage.”

“Fuck Chloe, let’s discuss this later, please.”

“Potty mouth, Mom. I’m seventeen years old, don’t you know?”

She shot me a wry smile like a carbon copy of me at the same age. We got on so well, and it was uncanny. If only her dad knew what he was missing out on, he wouldn’t be swimming around in the dregs of a bottle of whiskey.

When we arrived, my sister was already at our family home. Dad weeded the front garden while Mom and Cassie sat on the front porch, spectating his performance.

The kids hugged their beloved grandparents and aunt before running inside the house to set up their part-time residence in my childhood bedroom. My mother sat beside me, eying me as she once did before a teaching moment.

“What’s up, Mom… spit it out?”

“Cassie says we’re going to the track with you. Why didn’t you tell us there was a race meeting?”

“In case I finish last. Of course, you can come if you’d like.”

“Momma wouldn’t miss that for the world. You should have said, baby.”

My father paused, still kneeling in the middle of a flower bed. He wiped his brow and smiled lovingly. I was back in the nest.

“Pops won’t miss it, either, daughter dear.”

“I should have told you guys, sorry.”

Dad, always a gentleman, pulled three chairs from the porch table for us to sit in. He then kneeled, holding my hands tightly while smiling as only a truly contented man would.

“Move back here with us and start again, baby girl. Bring the kids, take over our house. I’ll even move into the shed if you’ll agree.”

“You know what happened last night, then?”

“That Steve was drunk? Of course, we know.”

We settled into an uncomfortable silence. I felt their pity and despised my weakness. I slapped my knees, stood, and beamed as positively as my lack of good humor would allow.

“Right, you guys, I’m going inside to gear up for my race. Who’s driving?”

Of course, Dad drove because he loved taking his entire gene pool anywhere they wanted. With my sister still single and living alone locally, his only grandkids were prized above all else. I felt nervous on the drive because the Nationals beckoned, and this was a qualifying race.

I was up against the top runners in our State.

My adrenaline peaked before we arrived at the track, and a sickness rose in my stomach. As I warmed up, keenly watched by more than two thousand spectators in the stands, my nerves were shot. When the race umpire briefed us, my fear intensified when he explained that we would have a top male runner pacing us to help break the track record.

When he introduced our pacemaker, I almost ran in the opposite direction.

It was Greg

Out of fourteen runners, I was on the outer edge. My stalker was a few yards in front of the track position. He shot off like a bullet when the starter’s gun fired, leading the quickest in our race around the first bend.

The curve advantage I gained from being in the outermost track position allowed me to slot into third place when the field spread out. By the end of the first lap, I was losing ground on the pacemaker and two runners that clung to him, with at least two more breathing down my neck.

I thought negatively of Steve and how my dignity had almost wholly diminished. Then, I worried about the stalker running me out of this race because I had confronted him.

All my bad choices plagued me, and I slowed until two runners passed me, and I felt angry.

Fuck you, Steve.

Fuck you, Greg.

Something inside me broke, freeing a soul perpetually restrained by others, and I kicked hard, pumping my arms like steam locomotive pistons.

I moved out into the second lane, taking the long route around to overtake.

Fuck this. No more!

My head felt steady, and my legs surged with energy as anger fueled me onwards. I passed both runners who overtook me. A second wind lifted me, and I passed the front runners, pushing onto my stalker’s shoulder within two bends.

I didn’t acknowledge Greg was there, determined to pass the man supposedly pressing our race to beat the track record. He kicked, and I followed, getting inches off his shoulder. I maintained the long way around the track because I didn’t care about the race; I only wanted to beat my weaknesses.

Staying with Greg mattered because he embodied my weaknesses and failures. He glanced at me with an odd, proud expression, kicking harder every time I brushed by his shoulder. My heart soared when I heard the bell, and I sprinted with four hundred meters to go.

Greg matched my speed, plus a few inches, so I ground my teeth and hunted him down.

With two hundred meters left, Greg peeled off the track, and a massive roar from the crowd engaged my whole body, vanquishing every demon. The finishing line was in sight.

Suddenly, my life was refocused, and I realized everything I had become was my fault.

I felt free, elated, strong, and able. I sprinted, kicked hard, and reached for the line with vim and vigor, becoming unrestrained. When I crossed the line as a winner, screaming to release a pent-up fury, my daughter was the first to catch my flagging body. I fell backward, supported by Chloe, onto the soft running track surface, struggling to breathe.

I smiled up while panting, only happier on the two days I gave birth.

“You broke the record, Mom. I love you so much.”

“What?”

“You broke the track record by half a second.”

I covered my face with both hands and sobbed like a baby while my family hoisted me onto their shoulders, parading their reluctant hero to rapturous applause from an ecstatic crowd.

My emotional state continued until after the awards ceremony, when I tracked down the meeting organizer, who pumped my hand vigorously. Hank grinned from ear to ear.

“It’s such a great day for the track association and our club, Emma. Well done.”

“Thanks, Hank. Could you tell me who the pacemaker was, please?”

“Greg? Yeah, he is one of our men’s team. He’s been a state champion twice and did you proud today.”

“He sure did. Did the association select Greg to pace our race today?”

“No, he volunteered. Why?”

“No reason. I just wanted to thank him for everything.”

“Greg left straight afterward but asked me to congratulate you. He said that was a hell of a race.”

“Yes indeed, thank you, Hank.”

I strolled away, mystified by why Greg kept showing up in my life. He never approached me first and hadn’t threatened me, but his presence felt disconcerting. I felt distraught on our drive home in the otherwise jubilant family people carrier.

My sister held my hand from the seat row behind, laughing joyfully.

“Are we going to Soulful tonight, sis? Mom says she and Pop will sit for the kids.”

“That sounds great. I could use a night out.”

My daughter smiled, nodding and fist-pumping the air, having overheard us discussing my plans to go to our favorite jazz bar. When we exited the van, Chloe gave me a hug that would rip a smile onto any mother’s face.

“I’m so proud of you, Mom.”

“Why, sweetheart?”

“You moved forward in the race, and I sensed it was a moment for you in life. I saw your face when you chased down Greg. Something clicked inside you.”

“How do you know Greg?”

“Mr. Townsend is Sally’s Dad, Mom, surely you know that?”

“Sally, who comes to our house? Your friend Sally?”

“Yeah, didn’t you know who he was?”

“No.”

I knew Sally well, and that her Mom passed away shortly after she was born. My daughter’s best friend adored her father, a man she spoke of constantly.

That’s who Greg is?

I showered in my parents’ en-suite. It was the most luxurious bathroom I’d ever enjoyed, reminding me of my youth. Bergamot and Strawberry shampoo conditioned my hair, and I shaved my arms and legs in peace, considering my life choices.

It was over with Steve. Love died years ago. We hadn’t made love for years, not as I would describe it.

I glanced down and felt ashamed of my unruly pubic bush that had proliferated into a jungle through years of no use, so I whipped the whole lot off, flushing every soft blonde whorl down the toilet to avoid blocking my parents’ shower.

While I dried and styled my hair, Cassie arrived with something from her wardrobe collection for me to wear. It was a beautiful Versace black classic cocktail dress, which I couldn’t wait to try with the red six-inch heels she also loaned me.

Mom snuck in while we finished our makeup, delighted by her daughter’s style and beauty. She grinned, fussing over and helping, zipping up, tucking, pulling, and smoothing the dress fabric until we passed her release test.

“You must wear my pearls tonight, daughter.”

“Are you sure, Mom?”

“I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

I felt like a lady more than any day since my wedding, which saddened me. As I stared mournfully into the mirror, my Dad placed both hands on my shoulders, staring lovingly at me as only a parent could.

“You started something during that race. Keep up your momentum, mighty daughter.”

“I shall, Dad. Why aren’t there more men like you for me to find?”

“Stop seeking; one will land before you, begging your favor — I promise.”

When Cassie and I left the house, a cheer committee led us to our front door. My kids, mom, and dad kissed us, and I felt the warmth and love of a truly united family. When my phone buzzed, I quickly checked messages.

Sorry about my state this morning. Can we meet up now, please?

For a moment, I was struck sideways and felt like I was back in the race, flagging, failing, and being held back by my sluggish attitude. As I stared at the screen, a moment of courage lifted me, just as it had during the race, and I flashed my fingers across the keypad in response.

We’re through, Steve — divorce proceedings will follow.

I waited for two blue ticks, then turned off my phone and handed it to my father, who smiled and kissed me on both cheeks.

“Something tells me you just chose to win another race.”

“You always knew me perfectly well, Daddy.”

“Only because you let me into your life, Emma. Have a great night out.”

I’d become an emotional fortress, shutting out everyone for years while my marriage withered like a grape unpicked from its vine. Having made a decision that forced change, I felt free, and with a strong wind filling my sails, I was ready to take on my life challenges head-on.

We were fast-tracked into the club past a queue of more than fifty. I assumed it was because Cassie was a regular, but I didn’t care as long as we were in. Take Five by Dave Brubeck wafted through the lounge, lightening my step. I pirouetted for Cassie, who stepped in time with the beat like a slinky minx, and I followed until I bumped into a man, almost falling before he gently caught me.

I stared into his loving eyes, suddenly free of fear.

“Greg!”

“Oh dear, I’m so sorry.”

My sister stepped in and kissed my stalker on the cheek.

“Hi Greg.”

“Hi, Cassie. It’s lovely to see you again.”

“Well done, pacing Emma’s race today.”

“You’re very welcome, but your sister didn’t need me. She is an awesome runner.”

My head spun from one to the other while I choked, still nestled in Greg’s arms, until I steadied the heels that felt somewhat unfamiliar. I pointed between them, stumbling over my words, as palpitations lifted my heart, as though I were back on the home straight.

“You two know each other?”

“Of course. Greg owns this club.”

“Fuck!”

My sister headed to the bar, leaving me alone with my stalker. He stared at me with deep affection, and I felt a mixture of fear, shame, embarrassment… and arousal.

“You can let go of me now, Greg.”

“Is that what you want, Emma?”

“Yes, please.”

“Okay.”

He released me gently, and I sensed, somewhat reluctantly, while stroking my back seductively. Greg could have grabbed my ass cheeks when I fell, pulled me tighter to him, or groped me another way when I tumbled, but he hadn’t.

My god, you look smart and handsome.

He wore a suit like an A-list celebrity on the red carpet at a movie premiere. He was handsome and around my age, which made sense, given that his daughter attended the same school class as Chloe. When he turned away to disappear, I gripped his wrist.

“I need to understand why I keep seeing you, Greg. Are you stalking me?”

“No. What makes you think that?”

“I see you in the Supermarket every week at the same time.”

“I drop my daughter at school, then shop because it’s the quietest time, and I usually work late.”

So do I.

“What about the football match? Why are you there?”

“My daughter, Sally… she plays soccer, too.”

Of course, she does.

“And the race. You volunteered and then helped me win.”

“Nah. You won that race all by yourself, and I only volunteered to be a pacemaker in preparation for my event next week.”

“So it’s all a coincidence?”

He smiled and relaxed, probably realizing I wasn’t about to set off a rape alarm. When he leaned closer to whisper, I caught his manly scent mixed with something expensive from Chanel.

“Do you believe I bought this club so you could bump into me, Emma?”

“I guess not. You aren’t pursuing me, then?”

“Pursuing how?”

“That’s a strange question, Greg, and it worries me. Are you pursuing me in any possible way?”

“Yes.”

“How?”

“Romantically.”

“Why?”

“Because I want to date and get to know you.”

“I am married, Greg

“You’re married to a loser who will lose you one day. ”

“How do you know my husband is a loser?”

“Every week, your son plays soccer with only one parent cheering him on.”

“Steve might be busy.”

“What father is too busy every week for twelve straight? You always shop alone, never in the company of someone holding your hand, enjoying time with you.”

“Okay, that’s true.”

“And today, your whole family witnessed your triumph and danced in the bright light of your glory-.”

“Except my husband.”

“Yes, and tonight, while you look radiant as a goddess… where is the man who would worship and dance with you?”

“Okay, I guess that makes you a good judge of behavior.”

“I would have followed you to the end of the earth, crawled over broken shards of glass, scaled mountains, and swum oceans just to spend one of those moments with you, Emma.”

“Would have?”

“You have judged me, and I am found wanting.”

“We all make mistakes, Greg.”

“Have you misjudged me, then?”

I breathed deeply because my heart fluttered, as it hadn’t for years. A lighthearted, carefree spirit had returned to a soul pained by unrequited love. He leaned closer to me, desperate for any encouragement I might offer, however slender.

My body trembled and warmed as I shifted gears, flooded by hormones I considered depleted forever.

When my voice croaked in response, the warmth in my belly accompanied sweaty palms, and a surge of happy hormones ignited the too-long-dampened flame in my heart.

His eyes seduced me, and I softened, willing to be taken by a man who truly wanted me. Greg lifted me and held me close. I felt a rock-solid cock in his pants press hard into me, and I grinned.

Greg realized what drew my attention. He coughed, went bright red, and pulled away, making his erection even more prominent.

“Sorry.”

“I like it. I want a man who desires me… only me.”

I pulled gently on my bottom lip, smiling seductively while pulling him closer. I gently ground my mons into his hard cock, enjoying the tension it lifted and a moist warmth between my legs.

He looked so cute, desiring me, and I recalled the lengths he’d gone to. He wasn’t a stalker, just a man in love, desperate to find a way to the target of his desire. I stared cutely into his eyes, catching the end of his cock, pressing hard, arousing both of us.

“Have you anything more to say, Greg?”

“I love you… It’s not new. My daughter talks about you endlessly, and I see you so often that I can’t help it… I’m so sorry.”

He was vulnerable and emotionally available, just how I always wanted my man to be.

“I apologize unreservedly for my poor behavior, Greg.”

“Would you like to join me for dinner sometime?”

“I’m hungry right now because I had a hell of a race today.”

“You did so well. I was intensely proud of you, Emma.

“Do you have a private table?”

“Yes.”


Chapter Two

I Could Give This A Go

◆◆◆

Greg led me upstairs, opened the door to his private dining room, and waved a hand for me to walk inside first, as I hoped he would. Of course, he might be a serial killer leading me to a plastic enshrouded room with a surgeon’s bed, scalpel, and roll of cling film.

His eyes were too kind, and his daughter too well-balanced for Greg to be anything other than a decent guy.

But Steve was once like that, too.

I brushed away my paranoia and insecurity like a golden retriever shaking off mud and rain after enjoying a long walk. Self-doubt would return because I walked a couple of times a day in bad weather and didn’t shake enough, but then, after texting my husband, I became a work in progress, and I was determined to work and progress.

Greg’s chivalry, politeness, and attentiveness were nice, and despite my icy skin, I glowed warmly inside.

I had no suspicions that Greg might try anything untoward in the large, characterless private dining room and felt at ease in his company. If a man could bounce back from me unfairly confronting and accusing him of being my stalker to becoming a serious love interest as quickly as he had, working so hard to impress me, I doubted Greg was doing so for a quickie or one-night stand.

He cringed and waved a hand apologetically around the room.

“I conduct business meetings here, so it’s not very romantic.”

“But it’s private and clean. That’s all we need. Why don’t we talk here and dine downstairs.”

“Would you like a drink first, Emma?”

I paused, feeling excited. The last man who asked me if I wanted a drink romantically speaking was my husband, many years ago. When considering all options, my mind turned to sophistication rather than the exotic. I giggled. Greg looked confused, and so an ancient game of kiss and chase began.

“Dirty Martini, please. Three olives, two if pitted, and a tablespoon of the brine they were packed in.”

“Wow.”

“Sorry, was that too specific? I am a specific kind of a girl…”

My voice trailed off, and my eyes widened as I raised both eyebrows, pulling gently on my bottom lip, ensuring I didn’t smear the bright red lipstick. I wish I hadn’t applied it, fearing now that I looked too slutty, too available when it had seemed the right color when staring into a mirror, and washing away all signs of marriage.

Even with all of its exciting yet neurotic dating symptoms, our liaison was becoming immense fun. Greg was enjoyable to be around, with gorgeous, innocent, authentic smiles, and cute, confused expressions that fully revealed his emotions.

I liked him immensely.

His left eyelid flickered, possibly a tell of love, likely nervous arousal, but a shifting of his weight from one foot to another while he stood staring intensely into my eyes could only mean he felt uncomfortably lusty and in love - he’d even told me so.

As we stood meters from the table studying each other, I spotted an impressive bulge in his crotch. It was a sure sign he was keen to make love, fuck, or whatever they called it these days, and to be honest, so was I, but it was too soon.

Is it, though?

Stop being a slut..

“There is no need to apologize, Emma.”

“Sorry… what?”

“About being specific regarding your drink. There is no need to apologize.”

Did you just fucking hear inside my head, or did I say that out loud?

“Oh, yes… sorry. I drifted.”

Did you drift to having sex? Seriously Emma. What the fuck!

“You know your drinks.”

“I tended bar through college, and… well… never mind.”

“Ahh, okay. Not that long ago, then.”

“That’s really very cute - thank you.”

I had giggled and smiled more since coming into the club with Greg than I had with my husband for years. I studied my date carefully, not as a guy stalking me, but as one who declared his hand in terms of love. He was emotionally exposed and committed to a process I now primarily controlled, having played many of his cards. That wasn’t always a good thing to do so early with many women, but I was different; having been married to an asshole - I understood the value of a good man.

I needed to figure out if Greg was a good man or a wolf in sheep’s clothing.

He sat me at a huge circular table for eight people. I could imagine a board or other senior staff meeting, with or without food, taking place in this room, at this table. The industrial, thin, dark gray carpet did not make a great impression, and that only got worse when I glanced up and saw an artificially lowered popcorn ceiling in a slightly lighter shade of gray. If it were a sky in the morning, you would wear a raincoat and hope to miss the incoming storm that seemed a few hours away.

The table was unattractive, possibly particleboard with a thin wooden veneer that reflected fluorescent tubes that lit the room far too brightly.

This room was probably the worst place for a hundred miles to bring a woman to if you intended to seduce her.

But none of that mattered because my heartstrings had been plucked. I wanted to know more about this man who would shadow me like a loyal knight or guardian angel one minute, then lead me to a victory and record time around a running track the next.

I suddenly realized that Greg was watching me, watching him.

“Oh dear, Emma.”

“Oh dear, what?”

“I’m getting the look.”

“What look?”

“The studious look of a woman deciding whether I am boyfriend or friend zone material.”

I snorted smugly like a bull at rest who just swatted a fly with its tail. I was a huntress, like most women, seeking a mate who would covet the opportunity to fertilize my eggs.

Every one of them bathed in thick, potent semen minutes after his long, fat cock slid out of my pussy..

“Fucking stop it, Em.”

“Stop what, sorry?”

Greg looked confused, and my eyes widened, lighting up in panic as my heart raced. My brain apologized to the rest of my body for getting carried away with life planning the next ten years, whereas my pussy was thinking about the next couple of hours.

“I was drifting again, and that was rude of me. Sorry, Greg.”

“You are forgiven.”

I wasn’t a cruel woman, had never led a man on, and wasn’t about to play games now, so I dialed back my emotions hoping to rein my pussy in.

“You’re not in the friend zone, Greg - that much I can tell you right now.”

“Good. I hate the friend zone.”

“I don’t think I have one. Do you?”

“The relationship concept applies to men, but I don’t know any guy with a girl in their friend zone. We men are either romantically committed or equally at ease in a friendship.”

“I asked if you have anyone in the friend zone, Greg… not if any guy did.”

“No, I don’t. I am friendly with many women, but so far as I know, none harbor any romantic feelings toward me.”

“I’ll wager they do.”

Greg was taken aback by my challenging his theory and by his lack of confidence in it. His eyes flicked through a Rolodex of friendships, and then he shook his head, coming up with nothing.

He shrugged and did a cute thing with his mouth to say he wasn’t convinced.

“How can you be sure I have a trojan horse in my friendships, Emma?”

“Among the girls you believe are your friends, I’m sure there is one who wants more than a few messages a week and a coffee date, albeit disguised as a friendly catch-up as far as you are concerned.”

“Do you mean a potential love interest is hiding in plain sight? Like rocks just under the ocean’s surface, waiting for an innocent, unprotected hull to pass?”

“Women like to be chased, Greg, not caught easily as I seem to have been.”

“Hah! Easily caught? Are you being serious, Emma?”

He laughed, and so did I, but before Greg could declare me a challenging catch, our drinks arrived courtesy of a smartly dressed server. Her long black skirt, white blouse, and waistcoat were beautifully and tastefully tailored from delicate fabrics. There was no attempt made to sexualize the college girl, something that pleased me because many bar, restaurant, and club owners would have provided her a skirt barely covering her ass and a t-shirt in a color that would best accentuate her braless nipples.

I sipped my Martini, enjoying the tendrils of warmth and profound psychological relief from alcohol and a tangy brine from well-preserved olives. As I stared into Greg’s loving eyes, I remembered what it was like to be an adult who wasn’t constantly fighting with an unsophisticated drunk about ridiculous things like picking up laundry, having our cars serviced, and mowing the lawn.

Greg didn’t notice when I shivered slightly, nor did he see that goosebumps pockmarked my otherwise alabaster smooth arms. I felt intensely aroused, my body tingled, and my pussy fluttered, damp and sticky in moist panties that could barely contain my tawdry suffering.

Had I not got two wonderful children reliant on one parent and unfinished business with a soon-to-be estranged husband, I might have slept with Greg this very night - lord knows I needed to be fucked by a real man before my hole sealed up and the tunnel inside had tumbleweed rolling through.

But I was anchored in one way that I would never willingly change; in another, I was about to unshackle entirely.

Greg stood and removed his suit jacket, placing it around my shoulders. The warmth from his body was an instant hit, rippling pleasure through every fiber of my being. The hit of expensive, subtly applied cologne mixed with Greg’s natural fragrance teased my nostrils, causing a few teardrops of sweet shame to seep through my cotton panty fabric onto my upper thighs.

“You shivered, and I see goosebumps on your arms.”

“Thank you, Greg.”

Either Greg was a seduction master, or I so utterly beguiled him that he would crawl over broken glass to hand me a single, long stem, red rose. I sipped my drink, smiling encouragingly at my date, basking in his bright light.

Fucking hell… I have a date.

And while I am still married.

But I told Steve that divorce proceedings would follow.

Am I free? Legally? Morally?

My mind worked overtime, overthinking through the murky marshes of divorce, temptation, and possible new love.

Other people have fuck buddies.

Nah… I don’t want that.

I pulled Greg’s jacket more tightly around my shoulders, partly to show him my appreciation, mostly because I was trembling uncontrollably. The extra clothing layer and my suitor’s body heat did little to assuage the real reason I was a quivering wreck - arousal was getting out of control, especially down below.

“Explain why you don’t think you have anyone in your friend zone, Greg?”

“Is it important?”

“Yes.”

“Would you mind explaining why?”

“If you were married or dating, I’d run a mile. I don’t break up relationships and never have. The friend zone is a terrible, ambiguous place, such as the Seven Stones Reef off Land's End, Cornwall. Many a good ship ran aground there, and just as many good relationships run aground when a person’s friend zone wakes up, responding to time and opportunity running out.”

Greg’s eyes bulged, and I laughed.

“Wow… are you a psychologist, Emma?”

“Nope. I have a PhD in Toxicology, though, so I might poison you.”

“I’ll bear that in mind.”

“Do you take my point, though, Greg?”

“Yes. You are worried that I told you I love you without considering the ramifications?”

“It’s very soon.”

“I know, and maybe it was a miscalculation, but I don’t think so.”

“Why not?”

“You are married and have children, as do I, which complicates everything. I want you to know I am beyond interested in you, but love is not simple, and there are discussions to be had, wooing to be done, and a sensitive path to walk.

“Do you enjoy wooing?”

“I’m enjoying it right now, Emma.”

“A successful relationship outcome requires two modes: being loved and loving.”

I wasn’t discouraging Greg, but I wanted to be honest about my feelings. My emotions ran high, not least of all because of a decision I made about my marriage but also because I’d reached a major personal goal. At my age, being so competitive on the track was unusual, and I was considering how far my ambitions could go.

“It also requires two hearts to be compatible beyond sexual arousal.”

“So what do you want from me, Greg?”

“An assurance that should I ever be friend-zoned, you will tell me honestly.”

“You have that assurance on the proviso that you will do the same for me?”

“I certainly will. Shall we go downstairs and have dinner?”

“I’d like that.”


Chapter Three

A Kiss To Remember

◆◆◆

When we reached the ground floor, Greg stretched out to take my hand but pulled away at the last second, looking awkward. I felt confused and glanced around, wondering if someone nearby had prompted his change of mind—a former love, his daughter, or an employee.

We stood in a luxurious foyer, where a lone server waited for diners so she could book them in and guide them to a table. I could see no reason Greg would shrink away from me, so I leaned closer, smiled disarmingly, and whispered.

“Are you okay, Greg?”

“Yes, fine... sorry.”

“Sorry for what?”

“I was being presumptuous.”

“About holding my hand?”

“Yes. I wasn’t sure if… I could, sorry, Emma.”

Greg smiled awkwardly and looked very cute, with deep, sexy dimples in his cheeks and chin. His presence and behavior so incredibly turned me on that I struggled to hold on to my sexual sobriety amid a tumult of rising, intense emotions. Such a long time had passed since any man had made me the center of their world, and it felt intoxicating.

I considered the hard life my husband and I had endured through an incompatible marriage and realized it wasn’t all Steve’s fault. If this moment I shared with Greg was what love should look like for a man or woman, then my now estranged husband had suffered as much as I had.

But he shouldn’t have cheated.

I waited for Greg to answer me, but he looked tortured, so I decided to lead him from the minefield that trapped him.

“What weren’t you sure about, Greg?”

“Whether or not I had the right to hold your hand.”

“Oh, my... what would ordinarily give you that right?”

“A commitment, not marriage, not necessarily even love, but-.”

“Of temporary fidelity, perhaps - like boyfriend and girlfriend?”

I interrupted Greg, desperate to show him I was on a page close to his.

“Yes, but I realized it would be pushy of me to assume that.”

“So you pulled away?”

“Yes… sorry. How thoughtless of me, Emma.”

“Not thoughtless Greg. You are being respectful, and there is an enormous difference - one I hadn’t realized until we met… I mean, really met, here in your club tonight.”

“Thank you.”

An arm’s length separated us, and I heard Nina Simone wafting from the basement lounge. That song began with a light snare drum beat and was the soundtrack from the movie Thomas Crowne Affair. It knotted my stomach every time, and at that moment, I had never felt more romantically inclined as I listened to the tinkling ivories leading into Nina’s voice while staring pure love etched into the face of a man utterly devoted to me.

I nodded and pulled my bottom lip, playing havoc with Greg’s already stiff cock.

“Do you know it?”

“Sinnerman... Don’t you just love it, Greg?”

“I own a jazz club. Nina Simone is my muse.”

“I love her too, and I love the movie.”

“The one with Pierce Brosnan, or do you prefer Steve McQueen in the leading role?”

“Both are beautiful men, but I spent a summer in love with James Bond when I was twelve and a half, so it must be Pierce for me.”

Greg laughed, and I giggled too, feeling very embarrassed. I had told no one of my crush on what I felt was the finest ever James Bond, at least the finest to fill a tuxedo. Daniel Craig looked great when scrubbed up, but I was a little wiser and less adolescent when he took the role.

Greg laughed so much I had to lay my hand on his, begging him to stop.

“What is it, Greg?”

“You are blushing… It’s so beautiful.”

“Okay, enough - back to the matter in hand.”

“Yes, Emma.”

He tried to squeeze out a serious face, but I could see his lasting joy at my revelation.

“I’m not quite ready to be called anyone’s girlfriend. I have children to consider, as do you, and I should settle matters properly with my husband before I collect a new label that others might misconstrue. Married women with boyfriends can also be called cheating wives, mistresses, or harlots, none of which appeal.”

“I understand, Emma.”

“But I am prepared to open a door exclusively for you if you do the same for me.”

“Are you proposing fidelity until we decide where this relationship is going?”

“Yes. I like fidelity, Greg.”

“Me too.”

He looked delighted, but I wanted to give a little more - encouragement for both of us, something to sleep on and foster like a spark of fire in dry kindling on a cold, dark night. If our love blossoms, it must overcome giant challenges.

“I will gladly seal our promise with a kiss if you’d like to, Greg.”

“Oh my.”

I stepped closer, feeling my heart strings plucked in a way I thought unimaginable only a day earlier. It was so long since my heart raced, blood boiled passionately, and wild, sexually charged hormones begged me to make love.

My pussy trembled, my toes tingled and my eyes bulged as my breathing became shallow, waiting for that kiss I yearned.

Love’s beguiling tendrils were coming for me slowly, licking my heart with ferocious lusty power and warming the inner walls of a pussy that creamed for the first time in years, yearning to be stretched by love and a good man’s cock.

I licked my dry lips, staring wide-eyed and encouragingly into Greg’s beautiful face. He said he loved me, and that was a big deal. I wasn’t there yet, but it would be grotesquely callous of me to play the field right in front of a man so loyal, decent, and vivid in my imagination, even when I wasn’t looking at him.

“May I kiss you, Greg?”

“Of course.”

My knees buckled slightly but Greg caught me around the waist, still holding me appropriately, making no move of his palm onto my ass cheeks, no matter how they screamed to be cupped, clenched by powerful fingers and raked by claw-like nails.

I slipped again; he held me tighter, but I was losing control to the reflection of a pure heart in his eyes

“Sorry, Greg.”

“You had a big race today, and recovering will take time.”

It’s my pussy causing the weakness in my knees.

“My thighs are tight because I didn’t stretch off properly.”

They are getting damp and sticky.

I thought of the man on the running track, pounding the tartan at a pace to suit me, leading while following, trustworthy to the race end. His calf muscles bulged every time he kicked, powering forward on two immense thigh engine blocks like pistons, driving him to drive me on to the end.

My race was a metaphor for life, and now, my hormones, a primordial soup of emotions and intentions, primed me to accept his offer and take the man offering his heart.

Before kissing, Greg soaked me up with his eyes. I carefully studied his expression as a girl considering a boy with whom to take a step into the rest of her life. He looked like a king of men on a noble quest, staring at the prize he’d sought for years. I was his treasure, an ultimate goal to complete his life. His soft, warm eyes were like a bright lighthouse beam carving a path through life’s thick fog, drawing me to him.

Butterflies unknotted in my stomach, soaring joyously, eliciting my joyful murmur as my entire body trembled in anticipation of Greg’s kiss.

His lips crushed mine gently like two rivers of cream merging as one luxurious, continuous, everlasting flow. Mine burned as his moistness, and a mild aroma of manliness intensified my hormones, flushing out all negativity from my entire body, sending me soaring into the heavens.

I buzzed, like high-tension power cables running from one pylon to another, then, when his tongue tip touched mine, I crackled and popped, moaning loudly, running my fingers through his thick hair, turning his head slightly so I could taste him more deeply and intimately.

My tongue rolled inside his mouth like a red carpet, inviting him to walk over to visit. As first kisses go, ours was biblical, evidenced by a sticky sensation gathering on my upper thighs.

I couldn’t breathe because we kissed for so long, and when it ended, I stood on one leg, my left heel popped up to my ass cheek. I stomped my foot down, staring quizzically at Greg, hoping for feedback of sorts - let’s face it, who doesn’t want to know?

What I saw was a man utterly drunk on me. I stared down demurely, taunting his cock that I was sure smelled my pussy.

“Is that enough to seal a period of fidelity between us, Greg?”

“I...”

“What is it honey?”

“I’m speechless. I’ve never felt anything like that, Emma.”

“Me neither. You haven’t answered my question. Is it enough?”

“Oh, yes... for a lifetime.”

“It won’t take that long - I promise.”

“Shall we dine, Emma?”

“Yes, please.”

Greg led me to a wide staircase. When I offered my hand, he took it, and we descended into a cathedral-like cellar surrounded by a red brick wall and an immense club lounge and dancefloor. The wooden stairs hugged a thick red carpet, which my heels sank into awkwardly. I paused mid-descent, shed my shoes, scrunched my toes in the carpet for a few orgasmic seconds, and grinned at my host.

“My feet are sore from the race.”

“Most girls take off their shoes down here anyway. Don’t worry, I have the entire floor treated every morning with antibacterial spray.”

“No infections then?”

“Never had one reported.”

“Why is the club downstairs, Greg? You could have built the restaurant and lounge on the first and upper floors. I am sure it would have saved a fortune.”

“I wanted the restaurant’s architecture to be elemental, taking its design cues from native creatures who seek refuge by burrowing underground. At times, Jazz, and its musicians were banned and forced underground. In the USA, in the late 1920s, many communities passed laws that prohibited jazz in public dance halls.”

“So they went underground?”

“Yes.”

“I see.”

“The Japanese, Nazi’s and some Soviet nations also banned jazz and as any historian will tell you, the moment you make anything illegal and drive it underground-”

“You increase its popularity?”

“Exactly. But also I feel a certain excitement about descending into the bowels of the Earth to dance and dine.”

“I feel excited right now.”

I want to make love to you so much, Greg.

My whole body is screaming for me to kneel and suck your cock.

When she saw Greg, a server rushed over and led us to a plush, black leather-upholstered curved-corner booth that could seat six. With views over the whole dining and dancing area, I watched and listened to an excellent five-piece live band while my host left me alone momentarily.

When Greg returned, I was shocked. My sister Cassie was with him. I shuffled along the bench seat to let her in while Greg left again with the server.

“What’s going on, Cassie?”

“I was at the bar alone constantly getting hit on. I didn’t want to disturb you, so I was about to go home. Greg saw me and asked if I wanted to join the two of you. Is that okay, Emma? I haven’t eaten.”

“No… It’s fine.”

“Thank you. Greg is such a nice guy.”

I was impressed. Greg thought of others even when his best interests were opposed to the actions he took. Instead of having me all to himself, he invited my lonely, vulnerable sister, putting her needs before his own. My sister shot me the classic how’s it going look, but I glanced away. When I looked back, Cassie intensified the same expression, demanding an answer.

“We kissed, Cassie.”

“Oh, my god... how was it? How was he, and how were you?”

I breathed in heavily, then sighed with a deeply furrowed brow and lascivious smile. My sister grinned from ear to ear, glancing around like laws had been broken and my arrest was imminent.

“Was Greg that good?”

“Amazing.”

“Wow, Emma.”

“It was the single greatest kiss of my life.”

“It’s on then?”

“Maybe.”

“Fuck maybe. Get down on your knees, suck that man’s cock and make him yours or I’ll do it for you.”

“Cross your legs, Cassie. I need time.”

We roared with laughter as Greg returned to our table with a bottle of Grand-Cru Bollinger and three beautiful crystal flutes. He expertly popped the cork, poured and shared bubbly, and then offered a toast.

“To Emma, a winner in every way.”

We asked Greg to select our food while we watched the brass band. They looked the part and sounded great, and I thanked the universe for real analogue music. I can enjoy modern music with all the electronics controlled from a laptop, but nothing beats brass, wood, percussion, a real piano, and strings.

I was lulled into a world where troubles vanished, vanquished by the sword of love and shield of family and friendship. The half-skimmed red brick, roughly rendered walls, gave me a sense that this place was incomplete, as though the builders had fled, and now it was being used for an unintended purpose. Greg carefully crafted his club’s environment to offer authenticity, just as he did in his character.

Where the red carpet ended, highly polished, ancient oak plank flooring served as the floor until it reached the dancing area, which was the most perfect mahogany parquet design, fit for an NBA basketball game.

I glanced at Greg and smiled.

“This lounge is perfect, Greg.”

“Sometimes, I bring Sally here alone, and we play music and dance together.”

“She is a fabulous kid.”

“As are yours. Maybe you, Jack, and Chloe can join us for a private dance.”

“Really?”

“Why not? It doesn’t have to be Jazz.”

“Oh, my... they would love to… I would love to.”

“It’s a date then.”

“Yes, it is.”

I tipped my champagne glass toward his and sipped, excited to be doing family things with my kids and a man who offered a future. It felt good, like being an adult should, but the fact I was moving on from a husband who wasn’t entirely clear about that nagged me constantly.

The mahogany table we sat behind was curved like the booth. Lights reflected through it, making it seem like a million stars sparkled, and all of life was contained somewhere in its century-old highly polished surface.

I was entranced, considering my life and what options had opened in just one day. My sister tapped me lightly on the shoulder, smiling because she was happy.

“A penny for your thoughts, Emma.”

“Something happened today, sis.”

“You won a very important race.”

“I know... but it was more than that.”

“Greg?”

“Yes, but not in the way you think.”

“How do you know what I am thinking, Em?”

“Because I am your older sister who knows you well and loves you anyway.”

“Spit it out then. What’s gotten into you?”

“Something happened to me at the finishing line today. When I crossed the line, it felt like Greg was running away because of my various accusations, but he wasn’t.”

“What was he doing then?”

“He was so excited, so focused on helping me that he never even saw the finish line.”

“Meaning?”

“I think that man would run forever if I were with him. Nothing is too obstructive to stop him. He’s a proper man, solid, loyal, true, and all-powerful.”

“I think you need time before falling in love, Emma.”

“I know. He’s even selflessly agreed to give me that too.”


Chapter Four

Excited For The Future

◆◆◆

His eyes captivated me. They were alive with all the stars in the universe, simultaneously smiling at me. I stared, frightened to blink in case the picture in his heart as seen in his eyes might change.

“I can’t remember having a nicer evening, Greg.”

“Me neither, Emma.”

“You are a patient man, and I appreciate that.”

“The finest pleasures in life are created slowly and enjoyed for an eternity.”

Hmm, not a fair comment when I am trying desperately to resist you.

I glanced where something moved in the corner of my eye, which led me to Cassie, who looked awkward. It was as if we were high school girls, and I was saying goodbye to a boyfriend while she didn’t have one, which I was, but I did it as a mother and estranged wife rather than an adolescent girl.

Cassie stood close to the VIP drop-off and collection point, desperately trying to be unobtrusive to Greg, me, and a few guys leaving the club who considered her available. The longer I waited for a kiss, the closer my sister edged to a smartly dressed valet waiting for Greg’s car to arrive.

Greg had a driver, but when he offered us a ride home, he went to enormous lengths to explain that he wasn’t super wealthy. On club nights, the driver was available to get drunk people home safely—another thoughtful, fine point about the man who must kiss me soon, or I would melt into a tawdry puddle on the sidewalk.

I swayed gently before him in a move all adolescent girls practice in mirrors, eyeing the man reaching further into my heart and other parts with every kindness and decency of his behavior. My ovaries and eggs begged for his seed, but my brain screamed back that Greg was worth waiting for. Good behavior in men turns me on more than anything, but even my saucer-like, come-to-bed eyes were failing to secure the kiss I wanted.

“Your car will be here soon, Greg.”

“It’s actually the club’s car.”

“So you said.”

“As is the driver.”

“Got you.”

“Sorry, Emma. I just.. I still... sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry. I think kissing me anytime you want is safe, since we have an exclusive arrangement.”

“Oh, my… I wondered.”

“I know you did. Please don’t wonder anymore.”

“I won’t.”

His smile made my day. When a man wants to kiss you as much as Greg wanted me, it draws the heart in. I was deeply attracted to him - by his gentle, appropriate touch with trembling fingers around my waist, his lips that tasted fresh and were soft, full of promise, and controlled by a heart made of gold for love that I felt beating against my solid nipples as we touched.

When we ended our kiss, I pressed my nipples into him.

“It’s my turn to get hard, Greg.”

“Oh, Emma… I don’t think I’ll ever go soft again.”

“Good.”

As a Mercedes minivan with blacked-out windows swept into the VIP pickup point I kissed Greg again, reaching down, gripping his cock. I had to know how hard, how thick, how long he was without giving myself away as a total slut, and I did that, smiling at his ecstasy, enjoying rubbing his thick, solid shaft for a few seconds while he purred like my lion.

I glanced to the minivan. A valet opened the door, and my sister got in, so I planted my forehead on Greg’s chest, releasing his cock, sad to be leaving.

“I’m sorry, but I needed to do that.”

“I’m glad you did.”

“If I teased you, please accept my apology.”

“Dating is supposed to be a tease, Emma. The promise of what is coming is everything until you have it - and then you want more.”

“I hope you’ll want more.”

“I do. When can we see each other again?”

“Give me a couple of days and then call. I have some chores to do.”

Greg led me to the minivan and helped me inside, sliding the door shut. I sat back in the plush leather seats, staring at my sister, smiling like a fool.

“I’m surprised you never handed him your panties, Em.”

“Am I a slut for wanting to?”

“No. You are a lucky girl who gets a do-over with a great guy.”

“Jack and Chloe like Greg too.”

“You’ve hit the jackpot, babe. Now, let’s get home. I’m tired, and you’re supposed to be exhausted and moping around after deciding to divorce your loser husband.”

“I’d rather not call Steve a loser, Cassie.”

“I understand babe. I won’t repeat it.”

“Thank you.”

Chloe was awake when I reached home. She made me coffee wearing the expression of a girl who bore terrible tidings. She dumped the news on me when I was two sips into my caffeine fix.

“Dad came here to see Jack. When Grandpa told him you’d reach out tomorrow, he went a little nuts.”

“A little nuts?”

“Well... He went a lot nuts. Dad got arrested.”

“Did Jack see it happen?”

“No… I got him upstairs in time to miss the major drama.”

“Thank you, Chloe. Does Jack know your Dad got arrested?”

“No, and I won’t tell him either. Look Mom… I know it’s time for you to move on from Dad, and I don’t blame you at all, but when you and he talk about divorce, I don’t want to be carved up in a shared custody deal. I’m happy living here with you, Jack, Aunt Cassie, grandpa, and grandma.”

I sipped my coffee and smiled. My daughter had immense love, emotional intelligence, and common sense - not so common these days in a girl her age. I felt proud to have provided half of her DNA and had to admit that she also had her father’s best characteristics.

“It’s important in these situations to remember that I paid for and continue to pay for the house, Chloe. Your Dad hardly worked since we met.”

“I know. My Dad is a loser.”

“I never said that, and I would prefer if you didn’t either.”

“He is a loser, Mom. I’m not stupid, nor am I heartless. He’s still my Dad.”

“And he always will be, Chloe.”

“Maybe one day he will behave like a father and love me and Jack as we deserve, but right now, he has nowhere else to live, which worries me.”

“That’s true.”

“Don’t make Dad homeless, please, Mom. I don’t want to be part of his life until he sorts out his shit, but when that day comes, I’ll see him and we can build a relationship.”

“Not before that?”

“My life at school is finely balanced. I don’t need a father off the rails or homeless smashing me to bits with his emotions and poor behavior.”

“Dad won’t be homeless, Chloe - I promise you.”

“Thank you, Mom.”

My daughter looked relieved.

I took my coffee upstairs and crept into my childhood bedroom. My sister was lying on my old bed, cuddling Jack. He was half asleep, so Cassie rolled off the bed when she saw me, and I took her place, holding my son close and kissing his forehead.

“Dad came by, Mom. It was awful.”

“I heard.”

“He sounded drunk.”

“Your father is unwell.”

“You will leave him, won’t you?’

“Yes, sweetheart, but your Dad won’t leave you.”

“Will you help him, Mom, please? I love Dad so much.”

“Of course, I’ll help him.”

He lay crying, and I cuddled him tightly, cursing my husband’s dumb behavior. As Chloe described, Steve was off the rails and it seemed likely he would completely lose control, possibly end up in serious trouble with the law.

My son’s voice croaked in the silence, sounding weak and afraid.

“Mom...”

“Yes, honey?”

“Chloe will leave to go to college one day, won’t she?”

“Yes, sweetheart, but she will stay in touch every day, especially with you, and you’ll see her often.”

“Will I ever lose you too?”

“Not until you are ready.”

“I won’t ever be ready to lose you, Mom.”

I cried silently in the darkness. My children were my whole life, and I wished they were of the same value to their father - as it should be.

After Jack fell asleep in my arms, I went downstairs to the kitchen and poured more coffee before calling our local sheriff’s department. Steve was in the drunk tank, sleeping off his day of binge drinking. The deputy I spoke to said no charges would be filed unless my father insisted, so I knew no charges would follow. Given his condition, it seemed my husband was in the best possible place, and I should sleep peacefully and then collect him in the morning.

I called work shortly after breakfast, letting my assistant know to clear my morning. As CEO of a medium-sized, regionally focused marketing company, I was busy winning and keeping accounts, but I had great staff who would cover for a few hours.

Chloe got her brother ready for school, and as they headed out together, I felt a surge of hope for the future. My daughter would be an incredible wife and mother and hopefully choose a route into marketing, work with me, and one day take over the company I founded. It wasn’t something we ever discussed - to do so would be an intrusion into her life on my part, a cruel manipulation to shape my daughter how I wished her to be.

Jack would one day be the world’s Formula One driving champion. His statistics in our state go-kart league evidenced his unerring courage and excellent driving skills. I mostly had to look away when he raced.

I felt humiliated at our local jail, signing forms at the front desk to collect my husband. A kind deputy led me to the drunk tank, obviously a ploy to heap more shame onto the person incarcerated behind bars. A mild smell of sweat, urine, and vodka fumes led the way around a corridor corner to a large holding cell with a plastic bucket in the center.

I was ashamed and deeply saddened to see my disheveled husband standing alone, his penis in hand, urinating into the bucket. He stared at me, terrified.

“Steve!”

“Oh, sorry, Em. The toilet isn’t working, so they left me a bucket.”

Steve’s bloodshot eyes bulged painfully, so I figured his entire head must ache like hell. His hair stood on end and pointed in every other direction, matted with something - god knows what. My husband looked like a sad bloodhound, and I suddenly pitied the man I’d lost long ago.

“Let’s go, Steve.”

He followed me like a loyal dog, knowing I was his only friend in the building. Steve was no stranger to our sheriff’s lock-up, frequently drunk and disorderly at one or another of half a dozen bars he wasn’t barred from.

At the front desk, he collected a jacket, a broken watch his dad bequeathed him, a thin leather wallet I had bought him, and a few coins. Then we left.

The fresh air outside hit my husband hard. He reeled, leaning forward, and took a few deep breaths until acclimated to a full-oxygen environment.

“You’ve been rebreathing vodka all night.”

“Hilarious, Emma. Thank you.”

“There is nothing humorous about a grown man with kids being so drunk and out of order that he is arrested.”

He sighed, shook his head, and looked up at me, frightened about the question bouncing around inside his dulled mind.

“Does Jack know?”

“About you being arrested? No, and you have Chloe to thank for that.”

“She’s a good girl.”

I watched him rise slowly and stagger, weak-kneed, to our car. He beckoned for the keys, to which I laughed and pointed at the passenger door.

“I’ll drive. You open the window and hang your head out. Don’t breathe on me.”

“I see you are grumpy as usual.”

“Only because you are drunk as usual.”

When Steve moved around the car, he tried to grab hold of me for a hug, but I deftly stepped sideways, and he fell, hurting a knee and howling as he hit concrete. I shook my head as my husband rolled around in pain on the ground before me. Our sheriff had just exited his car, and he looked over, concerned.

“Do you need help, Emma?”

“I’m okay, Sheriff, thank you.”

“If you need my taser, let me know.”

“My soon-to-be ex-husband never hit me yet.”

“God help him if he ever does.”

“Thank you, Sheriff.”

Steve was quickly on his feet, rubbing his knee, looking injured but not because of his fall.

“Ex-husband, Emma? What the fuck!”

“Soon-to-be... yes. I messaged you yesterday.”

“In temper though, right?”

“No. Our marriage is over. We’re getting a divorce.”

“Fuck!”

My words came more easily than anticipated, but I wasn’t as heartless as I’d imagined. I cared about Steve and hated myself for it - a contradiction caused by conflicting emotions. Perhaps it was the good times my heart clung to, maybe it was our combined DNA that I would always love, or perhaps it was just pity for a man I once loved.

“Emma!”

“Get in the car, Steve.”

“Come on. We have some great times.”

“We have... sorry, had... some okay times, but even they were few. There were two great times, one of whom adores you, the other you’ve ignored for years.”

“Chloe is at a tough age.”

“Yes, indeed. Every father should abandon his daughter when she runs into the challenges of female biology during puberty, right?”

I got in the car, slammed the door, started the engine, and waited. After Steve leaned against the side for a minute, he calmed down and got in, opening the window to avoid irritating me. He ran his fingers through his hair, realized something was matted, and stared at his fingers, tracking back over the prior evening. Steve looked disgusted when he realized what it was, but I didn’t want to know.

I tossed him a packet of handy wipes, put the car in reverse, and started moving while he cleaned up.

“We can work this out, Emma. We always do.”

I jammed on the brake so hard, the tires squealed, and I turned to look Steve squarely in the face.

“What are we going to work out, Steve? Your alcohol problem or the womanising and adultery?”

“Oh.”

“Yeah... oh!”

“Fuck!”

“If our divorce were only about you being a drunk, I might see it through a little longer for the sake of our kids, but eventually, our marriage would dissolve. As it happens, you fuck other women and there is nothing I want to do about that, so it’s a big bucket of fuck you’s from me to you, Steve.”

“I see.”

“No. You probably don’t, but you will.”

I smiled inwardly, having torn off a band-aid. It stung, and my heart ached, but freedom offered hope for the future. Greg was on my mind, not sexually as he had been last night, not even as a boyfriend, but as a prospect of something more - a meaningful relationship with a man more deserving of me as I hoped to be for him.

I played music loudly, a tune from the last decade sung by Adele, whose voice could lift my mood at any time. When I turned right out of the sheriff’s parking lot, my husband sniggered and pointed the other way.

“Wrong way, Emma. Home was left.”

“I’m taking you to the doctor’s, where I think my medical insurance covers you for a few weeks at a detox clinic.”

“Fuck you. I won’t be going there.”

I slammed on the brakes, much to the chagrin of drivers around me. They swerved, flicking me the bird, honking, but I ignored them, eyeballing my husband like a panther stares at a lame goat at midnight in the forest.

“You have three choices, Steve. Get out and walk. Shut up, and I’ll drop you home, or shut up, and I’ll take you to the doctors, then to a detox clinic.”

Steve licked his dry, chapped lips and sniffed hard, red eyes hanging out of his head, cheeks flushed, and drunken red nose burning. He was steaming - neither drunk nor sober, but with enough sense to know I wasn’t messing around.

“What’s it to be Steve?”

“Doctor’s, please.”

“Swear at me again, and I stop the car, leaving you the keys.”

“Okay, Emma. Thank you.”


Chapter Five

Unfurling My Sails

◆◆◆

Steve was silent and sullen for the rest of our journey to the doctor’s.

His medical examination concurred that my husband was suffering significant physical and mental decline due to alcohol. His blood pressure was through the roof, his urine had traces of blood, and his cholesterol bordered on being dangerous.

Steve gave more blood samples that had to go to external testing labs for HIV, other STDs, and liver and kidney function tests, but the only real treatment he could apply immediately was abstinence. Alcohol had fucked him up and, I now lived in the shadow of his tests results, something I hadn’t adequately considered.

We hadn’t made love in over a year because I knew Steve fucked other women. I wanted to protect myself, but I hadn’t considered how far back any infection might go. I felt unclean and wanted to cry, but I wouldn’t give my tears to him, so I strapped myself in for a shitty ride.

I drove my soon-to-be ex-husband to a rehabilitation clinic that accepted him on a phone call from our doctor. My insurance would cover the costs.

After he had been signed into the clinic, Steve was led by the arm towards an elevator that would take him to a room in a ward.

As I watched him stroll away, his knees wobbly because he needed a drink, I knew this moment was probably the last time I would see Steve again as his legal wife. He knew it too, panicked, turned away from the nurse, and ran to me, holding me tightly.

I left my arms dangling lifelessly by my side.

“Don’t do this to me, Emma.”

“I’m not doing anything to you. Everything that is happening to us is your fault.”

“How can you be so callous?”

He stepped back and stared at me, utterly shocked. I had absorbed his poor behavior for years through countless affairs, hundreds of drunken, comatose nights where he pawed over me when waking feeling horny.

“You told the Doctor there were over thirty women in five years, and you said not once did you wear a condom.”

“Sorry, Emma.”

“Fucking sorry? You are not a man - real men don’t do this to anyone, not least someone they vowed to love and honor.”

“I know.”

“You should have left me. At least I could have retained my dignity and health - now, who fucking knows what we both might have.”

“You must hate me.”

“I don’t hate you, Steve, but I don’t have an ounce of love for you anymore. Now is the moment your life starts over, free of me as a recovering alcoholic. If I can help you, I will, but not be an emotional caregiver in any capacity.”

“Whoa… fucking hell, Emma. What’s this all about?”

“Divorce, Steve. I keep saying it, and you ignore me.”

“But why? We can fix this.”

“I’ve explained why, Steve. I have nothing left to say on the matter.”

The nurse gently tugged his arm, but Steve was going nowhere - the rubber Crocs they gave him squeaked as they ground into the marble, if that was even possible. Madness I’d seen in his face many times took hold of him, running wildly through his eyes, and he was preparing to make an awful scene.

“Are you seeing someone else, Emma?”

“Do you have the right to ask?”

“I am your husband!”

“Goodbye, Steve.”

“I won’t agree to a divorce, Emma. I just fucking wont give up on us.”

The nurse dragged Steve away as he descended into an incoherent wreck, spluttering and spitting at me, crying like a baby.

“Bitch!”

I turned and walked away, unwilling to show my estranged, adulterous husband the tears rolling down my cheeks. They were tears of what was lost, his soul and decency, our battered marriage, but oddly, I didn’t feel sad for losing him.

Outside the clinic, I strolled quickly to my car, getting in and speed dialing my lawyer.

“Hi George.”

“Hello, Emma. Long time no-”

“I’m divorcing Steve.”

“Ahh, okay. Umm... good?”

“Yes, it is. A fresh start is needed.”

“Can’t say I am surprised. How soon do you want to start filings, Emma?”

“Steve is in rehab for at least the next two weeks, so I don’t want him to receive any paperwork until he is well again.”

“I can file the petition and request service when Steve is well. The court will be sympathetic to his illness, but at least your freedom has a date. Are we filing fault or no-fault?”

“Adultery. Steve will contest the divorce. I may have been infected, but the Doctor spoke privately and said it was a low risk. My husband preferred other men’s wives to hookers and absolute sluts so I have small mercies to thank.”

“Then you should go after him all guns blazing, Emma. Leave Steve with nothing and utterly crush him.”

“I can’t do that to my children’s father; in any case, I don’t want Steve’s behavior to define me. Let’s hope he sees sense.”

“I’ll get on it right away.”

“Thank you.”

I drove to work, where an immense floral bouquet awaited me. I checked the card. It was from Greg.

I have bikes and we could go for a ride. Call me.

I wanted to call my exclusive romantic interest right away, feeling in a happier mood, but I needed time to think. My life was changing, and I had shed a burden. There were problems, and yes, I had baggage, but after many marital winters of discontent, I wasn’t prepared to waste more time.

It was time to turn the page, facing the heady winds of life with everyone else on the same voyage. Dropped the stowaway at a friendly harbor, and my sails were unfurled.

Thinking of Steve in that way felt bitchy, mean-spirited and disloyal but if there was one thing I had learned from months of pounding the running track and racing a few days ago, it was that I deserved more, but only if I was willing to put the work in to get it.

Greg had made all of the romantic moves so far, including sending me flowers, and as I paced around my office, enjoying the city skyline, sipping an espresso Anna made for me, I glanced at his gift and considered my next move.

I lifted the phone and called Greg.

“Are you free, Greg?”

“I am now. What did you have in mind?”

“I’m ordering noodles for lunch at my desk. Would you like to join me?”

“Yes… I’d love to. When?”

“As soon as you’d like.”

“I’m on my way. Shall I take the back stairs?”

“We don’t have any.”

Greg’s club wasn’t far from my offices, and it was safe to assume he was there. Before things went too far between us, I wanted to open up my life so he understood what was important to me. It wouldn’t be fair to set any false expectations.

I ordered three types of noodles: two chicken styles, one of which was spicy, and a beef in black bean sauce—my personal favorite. Everything arrived together: the food and Greg. I had Anna, my assistant, go downstairs, escort him through security, and walk him through the open-plan office into my working space. I had glass walls and didn’t close the blinds when he sat opposite me.

Greg smiled, then laughed.

“Was I just paraded past all of your staff, Emma?”

“Yes… sorry.”

“I don’t mind.”

I offered Greg bottled sparkling or still water from a small fridge. He chose sparkling, the same as I did. I felt all eyes were on us, and either that or his presence heightened my senses but not my anxiety. As I poured, never averting my eyes from his, I studied the man who wanted me.

“I love the flowers very much. Thank you.”

“It’s a selfish gift. I wanted to feel good about us, so I did something nice.”

“That’s what a therapist would say, Greg.”

“It’s what someone used to say.”

Like me, Greg had a backstory. I knew he’d been married, but not what happened in that relationship. Did his wife die? Leave him? Or was she still out there, lurking with an axe? I could easily mine information from Sally using my daughter, but that would be deceitful and remove the fun of my chase. Also, with our ongoing discussion, it would be nice to feel I could ease that information from Greg myself.

He settled comfortably, taking chopsticks when I offered them. He went for spicy chicken, so I made a start on the beef. After a few mouthfuls while assessing each other, I fired the first shots.

“I hoped we could talk, Greg, and I wanted to do that after people understood that we are... well, a thing, you know? The office knows, so by tonight anyone who knows me will too.”

“We’re a thing then? Not amounting to being a boyfriend and girlfriend, though?’

“Yes, but exclusive nevertheless.”

I giggled, enjoying a slow burn seduction.

“Our thing... is it similar to a boyfriend and girlfriend, Emma?”

”It’s very close, right?”

“It feels like it.”

I eyed him, smiling, just as he grinned back, his lips forming a kiss that he planted in a damp, tingling row along my spine. I shivered.

Stop it!

“Are you cold, Emma?”

“Just the air-conditioning that’s up too high.”

“Okay.”

He glanced at my solid nipples, and I momentarily frowned, cursing how easily I’d become aroused just by staring at Greg’s lips.

“You wanted to talk, Emma?”

“Yes.”

“What about?”

“Our life expectations... umm, you don’t have to share anything if you don’t want to, but there are a few things I need to say because... because, well… I’m divorcing Steve, and it feels like I should be planning the rest of my life.”

“What’s most important to you, Emma?”

He never reacted to my getting a divorce.

“Chloe and Jack.”

“And your company?”

“Yes.”

“Which I must say is impressive. I estimated around ninety staff in the main office as I was studied by every one of them on my way through.”

“There are ninety-three, and they are also important.”

“And your running career. Nationals in six months?”

“Yes… but-”

“But?”

“I’m too old for the next Olympics.”

“So you are considering dropping out of the Nationals?”

“Yes.”

“Okay.”

“What do you advise me to do, Greg?”

“I would drop out of the fifteen hundred meters and go after the Marathon.”

“Fuck!”

“Qualifiers for the Olympics work differently, and you have a year until you have to race. That’s plenty of time to train, and the distance suits more mature runners.”

And what about you and me?

I am opening the door here, but I want you to kick it down a bit harder.

While you suck my nipples, maybe finger me after a long, slow kiss - but not here - fuck no!.

“I’ll think about it, Greg.”

“You are a talented runner.”

What about you and me?

“As are you.”

“Not comparatively. State is as far as I go, but I am happy with that. My priorities lie elsewhere.”

“Such as?”

I was a blatant opportunist, but Greg had opened that door. I felt a little guilty probing, but my heart was pure and intentions good; well, they were good enough. He laughed, expertly wrapping his noodles with chopsticks, feeding them delicately past his lips - the same lips that metaphorically kissed me moments ago while he fingered me.

God, when was I last fingered?

Not by myself, that is.

It’s been fucking years.

“Sorry, Greg. Full disclosure… I’m probing into your life and feel terrible about it.”

“So am I.”

“It doesn’t feel like it.”

“I know you love your children above all else, which places family as your main priority. Your business is thriving and complex, so you are brilliant. You are committed to working and your running career. You’ll listen to advice and decide to take it if it fits, but won’t be pushed around.”

“You are perceptive, Greg.”

“And you want a boyfriend, but you aren’t sure if that’s allowed so soon after leaving your husband.”

“He left me long ago, and I got used to that. Divorce is just a formal process, but it has put me in mind of considering where I am going.”

“And maybe considering where we are going, too, Emma?’

“Yes.”

“I want more children.”

“Right now... here?”

“Funny, Emma.”

“Sorry, I couldn’t resist that. Have you spoken to Sally about this?”

“She’s still underage, and incest is illegal.”

I burst out laughing, covering my mouth with the back of my hand, almost choking on the water I’d sipped.

“I deserve that.”

“It seems we have the same sense of humor. My wife, Sally’s Mom, lives in Beijing with her new husband, a politician, and their three children.”

“Oh, I see.”

“She left me with a three-month-old baby. I thought her torrid affair with the Chinese Ambassador to the US was some postpartum madness that might run out of steam, but it wasn’t. We haven’t seen Rebecca since she left our house that day, but I read about her in the Chinese press.”

“Oh dear.”

“To be honest…. I am glad, and I hope she’s happy. If someone doesn’t want to be with you, it’s best to get that out of the way quickly.”

He doesn’t appear damaged.

“Sally seems so well balanced. I had no idea you parented her alone.”

“She is awesome. So are Jack and Chloe.”

“They like you too.”

Have there been any women since the unholy bitch who left?

“I haven’t had a girlfriend since my wife left.”

“Fuck!”

“It’s been a self-imposed drought for the sake of raising my daughter.”

“I understand.”

That’s too fucking sexy though Greg, forgive me for any non Chinese food aromas in this office.

I lay naked on my back while Greg kissed me, his throbbing cock pressed against my damp pussy lips and I moaned, almost begging to be his first fuck after a lengthy drought.

I shivered again, this time far more energetically, and I felt the moistness in my gusset turn more sticky than modesty should allow.

Fucking stop it.

“Are you sure the air-conditioning shouldn’t be adjusted, Emma?”

“I’m okay... so you want more children?”

“Yes.”

“And is me choosing to have babies or not a red line for you, Greg?”

“I wouldn’t say that.”

“But it is, right?”

He stared at me, and for the first time, I saw terror in his face. I’d closed in on an issue dear to his heart, but we’d reached a point where that conversation stalled. My heart raced, and my palms felt cold, but the heat between my legs grew.

“It’s complicated, Emma.”

“Please… try to explain. I think we are close to a breakthrough.”

“Couples not amounting to girlfriend and boyfriend don’t have conversations like this.”

“They do if they respect each other and don’t want to create false hope. In any case, we are exclusive, implying we want to move to the next stage.”

“Girlfriend and boyfriend?’

“Maybe… I think so.”

He looked tortured and not in a sexy good way, so I set my noodle box down and stared at him with affection, perhaps not amounting to love, but equally it might be that, I couldn’t tell.

“Please, Greg.”

“I... we, Sally and I, never had the chance to be a proper family. We were plenty for each other, but there was supposed to be more - a wife and mother, someone we could both love, honor, and cherish who would amplify us. Someone to share special moments with, birthdays, Thanksgiving, a bike ride in the park...”

His voice tailed off, and I choked, hiding the tears I wanted to shed for his regret.

“I understand, Greg. I had the same life, even though my husband was right there. All the soccer games when I stood alone on the touchline, days shopping in the Mall with my daughter without a father jokingly complaining about being dragged around, and those special evenings where we three piled into one bed with pizza and a movie. A husband and father was supposed to be there.”

“It’s not too late, Emma.”

“No... it isn’t.”

“Does that mean we want the same thing?”

“Yes, Greg. I want babies. It is a red line for me, too.”


Chapter Six

Crumpled Packaging

◆◆◆

When Greg strolled back through our main office on his way out, he walked proudly, like he floated on clouds. He smiled at everyone who paid him any attention, which was everyone. He even waved at a nest of four tables where I had call center operators, all beautiful girls admiring my exclusive, not insignificant other while talking to clients on headsets.

At the end of the office, he reached the exit door. Greg turned, bowed to all the women checking him out, and waved at me, enjoying a ripple of applause and giggling that rolled around our open plan office. My colleagues would not forget him any time soon, precisely how he intended it to be

It’s what I wanted too, because now, I was committed at the very least to exploring all possibilities with Greg. My assistant Anna stood at the office door and coughed, drawing my attention away from a pile of documents I pretended to sort through.

She grinned, wagging a finger.

“I know what you did.”

“Oh, hi Anna… I don’t know what you mean.”

“Oh yes, you do, Em. You just engineered a push.”

“Maybe.”

“You pushed him and you over the edge. Greg’s not friend zone, but he isn’t your bedfellow yet, and you just nudged things along to figure out where you and him are going.”

“Nor will he be in my bed soon... now get to work.”

Did I mean that?

Yes!

No?

Maybe. I don’t know.

“Yes, boss, but before I leave you to stare out the window and dare to dream about a new, brighter future, let me say how happy I am for you.”

“Happy, why, Anna?”

“I saw an invoice for a detox clinic and then took a call from your lawyers. I’ll assume both were about Steve.”

“They were.”

“You are moving on then?”

“Yes, but...”

I stared out of the window, feeling young again. Greg’s presence was in my mind—I could feel him in the room. The air smelled more vibrant. Szechuan chili from the noodles I’d just eaten lingered on my tongue tip, sizzling gently, and I trembled with anticipation because a mild aroma of Greg persisted, affecting every part of me.

Could I have a do-over? Was it possible?

“But, what, Emma? Speak, woman!”

I turned back to Anna, smiling, feeling hopeful, girly, and embracing the angel inside me who hadn’t been loved by a man in such a long time. My husband’s cheating had knocked my confidence, but now, the flimsy pellicle protecting my heart was dissolving, and I shivered from its warmth.

“Are we allowed a second soulmate, Anna?”

“Steve wasn’t your soulmate.”

“He was on the day we exchanged our vows; at least, I thought he was.”

“My mother always said - you’ll only know your soulmate on the day you die. Whoever you love that day is your soulmate. She believes hers will be Jamie Carmichael in the seventh grade.”

“Well that’s fucking depressing. I want someone I slept with, not my first hormone-induced kiss.”

I stared at Anna, who burst out laughing, then pointed at the pile of documents in front of me.

“You must get those back to me today so I can task everyone, Emma. I have my period, so sending a to-do list to everyone on the Bradbury PLC bid ten minutes before five will salve my irritable nature. My husband will thank you.”

“Your husband loves you, period or not.”

“Yes, he does. Charlie is my soulmate.”

“How do you know he is the one if you aren’t dying?”

“I never said I agreed with my mother.”

“So how do you know he’s the one?”

“That man will run all day with a honey-do list and then go down on me any time, place, and for however long it takes to make me cum. He’s committed, so I repay him with every ounce of love I can give.”

“So, it all comes down to oral sex?”

“If you see the man with his head between your legs worshipping your foo-foo rather than lubricating it for himself - he’s your soulmate, babes.”

A girl with a mail trolley walked past my office, grinning and nodding her agreement. It had been an age since Steve licked my pussy and just thinking about Greg doing it hatched butterflies in my womb.

Am I too hairy down there?

Should I shave?

Or get it trimmed and shaped?

Fuck!

“Love the one you’re with, Emma, or, if you have nobody, wear yoga pants over nothing and go to the gym. Stop overthinking shit. You need all the time you can get to tease this one into deep, meaningful love.”

“Am I that obvious?”

“If you wanted a quick fuck, you would have picked a buddy from a dating app. You chose husband material, Emma, which requires careful handling. Men are simple creatures, and the good ones are honest with their feelings. If you trample that, it’s over.”

“I am being careful with Greg, more for him than me. I am damaged goods.”

“No, you ain’t. Your packaging got crumpled, is all. The goods inside are fine.”

“Maybe.”

“Honey. Next time you are out somewhere, drop to your knees and suck his cock. The moment you swallow his cum, he’s yours.”

“Get out of my office, Anna! I need to work.”

Anna had the meaning of life embedded in her tongue and lips. I’d seen her with Charlie, doting on that man as if he were her only child, and that’s saying something for a woman with three teenage kids, all perfectly mannered, whom she loved dearly.

Could Anna be right? Was sex my next logical step, and what sex was that to be? Steve had never lit me up the way I hoped, but perhaps I hadn’t rocked his world either, hence why he sought thrills elsewhere.

You’re being neurotic. Pack it in!

Anna hung around at my door, checking that I was okay, so I smiled reassuringly. She’d been with me since I started my company, the same day I was fired from my first job two years out of college. I wouldn’t fuck the boss, a woman who preyed on young girls and boys.

“I’m fine, Anna.”

“Are you?”

“I’ll see you later.”

“With the Bradbury PLC bid completed?”

“Fifteen minutes before five, you’ll have it in hand, marked with comments, tasks, and due dates.”

“Thank you, boss.”

I nailed my work on time, then stood in line at Shaker’s cafe next door. I needed caffeine for the drive home. A rich Colombian dark roast was good company on my commute, along with an audiobook I was listening to about managing complex accounts.

I need a fucking life.

And a new audiobook.

As I turned around with a sixteen-ounce Latte in hand, I bounced off someone.

“Sorry, Emma.”

“No... That was completely my fault. I wasn’t looking where I was going.”

I stared at the man who knew my name, trying to place him, but couldn’t. I knew his face and that his relationship with me was business, but I couldn’t put a name on him. I felt awkward, my cheeks burning, and I thought he enjoyed making me wait.

He offered me his hand and I took it.

“Parker. I work for Bradbury PLC.”

“Of course... accounting?”

“I’m the Group Head of Finance.”

“Sorry, Parker. It’s been a tough day.”

“Deadlines, right?”

“Yes… Always, and I’m on one right now. My son has a soccer match tonight.”

“Okay... good luck with that. Perhaps you might schedule lunch for us to review your bid numbers when you have a minute.”

“I will do that as soon as we submit them.”

Parker smiled. I shook his hand, smiled back, and moved on with my life while he waited in line for coffee. It seemed odd that he was so close to our building at such a late time of the working day, but so were another hundred or more companies, some of whom were competitors bidding on the Bradbury PLC account.

The Head of Finance was flirting, maybe soft-hitting on me. I didn’t mind his gentle push as long as nothing became unprofessional or coercive. I was frequently invited to dinner or lunch in a business context only to discover that the guy or girl I met had an ulterior motive. I didn’t drink alcohol at any business meeting, restaurant, or otherwise, and I stuck to light main courses only - a Caesar or cob salad, maybe a risotto if I felt hungry and needed carbs to refuel.

Appetizers and desserts were for boyfriends and friends to swap and share with and for extended family reunions where an interrogation demanded added fortitude. Husbands were once on that list of revered complete menu choices, and maybe they would be again. Only time would tell.

I always made excuses to leave a meeting if my business dining partner ordered Tiramisu, and I don’t do coffee after lunch either - tap water is fine, maybe sparkling if I feel zesty. But in summation, men soft hitting on me wasn’t an issue - to make it otherwise might cause me to join those encouraging a gradual population decline.

If men are expected to make the first move, they must hone their skills.

I reached home on time and spent a few minutes with Chloe while Jack raced around his room, finding his soccer gear. The edge of my daughter’s wooden door frame was well-worn and rounded in a small section by my right palm and cheek as I leaned there. I glanced down and saw a worn patch on the carpet, too.

“You can come in and sit down, Mom.”

“A teenage girl’s bedroom is her sanctuary, Chloe.”

“You’re always welcome to come in. I have no secrets from you.”

“That is my greatest privilege, honey.”

My biggest fear was losing Chloe in her teen years, but so far, she had sailed through puberty like a battleship: indefatigable, thoughtful, and measured. However, unluckily, I was in love. I had to say that my estranged husband had great genes - I just wished he hadn’t shot them inside other women.

“How’s Dad?”

“He will get well, I promise.”

“When he does, I need your help, Mom.”

“Help, how?”

“I need to establish boundaries with him. If he drinks again, I’m out. If he sees other women, I’m out. Do you know what I mean?”

“I understand... but the other women thing, I’m not sure. Your father is free to do as he pleases, and I hope he finds someone who will make him happy.”

“So do I, Mom, but I don’t want to meet Dad’s weekly hookup at a seedy diner near his shitty motel or apartment. Once he has a steady girlfriend with a real surname that isn’t on PornHub, okay... fine, but not until then.”

“That seems reasonable.”

“So you’ll help me?”

“Anything you need, baby girl.”

“Thanks, Mom.”

Chloe got out of her desk chair and hugged me. My daughter was drop-dead gorgeous but unattached. Boys hit on her frequently, but so far, the only effect was that her friend zone was crammed packed with broken hearts. I was sure Steve’s decade-long descent into alcoholism and adultery must have impacted my daughter’s appetite for dating.

Not good.

Jack yelled excitedly, sprinting down the hall, gripping my arm, dragging me away.

“Come on, Mom. We have to go.”

“I’ve been ready for ten minutes, honey. You need to learn to pack your kit in the morning.”

“I will next time… I promise.”

I felt proud as I stood on the touchline, watching Jack dribble, pass, shoot, and score. This is what I wanted from my life: friends, family, my kids close and engaged with me, a good man in my bed and only in my bed, and moments when my life’s purpose came into sharp focus—as it did now when Jack found the back of the goal netting a second time, exalted by his teammates.

I glanced around, seeing others, couples watching their kids, celebrating or commiserating together, depending on which color shirt their child wore. Nobody shared the moment with me except Jack, who ran half a pitch length to hug me, staring up with an innocent, joyful expression.

“Did you see Mom?”

“I feel so proud of you, Jack. Well done.”

“It’s not even half time.”

“Go easy on the other team, honey.”

“Don’t worry, Mom. They get it. Friendship matters, but so does winning. If we thrash them, I’ll hug them later.”

Jack ran back onto the pitch, and a tear rolled down my cheek.

When a hand landed on my shoulder, I leaped, screamed, got lots of attention from nearby parents, and spun around.

“Greg?”

“Sorry. I’m late.”

“Is Sally playing here tonight?”

“No. She’s studying online with Chloe.”

“Why are you here, then?”

“To win Jack’s support in my quest to claim his mother.”

“Hah... that’s cute.”

Greg could have kissed me on the lips because that precedent was already made, but he chose to hug and peck my cheek respectfully. I felt mildly robbed but knew he did it for Jack. As far as my son was concerned, in his father’s absence, he was my number one guy, so while it was simple for me to kiss my exclusive romantic prospect in front of Chloe, guy rules applied to my son.

I was Jack’s territory until he yielded me to Greg.

I studied Greg carefully as he seamlessly picked up cheering for my son’s team, slipping his hand into mine. Jack spotted him and waved, wearing a giant grin. It suddenly occurred to me that I was replacing my son’s father. Even if Steve turned things around, should Greg and I go the distance, he would be involved with my kids in some parenting fashion, as I would be for Sally.

Okay, granted, it was early days, and we weren’t even officially a thing—or we were a thing, but not a significant thing.

Yet.

Greg grinned at me while someone collected the ball that sailed far over the crossbar.

“You look like you’re overthinking, Emma.”

“Yes… you’ve seen through me already.”

“You overthink a lot?”

“I have mild autism.”

“Everyone with a cell phone is on the spectrum.”

I chuckled; my loneliness was eased, and I felt grateful and happy for that. Greg wasn’t only here to impress Jack; he also wanted me to know I wasn’t alone. I squeezed his fingers, encouraging him, wanting him to chase me harder, not out of any narcissistic intent, but purely because someday soon I wanted to be on my knees.

“When does Sally play next, Greg?”

“Here, tomorrow evening at six.”

“Shall I bring coffee and meet you here?”

“I can collect you from home if you’d like. Sally and I stop by a van for burgers on the way home, and I can drop you off. She needs the calories from running around, and I need them for screaming and jumping like a maniac on the line.”

When Jack scored a hat trick, I watched Greg leap joyously. There was no mistaking his utmost jubilation or the exuberance of his celebration in hugging me and my son when the victorious kid ran over and launched into my arms.

At the end of the match, I cried with pride. A score of ten nil was a drubbing, and I felt sorry for Jack’s team’s opponents, but my tears were not for the scoreline. Rather than gloat or run to me right away, when the final whistle blew, my glorious little man ran to each opposing player, hugging them with heartfelt authenticity, shaking hands, and patting everyone on their backs.

I’d seen him repeatedly do the same thing at every soccer game, even when his team lost, but today, Jack’s kindness and spirit struck a very different chord with me.

My young son possessed the spirit of a fine man.


Chapter Seven

Dark Clouds

◆◆◆

As we parted ways in the sports field parking lot, I was pleased that Greg didn’t kiss me in front of Jack, although I desperately wanted him to. Had he tried, I would have reciprocated, then taken on my son’s questions, but my suitor never pushed me. My hormones ran rampant because my lust-charged body wanted my rational brain to catch up with it.

After dinner, I stood naked in front of my dressing table, staring at an underused latex pink dildo in my right hand. I imagined the twin prong clitoral stimulators wrapped around my aching, damp pink nub, getting me off. My nostrils flared and heart pounded as I imagined the meat of my sex toy being Greg’s cock, pounding my throbbing hole that was so desperate to be fucked she trembled and leaked like a broken faucet.

I shouldn’t do it.

I must do it.

If I save myself for him, he’ll be overwhelmed.

But that would be good, right?

“Mom?”

Without turning, I gently slipped my dildo back into the top drawer under a pile of sensible white cotton panties. When I spun, my smile of delight at seeing my daughter covered my tawdry intentions. I lifted a bathrobe and wrapped myself in it.

“Hi, Chloe.”

“Are you busy?”

I was about to be.

Maybe later.

Am I still a good lover?

“No, honey... not busy at all.”

What if I’m a terrible lay?

Steve must have thought so. He went elsewhere.

What if Greg does the same thing?

“Good. Can we talk?”

“Yes... of course. Is it school, college, or boys?”

“Boys.”

“Okay, let’s do this.”

I was shocked. My daughter never talked about boys, even though I asked her about them from time to time. I doubted she hid anything from me—there had been no boys in her life until now. She lay on my bed while I sat beside her, holding hands.

“The day has finally come, Chloe.”

“Yes, Mom.”

“Tell me who he is.”

“His name is Greg, and he’s in love with my Mom, or so my best friend claims.”

“Ah. This is about my boys, not yours.”

Chloe grinned mischievously while I groaned. A rank amateur had trapped me, but in my defence it had been a long day, hormones intoxicated me and I’d just shied away from my first wank in months. I should be on a high, but I felt unsure now, facing an interrogation.

“You never told me Greg said he loved you, Mom.”

“No… I didn’t.”

“Why not?”

Am I still a good lover? Was I ever any good?

My confidence was frayed around the edges as I wondered if lousy sex drove my husband away. A body that wanted to make love with Greg or to a latex toy in his stead, had come alive. Suddenly, paranoid demons rampaged through the introspective circuits in my brain, descending onto a thin sliver of sunny disposition in my soul that I yearned to keep. Fueled by self-doubt and loathing, my consciousness stamped the flickering flames of lust and love, spoiling everything.

“I’m sorry, Chloe.”

“What are you sorry for?”

“I don’t know.”

“For letting me find out from my best friend that my Mom is in love?”

Chloe squeezed my hand, smiling lovingly. She thought this moment was a breakthrough for us into my life. My daughter wanted me to start over, partly because she had no empathy for her father - his fault, not hers, but also, as a young woman, she understood I was still too young to wear black and mourn for a marriage tossed on the rocks by infidelity.

“I don’t love Greg, honey.”

“Oh. Oh dear... that’s not good for Sally... or Greg.”

I held up a hand, grimacing. Now was the moment to be honest and accurate.

“Sorry. I should have said I don’t love Greg enough... yet.”

“So you do love him?”

“I have started to love him, but only in a way anyone loves a stranger.”

“You’ll have to explain that, Mom.”

I lay beside my daughter and kicked off my slippers. I had a phobia about any footwear touching my expensive linen because, let’s face it, who knows what dirt any shoe, slipper, or sandal has stepped in - and, to my mild shame, I took out the trash in my slippers.

“When you first meet a boy or man, how do you feel, Chloe?”

“It differs. Some I like, some not so much.”

“Do you see yourself being with any of them?”

“Sometimes... mostly men, to be honest, boys my age are less interesting.”

Okay, that’s fucking terrifying.

“Okay. You picture the man holding your hand, leaning close, and whispering something inspirational that changes your life for the better. You think nothing could possibly go wrong with your life if you and this guy can make it to the altar. He is your vision of perfect - exactly how you created him to be in your head.”

“Something like that, yes.”

“And you can’t explain why you feel this way; you just know it’s right - he is right for you. His clothes are always perfectly matched, and he dresses well. Your guy’s hair is groomed just as you like it, and he never has too much stubble on his chin, nor does he have none. His smile lifts you, he opens the car door, pulls your seat out at a restaurant and-”

“Okay, okay, Mom. What’s your point?”

“It’s all chemistry, honey. You don’t know this man at all, and yet you want his seed to impregnate you. Your brain has convinced you that this stranger whom you know so little about is your perfect mate.”

“Have you experienced this chemistry with Greg?”

“My body wants to invite him into my bed right now, honey.”

“But you feel it’s too soon after, Dad?”

“No. Dad and I were done a long time ago. He belonged to others, never me.”

“So, what’s holding you back?”

“You and Jack. Sally too. If the three of you aren’t happy, Greg and I will fail somewhere along the way. It might take a while, and maybe none of you kids intend to cause it, but our love will die if we aren’t all compatible.”

“Sorry, Mom, but that’s depressing.”

There had to be a better way to explain the problem. I wasn’t being pessimistic about Greg, but as with any stallion, you could only release him to the broodmare when she was in season, and he was rampant.

That’s probably not the best way to explain this to Chloe.

“Picture mine and Greg’s love as a tiny campfire in the forest. A spark lit the kindling, which, if properly nurtured as embers and blown gently, will start a small twig fire. That fire can easily be kicked or dowsed by water - then it’s dead.”

“But things might work out. Your love could burn brightly.”

“Yes, and I desperately want it to. That’s why I want the fire to grow strong, burn hot and bright so that even a bucket of water can’t extinguish it.”

“I see. You’re teasing Greg, then.”

“Not teasing honey - encouraging so we both reach eruption together.”

“You can call it an orgasm, Mom.”

“Okay… it’s an orgasm that defines a lifetime of happiness.”

“So you do love Greg.”

“In the manner I just described... yes. We’re exclusive.”

“Are you boyfriend and girlfriend?”

“Not quite, but close.”

Chloe seemed satisfied with my explanation, but I wasn’t calmed by getting it off my chest. I was in love with Greg as far as any doctor, therapist, guru, or philosopher would diagnose it, but the slightest rain shower could kill it for us. I had constructed a perfect version of my exclusive significant other in a mind fuelled by hormones that would polish and enhance him, inside and out.

I wanted to fuck him so much.

Every kindness Greg showed me was checked off on the list in my head - my blueprint of the perfect man. When he bent over to pick up a ball, or reached high to throw it, I checked his ass out. When he stretched back, tightening his shirt and pants, I glanced secretly to see how hard his cock was and whether his six-pack was ripped.

They were both hard and ripped.

“Please don’t tell Sally I am not in love with Greg - it’s more nuanced than that.”

“I won’t, Mom. I don’t want to burst her bubble.”

“What bubble?”

“If Sally could have you and her Dad at the altar this Saturday, she would. She loves you. All my friends do. You are the Mom they all want to be friends with.”

“I never knew that.”

“They call you the Soccer Mom.”

“And what do you call me, Chloe?”

“I call you Mom because it is the word that expresses the most love I could have for anyone. You always picked me up when I fell, a band-aid for my knee or a cuddle for my heart. I love you dearly, Mom.”

“I love you too, sweet daughter.”

Chloe rolled backwards into my arms like a little spoon and clutched my hands tightly when I wrapped them around her. I was blessed with exceptional children, something partly attributed to my husband.

“Should I explain things to Jack, Mom?”

“I’ll do that, honey, but when Jack and I talk about this, could you gently support me and be there for your brother if he needs to talk?”

“Of course. What about Dad?”

“Part of everyone is great, Chloe. Your father is already on the path to wellness.”

“I can’t see Dad’s greatness.”

“You will, honey. Once the clouds of alcohol clear, your old Dad will be back.”

“My old dad never much liked me.”

“You want to set boundaries. Do that and judge him based on how well your relationship with him develops.”

“I will, but what about you and him? If Dad comes back strong... will you-”

“I won’t ever share a man or have one who I shared because he deceived me before. Your father cheated on me many times. Maybe there is a woman out there with whom he can be faithful, but it’s not me. I have jumped off that ride forever.”

“That’s why you won’t cave in to hormones and notions of love now with Greg too, right? It’s not all about me and Jack, is it?”

“Greg and I must be enough for each other forever. I won’t share a man, and I don’t expect him to share me.”

“I have the same philosophy, Mom. There is a guy I like, but I told him if I am good enough to sleep with, I’m worth waiting for until I’m ready.”

It was the tiniest breakthrough I could have exploited with a dozen questions. Who is he? How old? How does he treat you? But I didn’t ask because Chloe was worthy of making her own choices. It seemed to me she was headed in the right direction.

Chloe left soon after, and I showered, resisting the temptation to service my needs with a powerful head with a massage setting. The fire between Greg and I must burn brightly, and my patience in not masturbating was a commitment to fanning the flames. When I slipped into bed alone, I didn’t feel lonely.

My phone vibrated seconds after switching to silent mode, so I checked messages one last time.

Goodnight princess.

Goodnight, sweet prince.

To begin with, the following day went well. I showered, got the kids up, they were dressed quickly, we breakfasted together, and the school run was completed in record time. But something in the smeared charcoal skies above and a smell of rain dampened my spirits.

By the time I reached the office, a downpour had blighted my day. Mother Nature’s signs were not good.

Then, as I sat behind my desk, all hell broke loose in the main office with shouts of dismay, heads slamming onto desktops, and a pile of files launched into the wastepaper basket two rows from my office. Doom and gloom reigned - a disease that would spread quickly in our open-plan office if I didn’t vaccinate and cure it.

Anna came to defend me from as many of hell’s escaped demons as possible, barring my door while offering the briefest of explanations for the mass hysteria evolving outside it.

“We lost the Bradbury PLC bid, Emma.”

“We can’t have. It was only submitted a few hours ago.”

“They kicked it back with a message saying we hadn’t pre-qualified.”

“But I know we did. We are the incumbent. Incumbents always pre-qualify to bid on new contracts.”

“Some guy called Parker signed the rejection letter.”

“Fuck him… get me Bradbury’s CEO, Simon Henry on the phone.”

My mother was an unreasonably suspicious woman with all sorts of notions and signs relating to good and bad omens. She never trusted anyone with two surnames, but Simon had always been a good egg, and I was sure we could quickly thrash out any issues between us.

I’ll have that bid accepted within the hour.

Fuck Parker!

My mother’s number one hatred was for anyone with a surname that should be a last name. Parker would never have passed muster with her as a first name.

Bastard!

I must have given off a vibe he didn’t like.

I considered the problem briefly, composed myself, stood, and strolled into my community, feeling indefatigable. When I held up my hands, the dozen staff members milling around outside my office calmed. They were the Bradbury PLC account key workers, but when I spoke, everyone in the room listened, knowing full well that losing this enormous chunk of business would cause layoffs.

“There will be no lay-offs, I promise you. A mistake has been made; please get back to work.”

Anna sat on my desk, pointing at the phone handset and mouthing Simon Henry. I stepped back inside my office, closing the door - something I rarely did. I took the phone feeling angry and anxious.

“Hi Simon.”

“Sorry about the bad news, Emma.”

“Okay… I wasn’t expecting that. Have you kicked us?”

“Parker felt we needed new PR representation, so letting you bid through the process only to lose out at the end would be unfair. He saved you money.”

Yeah, fucking really.

“Where did we go wrong? Bradbury’s revenues are up sixteen percent this year alone and in double digits for the two before. That’s a record in a shitty economy and the growth is directly resultant from our ad and PR campaigns.”

“I know. You did well, Emma, and we are grateful.”

“Is that all you have for me, Simon?”

There was a long silence and I heard a vape being repeatedly and urgently sucked. Simon was on his office number, and he pulled pretty hard on that nicotine stick, so much so that it gave away what he wasn’t saying.

“Is this because of Parker, yesterday?”

“You didn’t even know his fucking name, Emma?”

“He works in accounts. I’m sure my chief financial officer knows him well, but I’m sorry, Simon, I’m too busy running the company to know everyone in my client’s business - just like you. Do you know my CFO’s name?”

“I don’t care about them. You aren’t my customer, Emma. We are your customer.”

“Wow... okay. That’s fair, but it seems more than a little unfair that we are getting the boot simply because I couldn’t put a name to a face at the end of a long working day.”

I wasn’t about to mention that Parker soft hit on me by suggesting a lunch date with a company’s CEO he must have already excluded in a bid for his business anyway. That scratched around inside my head like an old knee scab peeling around the edges itching like fuck.

Along with a gut full of disdain from my side, I heard more rapid vape puffing from the other side of my call.

“Can I appeal this?”

“There is nothing I can do to overturn Parker’s decision, Emma.”

“You’re the fucking CEO.”

“Parker is a Bradbury.”

“Oh, my. Parker fucking Bradbury.”

“He’s Parker Mason, actually. His mother is Elaine Bradbury’s sister. Parker’s mother changed her name by marriage, whereas Elaine didn’t.”

“And what does Elaine say about this?”

“Let’s not get into our company politics, Emma. You guys are out of the bidding process, sorry.”

To my utter shock, the line clicked, and I was left holding a dead phone while my earnest staff watched through the glass wall of my office.

My expression to them could only mean I’d lost the war.

“Fuck!”


Chapter Eight

Strategic Thinking

◆◆◆

“Mom, if I hear you say the words Parker fucking Mason one more time, I swear I’ll scream.”

“Sorry, Chloe. I feel tense about work.”

“Me too. I’m getting that passive tension in waves of negativity.”

“Okay, let’s change the subject.”

I had collected my daughter from school and was heading home to drop her off and wait for Greg to collect me so I could spectate Sally’s soccer match. He was kind enough to watch Jack play, so I committed to watching his daughter. It seemed an appropriate thing to do while I spun on the periphery of Greg’s social and romantic lives.

But all I could think about was Parker fucking Mason, a man I now truly reviled having convinced myself he had unfairly kicked us from bidding on a contract we currently held.

A contract that I needed to justify one-third of my payroll. I was pissed and needed to slow down or risk a traffic stop for speeding.

“Slow down, Mom.”

“Sorry.”

“Can we discuss Greg instead of Parker what-not?”

“Of course.”

“Are you taking birth control?”

“Whoa... what sort of a question is that, honey?”

“You regularly ask it of me, and I tell you every time.”

I stopped at traffic lights and glared at my daughter, who held her nerve for five seconds. Then she laughed raucously, laying a hand on mine.

“You should see your face, Mom. I know you take the same pill I do because I’ve seen two empty blister packs in the trash at the same time.”

“You are quite the sleuth.”

It wasn’t the question about being on birth control that worried me - I was more concerned about Chloe asking me if I would ever come off it and why. I was overthinking, but justifiably, because although our romance was fun, each step forward headed in a very serious direction. I had confessed to Greg about wanting to get pregnant again, have more babies, and grow a larger family. These were important discussion points for my children, whom I seemed to race ahead of.

Just as the lights turned green, I raised a red flag.

“I want to have more children, Chloe.”

“I see.”

“Sorry.”

“Why are you sorry?”

“For blurting it out.”

“I have no problem with you blurting anything, Mom. I also have no problem with half-siblings as long as you are happy in your marriage.”

“Oh, thank god.”

I felt relieved. While I wasn’t contemplating marriage to Greg in the next few weeks or months, a chain of events was already unfolding. Flirting, a first kiss, a fumble, more playing around, then full-blown sex, hopefully every night, a courting period, engagement, marriage, and babies - it all lined up. Argue all you like about taking each step slowly, but I’d had my shot at happiness which went sour, and now, in my thirties, I must plan.

No freezing of eggs.

“You plan everything, Mom.”

“Yes. You take after me in that regard.”

“I do.”

Chloe went quiet momentarily, and I felt ashamed to have drawn her into the battleground of my thoughts and feelings. My entire purpose as a Mom was to provide my kids with stability, which they had severely lacked to date.

My daughter looked thoughtful, and I knew from experience and constant exposure to her incisiveness that something serious was coming.

“Mom, did you have a lot of sexual partners before, Dad?”

“No, honey. Four guys. All were what I believed to be stable relationships at the time. The first was when I was twenty. I’ve told you all of this.”

“I just wondered if you have told me the truth.”

“Why would I lie to you?”

“People lie for all sorts of reasons, Mom, not least to preserve their reputation.”

“I never wanted to sleep around honey. It just wasn’t my thing. Sex must be cerebral and physical for me to enjoy.”

“I don’t sleep around either.”

“I know. What’s happening here, Chloe? Don’t tell me you’re randomly curious about my sex life because I don’t buy it. Is something going on you’d like to share?”

I glanced at my daughter as frequently as city rush hour would allow me to. Something had bothered Chloe because she was close to tears, so I pulled into a coffee shop parking lot, aimed for the loneliest corner, and stopped more abruptly than I should have.

I reached over and pulled Chloe into my arms, hugging her tightly.

“What’s going on honey?”

“I-I-I need to ask you something, Mom.”

“Go ahead, ask me anything.”

“Did you ever kiss another girl… I mean romantically?”

“No, sweetheart.”

“I have.”

Chloe sobbed in my arms, which surprised me. Steve and I had raised our kids to embrace their personalities and characters honestly. We ensured they weren’t sexualized too young, controlling internet and TV access, setting sensible boundaries in out-of-bounds places and curfew times, but nothing in any of that suggested being gay was wrong.

“There is nothing wrong with being attracted to girl’s sweetheart.”

“I kissed Sally, Mom.”

“Oh, I see.”

“Is it okay?”

Chloe stared at me with big, round, tearful, innocent eyes. I smiled back, kissing her forehead.

“Of course, it’s okay. Sally is lovely, and you two have much in common.”

“So you are not disappointed?”

“Not in the slightest. Why do you ask?”

“Because Sally is terrified of telling her Dad.”

“Greg won’t have a problem if his daughter is a lesbian, will he?”

“She doesn’t know how he’ll react. His wife left him for another woman.”

“Okay... that’s odd. Greg told me his wife lives in Beijing with a new husband and their three children.”

“Yes… That’s true, but Sally’s mom also lives with her so-called husband’s first wife, Min Chang, the former Chinese Ambassador to the US. Sally says her Mom fell in love with Min when she served here.”

“Wow.”

“Min introduced her husband to Sally’s Mom, and after that, it started sounding like fiction.”

“And whose are the children?”

“Min couldn’t have children. Sally has three half-siblings she has never met.”

“I don’t think Greg realizes that Sally knows any of this.”

“He doesn’t.”

“How does she know?”

“The internet, Mom. Every piece of news or gossip on planet Earth is available somewhere. Google Translate turns Mandarin to English in seconds. The children are Sally’s mom’s and Min’s husband, but the marriage isn’t real.”

“Bigamy is illegal in China.”

“I don’t think Sally’s Mom is legally married to the guy. The press calls her a concubine, but the gossipers say she is there for Min. The husband provides... well, respectability, I guess.”

“Oh, fuck!”

“Sally never discussed this with her father, Mom, so you can’t either.”

“Wow.”

“I am telling you the truth because I need to know if dating Sally is okay, Mom.”

“Of course it is. Why wouldn’t it be?”

“Because of Greg and you. I know how you think, and I’m sure you are already considering whether he is the right soulmate for you.”

“Yes… I am.”

“And I don’t blame you, Mom. Greg is nice.”

Yes… although he wasn’t entirely honest with me.

I was no prude, but Chloe's revelation was seismic. All kinds of things could go wrong in Sally’s mother’s life, and those tragic consequences of practicing a form of polygamy in a country renowned for harsh penalties might affect Greg and his daughter.

A concubine is a kept woman, which gives Sally’s Mom no legal status.

“It’s none of our business, honey.”

“Only if you think short term, Mom... which I know you don’t.”

Chloe was right. I had already plowed headlong into questions: What if Sally’s Mom is ejected from China with or without her children? How would Greg react? How would Sally? The potential for disaster was vast, including if my daughter and Sally ever got married and had children—then what?

“Keep calm and carry on, Chloe.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah... I am positive. Love always finds a way, honey.”

“Even with you and Dad?”

My daughter’s comment was an unintended slap in the face, which I processed quickly. I’d considered divorce for years, more seriously in the last few months, so I wasn’t entirely unprepared to field questions.

“Love is finding its way between me and your father, too. It would have been easy to drop him on his ass but I didn’t and neither have you. We are redefining a loving relationship, and I hope, once he is well, that we can co-parent. That’s a kind of love.”

“Okay, Mom.”

I started the car and pulled into the coffee shop drive-through lane, ordering what Greg told me he and his daughter drank along with Chloe and mine. As my daughter cradled her cappuccino, I pulled out into lighter traffic, deep in thought.

Greg messaged, so I replied, letting him know I was delayed by ten minutes. He said waiting was no problem.

He hadn’t lied to me about his ex-wife, but my exclusive significant other hadn’t told me the whole truth either, probably knowing it might spark several questions and pose a few risks in how I thought about him.

That Greg didn’t know his daughter and mine were dating was also a problem. In the same way my date had omitted details that offered context about his life, Chloe bound me to do the same by keeping her secret.

I tapped the steering wheel while waiting at more traffic lights; then something occurred to me.

“Would you join us this evening, Chloe?”

“I’d love to. Sally doesn’t invite me.”

“Why not?”

“She prefers that I am only around her Dad when she’s there to control the conversation. She’s terrified that I might let something slip about us.”

“Okay... well, I can run interference for you by keeping Greg occupied.”

“Thank you, Mom.”

Sally was stunned when Chloe climbed into the back seat of her Dad’s car, grinning from ear to ear. I opened the front door, smiled sweetly at the girl I knew well, and waved to the back.

“Mind if I talk to your Dad, please?”

“Not at all, Mrs. Winchester.”

“Call me Emma, sweetheart... just like when you are at our home.”

“Okay, Emma.”

Sally looked awkward when she slipped into the rear seat. It was the kind of awkwardness that burned a virgin’s cheeks when she was close to her crush. I guessed they hadn’t had sex yet because Chloe talked only about kissing, but if they were doing it, I couldn’t think of a nicer person for my daughter to be doing it with.

I climbed in beside Greg, slotting his and my coffee into cupholders. For a fleeting moment, I saw and felt how my life should be. Mom, Dad, and two kids sitting in the back of an SUV was the dream I had when meeting Steve, and now, I dared to dream again. The only person missing from my perfect picture was Jack, who was visiting my parents.

Much to Greg’s surprise and a few giggles coming from the rear seats, I leaned across the console and kissed him on the lips.

“How are you, honey? Did you have a good day?”

“Yes… Umm, yes, Emma, I did have a great day. I signed a few new artists for the club. How about you?”

“Oh, nothing much going on, just another quiet day at the office.”

Greg drove carefully despite my making us a little late. Emotional detours in life that hold up physical progress are never a chore for me. I’d had a bad day, but now, on my way with my daughter to watch her girlfriend play soccer, driven by my boyfriend, the events that upset me earlier seemed less relevant.

I reflected on my angry and panicked reaction to Parker fucking Mason and rearranged the words in my head.

Fuck Parker Mason.

Did I just call Greg my boyfriend?

Pitchside, Chloe left Greg and me to course around the field, shouting encouragement and clapping loudly for her best friend and love interest. My daughter was tactful, leaving Greg and me with space to talk about us, them, our lives together, or at least what that meant.

My phone rang. It was Anna, so I made excuses to Greg and strolled away a discrete distance, still watching Sally, a very accomplished soccer player. As I answered the phone, I heard sniffing of the kind I knew well.

“Sorry to call, Emma.”

“Have you been crying?”

“It was all going so well until this fucking kicking we took. It’s so unfair.”

“Anna, don’t worry about Bradbury. I was off my game, but I plan to solve everything starting tomorrow.”

“Will you go and see Simon? Talk sense to him.”

“No. Fuck Bradbury PLC. Please call Karl Huntingdon. He’s the CEO of Talos Dynamics.”

“I know who he is. That’s Bradbury’s number one competitor.”

“Yeah. It’s not too late to call him. Ask for a meeting as soon as it’s convenient. Tell him we can grow his bottom line by double digits this year.”

“Oh, Emma. Are you kicking ass?”

“No, honey. I’m just reacting to the market.”

I disconnected my call, deciding that dwelling on Bradbury, Simon, and Parker was a waste of time. Someone had moved my cheese, and now I must hunt down a new, tastier, bigger piece for my team to chew on.

When I returned to Greg and linked my arm through his, I stared into his eyes every time he glanced away from the game, sneaking a peek at me. I must have unsettled him, because he looked like he had been knocked off balance.

“What is it, Emma?”

“Do you already consider us to be boyfriend and girlfriend?”

“That would be presumptuous of me.”

“But do you?”

“I consider you exclusively mine to win or lose.”

“Do you enjoy that uncertainty, Greg?”

“Not really, but I understand your concerns.”

“What am I concerned about?”

“Our compatibility, family, sexual and otherwise.”

“I went into marrying Steve with blinkers on.”

“I was the same. Had I known my wife didn’t enjoy cunnilingus, I probably wouldn’t have married her. I discovered a lot of things about her sexual appetites after we married.”

How the fuck can a lesbian not enjoy getting tongue?

“I wasn’t expecting quite such a detailed share, Greg.”

“Sorry.”

“Don’t be. I am glad you said it.”

“For me, going down on a woman is a great pleasure, Emma. I need it.”

“How do you deal with that now?”

“I abstain. It’s not about going down on just anyone - it must be the right someone under the right circumstances.”

“Will you be my boyfriend then, please, Greg?”

He looked shocked, pleased, anxious, and aroused all in ten seconds. I wasn’t about to tell Greg that having a man’s tongue plowing my pussy was a favorite thing for me, but I was glad he enjoyed doing it. My soon-to-be ex-husband was big on receiving, not on giving.

I faced Greg and smiled, ignorant of the crowd cheering, the thumping sound of leather being solidly kicked, and shouts from player to player asking for the ball to be passed. Parker Mason wasn’t relevant in the big scheme of my life - I’d won and lost accounts before and would do so again.

I would swat Parker and Bradbury through hard work and excellent strategy.

My romance with Greg mattered far more. Sally and Chloe’s fledgling love equally mattered. Jack mattered too, of course, but he was a few years away from falling in love and making one of life’s most indelible, enjoyable choices.

Greg’s chest heaved, his pupils dilated and his cock felt hard against me when I pressed my body to his. He smiled lovingly, with cute crimson-speckled cheeks that glowed like embers in a campfire seen at night.

“Why would you be my girlfriend, Emma?”

“Because I want to take the next step with you.”

“I would love to call you my girlfriend.”

“And I would love to have you as my boyfriend, Greg.”

He kissed me softly, and my body celebrated, sizzling like steak on a grill, my rare side down for the first sear. Hormones had driven me since our first kiss, but something about his palms cupping my ass and his tongue touching mine now conveyed a different message. Greg wanted to make love to me, and I desired the same, yet it felt like more time would be appropriate, at least until truths were revealed.

I trembled all over, my skin bristled with goosebumps, and my panties felt moist and warm as my pussy quivered and seeped lusty love. It was as if my body told me to fuck him now, take something from Greg that would keep me company in my bed while alone - his seed.

I ground my pussy against his solid cock, taking the passionate kiss I wanted, one I hoped would convey my message.

It won’t be long until you can have me, and then, I am yours forever.


Chapter Nine

Oh, Naughty Emma!

◆◆◆

From the loneliness of my bed, I stared at my top drawer, frowning, my entire body trembling with sexual anticipation.

My sensible white cotton briefs were stranded around my ankles for ease of recovery after I finished my naughty work. My legs were wide open. I had started by massaging my aching, sticky, solid clitoris with my right hand index finger, spreading the uppermost part of my swollen pussy lips with a finger and thumb from the other hand, but now, midway through rubbing one out, with Greg’s image painted on the inside of my eyelids, my dildo seemed it might be a better companion.

Don’t do this, Emma. Keep your pussy tight for his cock.

Let Greg tease you to boiling point, then let him have it.

You’re only simmering at the moment. Get some steam going.

Call Greg and masturbate while talking to him. He’ll never know.

Of course he fucking will. Stop being a slut!

I sighed with more than a hint of sexual frustration in my timbre. Part of me wanted to make love to Greg in a unicorn, fairytale paradise where everything was perfect, including pure white thousand thread count bedsheets. But most of me just wanted to drop to my knees, suck my new boyfriend’s cock, then have it stretch my pussy wide until he squirted semen deep inside me.

I’d read in magazines that abstaining couples powered their emotional connection and sex drive to new heights, but other glossies claimed a total absence of copulation or self-love to replace it might be harmful to the body and a person’s mental state.

What the fuck to do?

My phone rang, and I checked the wall clock before answering. It was 10:05 pm, and I wasn’t expecting a call. When I checked my phone screen, I smiled and closed my knees.

“Hi Greg… it’s late.”

“Sorry. I had to call.”

“Call anytime honey... are you okay?”

“Yes… I’m fine. Are you?”

“I had a lovely evening, and it was great that Sally’s team won.”

“We had a great time, too.”

Greg’s breathing cut through the silence of my bedroom and his. It wasn’t elevated, so I was sure my boyfriend wasn’t wanking his long, thick, delicious cock. While trembling, I shook my head, closed the knees that had unintentionally opened again, and frowned lasciviously, shuddering mildly.

“I love you, Emma.”

“I know, and-”

“Please don’t say it. We’re not at the same place, but we will be.”

“We will. I am sure of it, Greg.”

I stroked my stomach with prancing fingertips that vibrated, tickling and stimulating myself, imagining Greg’s semen swimming freely inside my womb, racing to my ovaries where an egg begged to be loved. I yearned for the satisfied feel of my pussy after he fucked it and the all over relaxed state my body would enjoy post orgasm as I fell asleep in his arms.

“Are you okay, Emma?”

His voice sounded urgent and I realised that I’d half moaned, half whimpered imagining Greg lying atop me in bed, staring lovingly into my eyes while his cock slowly slid deep inside my sticky, tight pussy, massaging my entire body with its love.

Fucking stop it, Emma!

“Yes, I’m fine. I just rolled over, and a muscle cramped up tightly.”

“I can drop everything, run over, and massage it, Emma.”

Oh fuck! Yes please.

“That would be nice.”

“Do you see that vision in our future?”

“I wouldn’t have asked you to be my boyfriend if I didn’t see us in bed together, making love, Greg. Celibacy is not normal for humans, but it feels appropriate for us now.”

No, it fucking doesn’t!

“Oh, my... Okay, Emma. I was thinking about us running together, and if you got a cramp, I would massage it for you.”

“Oh.”

Oh fuck!

My knees were spread wide, and my finger dragged my clitoris from side to side. In disgust, I jerked my hand away, reviling my sleazy behavior in the face of his pure intent. I snapped my knees shut quicker than a mousetrap closing and giggled.

“Sorry… I am teasing you, Emma. Nothing would give me greater pleasure than to be in your bed right now.”

“What would you do to me?”

“Are you wearing panties?”

“Let’s assume I’m not, Greg.”

Because I’m not.

Well, not really.

“After kissing your lips, I would trace a line to your nipples, lovingly licking around the areola, then sucking and chewing each in turn once they were solid.”

Oh fuck.

My hand descended back into my hairy playground, and I whimpered, picking up where I’d left off.

“And then?”

“Did you breastfeed, Emma?”

“Yes, why?”

“If you were pregnant, I would ease the burden and milk you, drinking every drop.”

“Fuck!”

Fuck!

“What else, Greg?”

“Then, I would lick down to your pussy, tickling every ripped bar of your six-pack, wrap your thighs with my arms and…”

“And what Greg... don’t stop when you are so close.”

For fuck’s sake don’t stop there.

“I would worship your pussy, Emma. I would lick your swollen lips, wriggle my tongue between them, then lick around your sticky hole and then...”

My ears rang with bells of orgasm. I couldn’t hear another word, gulped, and my heart raced as I pictured Greg making love to me right here, right now. His thick cock spread my pussy lips wide apart, using the saliva his tongue left there to lubricate its path. Sticky juices seeping from my pussy did the rest to ease the passage of his gnarly shaft.

“Ahhh, oh fuck!”

“Are you okay, Emma?”

“Yes, sweetheart, sorry... another twinge in my calf. I was trying to sit up and see what time it is.”

You’ve got a clock on your fucking phone!

“I should probably say goodnight, Emma.”

“Yes… Yes, we should.”

I disconnected the call and immediately sent my hand down into my crotch to reconnoiter the source of my moaning. I felt thick, copious stickiness of lust coating my pussy lips, and marveled at how I’d cum so quickly and easily.

It was his voice.

No, it was his dirty talk.

No, it was him... all him.

Fuck!

It wasn’t a massive orgasm, but the aftermath helped me sleep soundly until Jack woke me in the morning, sitting on my bed, shaking me.

“Mom!”

“Mom, you’re late.”

“Oh god... how late?”

“Five minutes. Here, I made you toast and coffee.”

“Oh wow, thank you, honey.”

My son ran away to shower and get ready. I sat up in bed, sipped coffee with my eyes shut, and felt around for the small plate Jack left on my lap. When I opened one eye to inspect the limp toast, I saw it was barely scorched, but I would have eaten dry, stale bread if my son had given me it as a breakfast-in-bed treat.

I dropped my kids at school and headed for the office, but I received an unexpected call on my way. I answered the call on speaker through my car’s Bluetooth system.

“Is that Emma?”

“Yes.”

“Parker Mason here.”

“Okay.”

“I thought we could talk.”

“About what?”

“Your bid submission on our PR and Marketing campaign support contract.”

“We got your rejection letter yesterday. No need to explain. Thanks, Parker.”

“I see.”

“What do you see?”

He sounded nervous, and I sniggered inwardly because my plan, conceived moments after his bombshell, was coming to fruition.

“Well, I thought we could talk.”

“I don’t see the point.”

“Well, Emma. I don’t understand why you sent me a notice for the current contract to be terminated immediately.”

“It’s all self-explanatory, Parker. I had my lawyers draft termination documents yesterday, and I signed them electronically. I wanted to make sure you received the copy before 9 am. We are no longer in contract.”

“There are four weeks left to run on the contract.”

“Yes. Well, no... not anymore.”

“You have cited me as the reason for contract termination.”

“It’s all explained in our termination documents. You asked me to meet you over lunch to review our bid numbers before we submitted a tender. It’s sharp practice whichever way you figure this, Parker, and that’s legal cause for immediate termination on our part.”

“But this just means you lose an entire month of revenue.”

“It also means the terms of our contract no longer apply.”

“Such as?”

“All restrictive provisions are void. Our non-compete clause no longer protects you. My company is free to offer our services to any competitors.”

“You can’t-.”

“I already did, Parker. Goodbye.”

You fucked with the wrong woman.

When I disconnected the call, I felt enormously satisfied. However, the next call from my chief finance officer wasn’t quite as mood-enhancing.

“I bring bad news, Emma.”

“Go ahead… I’m expecting it.”

“I can’t see how we can make payroll next month without the Bradbury PLC account. As I understand it, you’ve terminated for cause with four weeks and two days left to run on our most lucrative contract.”

Oh, do rub it in, Alex.

“Yes, that’s true.”

“May I ask why?”

“Because Parker Mason was about to ask me for a kickback, possibly payable in kind.”

“Do you mean he was going to ask for sexual favors?”

“Possibly, Alex. I can’t see any other reason for having lunch with him before our bid was submitted.”

“Oh dear.”

I saw my kind, almost seventy-year-old expert accountant peering at me over his spectacles like a headmaster studying an unruly child. He was a husband of nearly fifty years, a father of four, grandfather of seven, and his long sigh spoke more about his disdain for Parker Mason than a thousand expletives could.

“We can’t have that, Emma.”

“I know.”

“Shall I contact our bankers and discuss opening a temporary loan facility? In the negotiations, it will feel like we tried to part opposing forces at Gettysburg, but they will agree in the end. You are a safe bet.”

“No. I’ll transfer payroll for next month from my personal account. What will the shortfall be?”

“Around sixty thousand dollars, give or take.”

“Okay. You’ll have it next week, long before it’s needed.”

“Thank you, Emma.”

All in all, by the time I reached my office, I was pleased with the morning’s progress, achieved against a decidedly sketchy backdrop. Karl Huntingdon had confirmed an office call for me at his workplace at 2 p.m., a much preferred and more professional way to meet than in a restaurant.

With problems being managed and discussions with Parker Mason’s competitors closing in, I felt jubilant as lunchtime approached, hoping Greg might turn up as a surprise.

He did show, and I metaphorically fist-pumped when I saw him walking the runway through my office toward my door. I stood up, hugged, and kissed him in sight of everyone; after all, Greg was my official boyfriend with full privileges that came with that position.

I pointed at a paper bag in his hand.

“What’s for lunch?”

“Wagyu beef salad with peaches, plums, heritage tomatoes, and green leaves. The deli throws in other things, including garlicky croutons, but those are the main events.”

“And dressings?”

“Ranch, French, and a honey mustard.”

“Oh, Greg... you are the finest boyfriend ever.”

“You inspire me to be a better man.”

I stared at Greg, rattling like a signpost in a hurricane. Goosebumps rose on my arms, and I rubbed them with my hands. I felt nervous, sexually, and emotionally peaked like a young girl asked out on her first date.

“Are you cold, Emma?”

“No, honey, you just turned me on so much.”

“Oh, my… I see.”

Greg looked excited and as though he wanted to tear my clothes off, lay me on my desk and fuck me hard. Had the outer office been empty, I would have let him too, because my inner slut belonged to my new boyfriend.

I was losing the will to resist, and my panties needed help containing a sticky reservoir of lust - an ultra-thin liner at least. I shrugged, folded my arms across solid nipples, and smiled awkwardly.

“Sorry. I had to be honest there, Greg. No man ever spoke those words to me.”

“Well, I mean them from the bottom of my heart.”

Am I in love?

Surely, this is love.

I have no fucking idea what love feels like any more.

“Kiss me please, Greg.”

He carefully set our lunch on my desk, swept me into one arm, wrapped tightly around my waist, and stared deeply into my eyes with his on fire. His kiss echoed through my body before his lips touched mine, softly conveying true love, precisely weighted to cause my hormones to explode.

As our tongues united, silk on silk, sizzle to sizzle, I desperately wanted to drop to my knees and suck my boyfriend’s cock. The submissive, slutty girl was controlling me. It had been so long since a bloated, salty, precum loaded glans filled my mouth.

The ringing of my office phone saved me from revealing my alter-ego. Given my problems, I had to take it in case another fire had started.

“Hi, Anna. I’m a bit busy.”

“Sorry honey, I hate to tear you away from our lunchtime entertainment, but Steve is on line one.”

“My husband?”

“Yes. Is there another?”

“Can I call him back?”

“He sounds deranged.”

“Okay... put him through.”

I briefly considered asking Greg for privacy, and judging by the look on his face, he would have left my office, but instead, I pointed at the chair in front of me, motioning for him to sit down. Our love, albeit taking different trajectories and running at varying speeds, had crossed the Rubicon. There was no possible friend zone for us. It was either all or nothing, and that included my warts and all.

I winced when Steve retched down the phone.

“Hi Steve... how are you feeling?”

“Terrible. I vomit every time I eat, my guts ache, my body trembles, I have a headache, and I’m sweating even though my skin feels like ice.”

“Delirium tremors?”

“That’s what the doctor says.”

“Okay. Well, fight through that and come out the other side of this battle a new, well man.”

Is that the best I can muster?

Do I owe him more?

He fucked so many other women.

But he gave me two brilliant kids.

“Can you visit me... please. I need you, Emma.”

“I can visit, but I won’t discuss you and me or our marriage.”

“Why not?”

“You know why not, Steve.”

“Have you moved on already?”

“You have no right to ask me that. Now, do you want me to visit on the basis that we won’t discuss us or our marriage?”

“You mean our pending divorce?”

“You must get well, Steve. Do you want me to visit or not?”

Steve groaned down the phone. I knew he felt sick, and I wanted to help as far as my boundaries would allow, but my soon-to-be ex-husband must meet me halfway on the divorcee, co-parenting field of play.

“Yes… please come. Bring the kids.”

“I’ll ask Chloe and leave it up to her, but I don’t think bringing Jack is a good idea.”

“Why not?”

“Just repeat the symptoms of how you feel, please, Steve. Do you want Jack to see you like that?”

“Okay.”

“I’ll come tonight, but it might be late.”

Steve disconnected the call, and Greg began splitting our salad into two, handing me the dressings so I could taste them. After a momentary pause, I stared at my boyfriend, fork in hand, a chunk of succulent mango fixed on the prongs.

I was about to speak, but he got in first.

“My wife left me for a woman. Emma.”

“My husband slept with more women since we married than he did before it.”

We stared at each other, processing our feelings. Having spoken a profound, humiliating personal truth, I warmed inside, feeling better, as though my honesty prompted a deep catharsis. I smiled encouragingly, and Greg seemed happier, too.

“We have troubled histories, Emma.”

“Yes, but not shameful ones and nothing we can’t manage together.”

“But only if we are honest with each other, right?”

“Yes.”

“My wife fell in love with Min Chang, the former Chinese Ambassador to the US. I lied to you.”

“I don’t think you lied. You never disclosed the gender of your wife’s lover.”

“She lives in Beijing in a three-way relationship that somehow involves Min’s husband. He is some kind of cover for his wife so she can continue rising in the Chinese Communist Party. I don’t understand any of it, and frankly, I don’t care.”

“But you do care, Greg. Don’t you?”

He sat back and sighed, puffing out both cheeks, letting his lips flap in utter exasperation. His eyes were damp, but his smile was stoic.

“I only worry for Sally’s sake. I want to tell her about Mom, our life together, short as it was, why divorce happened, and that she has three Beijing-based half-siblings, but there has never been an appropriate time.”

“It’s a mouthful on any day.”

Greg laughed, and I was pleased we shared a similar sense of humor.

“First, Sally was too young, then came puberty, the final years of high school crashed in next, and now college beckons.”

“There never will be a good time, Greg.”

“No, that’s true.”

I shrugged. It was my turn to share, and I desperately wanted to.

“I must manage Jack and Chloe with their father, so I understand your challenges. I don’t want Steve to be the devil in his children’s lives.”

“This is why you make me want to be a better man, Emma.”

“You may have to stop saying that until we make love, honey.”

“I can’t.”

“Then don’t.”


Chapter Ten

Not Parker Again!

◆◆◆

When he kissed me goodbye, Greg felt like my comfortable boyfriend in the way he gently held me, staring lovingly into my eyes. His fingers trembled, passing on an elevated excitement to me. I wondered what impact, if any, my previous night’s orgasm had on my perception of his kiss because throughout that pleasure experience, I’d visualised him while listening to his voice.

We’d had phone sex, or at least I had, but I wasn’t sure if he did too, and certainly wasn’t sure if he knew I had.

Oh dear.

After kissing me, Greg held me in his arms, continuing his loving, wondrous gaze.

“Can I be honest about something please, Emma?”

“Aren’t you always honest?”

“Yes, but this is a secret I never intended telling you.”

“Okay… I’m intrigued.”

“It’s about last night.”

Oh fuck!

“I enjoyed your phone call, Greg.”

“I did too.”

“Good. Is that all?”

Please let that be all.

“No, it’s not.”

“Okay. What else is there?”

Please don’t ask me why I really moaned.

“It’s about your moaning...”

Fuck!

“Yes. I had muscle cramps. My calf, specifically. I think it’s lingering from my race.”

“You said that... last night but...”

Greg looked doubtful or concerned about something he wanted to say. Either way, I had a lewd target painted on my forehead. My cheeks burned, and I saw we were the office entertainment as I glanced over his shoulder.

I looked back at my boyfriend, forcing the cutest grin I could.

“But what Greg? You have my attention.”

“Your moaning sounded sexual and, well, I got a bit aroused, one thing led to another and... oh god, I hate myself but I must tell you.”

“What is it, Greg?”

“I masturbated while we talked.”

“Wow!”

Fucking brilliant!

Hoorah!

“Sorry, Emma.”

“Did you finish?”

Fuck… why did you even ask him that?

You’ll be asking him if you were any good next.

“What? Umm... oh god... err, yes, I did finish.”

Oh, thank God!

I’ve not lost it entirely.

“Good.”

“Wait... You think it’s good that I finished?”

“Good, that you had a wank and finished - yes.”

“Oh, right. I wasn’t expecting you to say that.”

“Will you walk me out, please, Greg? I have a two o’clock meeting scheduled.”

I felt ecstatic. Knowing that Greg was so highly sexually strung up on me felt amazing. I gathered my belongings including a laptop with my corporate presentations preloaded and linked my arm through Greg’s leading him along the wanker’s walk of shame.

I dropped my left hand in his right, entwining our fingers, squeezing encouragingly.

“Are you left or right-handed, Greg?”

“Right.”

“Okay.”

The women throughout my office knew I wanted to bed Greg. When we circle above our target, a certain air about us is noticeable within the gender collective. I was fooling nobody with my innocent smile - nobody except the guys.

At the front entrance to my office building, I kissed Greg, and he headed down the steps while I hesitated at the top. He’d reached the bottom before I shouted.

“Greg?”

“Yes, darling?“

My boyfriend spun around, beaming from ear to ear.

“I didn’t have any muscle cramps last night.”

“I know.”

Greg waved, smiled, and jogged to a taxi that stopped when he hailed it. The cheeky expression I glimpsed as he slid into the car told me everything I needed to know about what he knew.

We’d had sex, at least to a fashion, and it was exceptional.

I arrived early at the Talos Dynamics office building, standing outside and staring at its forty-floor immensity. A nearby coffee vendor had no line, so I bought a cappuccino, knowing it would be far better than whatever poison Karl’s office brewed.

I sipped an excellent brew and was whisked away to heaven, much to the barista’s delight. He was older than any guy or woman I’d seen selling coffee, so I assumed he must be an owner or franchise operator. I stepped away as half a dozen busy executives rushed from Talos’ building to enjoy the absence of a coffee line, each shouting their order from meters away.

I continued staring at Talos’s magnificence. Well, at least the building was massive, even monolithic, but wholly unattractive.

“The bigger the company, the shittier the coffee.”

“That’s very true!”

I turned and eyed the woman who’d answered my rhetorical statement, which was intended as a throwaway line tossed into the breeze of mankind’s lost collective wisdom. She was in her late fifties, still very fit, attractive, and professional, judging by her designer-label power suit which comprised a knee-length skirt, snappy white blouse with large, high lapels, and a tightly tailored jacket.

The outfit was a little too tight, but it would have been Hollywood wives bitchy to point that out. I smiled and nodded politely. It was a corporate greeting, with no names and no consequences.

“Sorry. I was talking to myself.”

“And I agree with you. Apart from this vendor and a few more like him in the district, the coffee is shit here.”

“Where specifically?”

You are probing, Emma.

“Pick any floor of every building in sight - they all serve the same shit. That’s what market forces do. You start with a hundred coffees in a hundred offices. One year after a price war and some aggressive marketing, there are twenty brews left to choose from; three years after that, one coffee reigns supreme, and then the brand owner diminishes quality every year trying desperately to retain profits while continuing their discounting trend.”

“Then they go bust, and almost overnight, one hundred coffees are served in one hundred offices again.”

“And the cycle repeats. Yes, Emma, you are the intelligent girl I took you for.”

“Wait, what? Who are you?”

The woman grinned affably, enjoying the moment she had me on the rack. I knew her, but not the name. She was one of those types you see at power mixers, cheek-to-cheek near-miss kissing with a muah to avoid makeup smudges - usually in the group you can’t reach.

“I’m Elaine.”

“Bradbury?”

“Yes… Well, at least you didn’t forget my name.”

“Parker’s aunt?”

Fuck Parker Mason.

“Yes. He was rather miffed when you didn’t know who he was.”

“Nah... he was upset that I wouldn’t meet him for a social before we submitted our numbers for your contract.”

She eyed me from head to toe, appraising me as a woman and executive. I thought her pursed lips meant she approved, but with a chameleon-like Elaine, one never knows if they are invited for dinner or about to become the main course.

“Would fucking my nephew have been so unpalatable in exchange for a twenty million dollar contract, Emma?”

“So you knew?”

“Parker gave up his intentions as soon as I was informed of his folly. He’s always been naughty, taking what he hasn’t earned, then asking others to pay. My question stands, though. Why didn’t you do it - do him, I mean.”

“Would you fuck Parker?”

Elaine looked mildly impressed by my aggressive thrust, but I knew this was no friendly meet-cute. She had planned every move, tracked me down, and approached with a plan of attack. I didn’t feel nervous because, unlike bad husbands and new boyfriends, I knew how to deal with corporate backstabbers.

Elaine offered a faux outraged expression, undoubtedly one of a range she had practiced for years.

“He’s my nephew, Emma.”

“It’s a hypothetical - indulge me. Imagine you are me, twenty, twenty-five years ago, and you aren’t related to Parker. Would you fuck the creep from your clients’ accounts department so you could stuff a few more bucks into your bank account?”

“Hypothetically? No.”

“Then you see my point, Elaine?”

“Yes, but Parker is still my nephew, and you are a fairly small yet effective service provider.”

“Well... all I can say is that you should have had your own kids. Then you wouldn’t need to hang by the disgusting behavior of your creepy nephew. It was good meeting you.”

I raised my cup as a man doffs his hat before departing the company of a lady. Elaine smiled graciously and waved a hand toward the office building door, politely insisting I go through first. I smiled back, knowing full well that I had inflamed my enemy, but it was my only play - to do anything else would have made me seem weak, less of a dominant businesswoman than Elaine, and that was unconscionable to me.

She’s infinitely wealthier than me.

Wealth isn’t everything, Emma. You run a great company with fine people.

And that jacket of hers is way too fucking tight. The bust darts are hugging her nipples like clamps.

I ran a tight ship, but not an overly ambitious one. My staff loved their workplace; they were super creative and productive, a state of happiness I preferred to running a PR content mill. I wasn’t rich, but I had everything I needed and all the things I wanted outside of dreams.

Fuck you and your money.

We stepped inside the same elevator. I pressed the button for the fortieth floor, and she smiled, nodding, confirming my worst suspicions. She leaned forward, a smiling assassin’s attack.

“We are both going to see Karl, my dear.”

“You’ve done your homework, Elaine.”

“It’s a shame you didn’t do yours because if you had and then been a good girl when presented a simple opportunity, I wouldn’t be here now.”

“I wouldn’t know, not having any sex pests in my family to clean up after. I’m guessing this isn’t your first time fixing Parker’s mess?”

“Sadly, it is not. You’ll understand one day, perhaps when someone much loved to you steps out of line.”

“Why do you do it?”

Elaine squared off and eyeballed me. She didn’t look happy; in fact, I guessed she would probably pay me a million to bed her nephew and make the problem go away, but she was here, in an elevator, with me, preparing for battle in a more polite manner than I would have thought possible.

“Family is everything, Emma. It’s what drives us all. Take your estranged husband Steve, for example - such a life wasted, an awful womaniser, and you are well rid of him, in my humble opinion. Yet, after one phone call, you are visiting him tonight because your kids are so important that to do otherwise would dishonor them.”

“You know a lot about me.”

“You, dear girl, have the potential to wreak havoc on my company, taking business we earned for decades. Inside your head and servers are all our numbers, supplier information, key client data, and the means to help competitors undercut us everywhere. Parker may have cost me half a billion in revenue within the next twelve months. I have to know a lot about you.”

“All because I wouldn’t fuck your nephew?”

“That depends on which side of this you are on, Emma. I know Parker is an asshole and a cretin to boot, which is why he isn’t CEO at Bradbury PLC. I have two highly qualified finance experts watching over him, but two hours of your time in a hotel room and a shower afterwards would have seen us both out of this mess with flying colors. You could even have had Parker wear a condom, and he would have been grateful. Fuck knows, I would advise it.”

“I can’t imagine how disgusting it must be for you to demean yourself like this, Elaine.”

“I’m a billionaire, dear. Disgusting is easily washed off my silky smooth skin, as are unfortunate problems like you. One shopping trip and a soak in my bath with a lover will do it.”

The elevator pinged, and Elaine stepped off first, her heels clacking annoyingly on the marble floor. She stared back at me like a teacher hurrying a student with pursed lips and an annoying frown. I shook my head and pressed the elevator button for the foyer, placing my shoe to block the door.

“I’ll reschedule. Your need to see Karl is greater than mine, Elaine.”

“I don’t understand.”

“If you think I’m going to pitch to Karl Huntingdon for his business, giving him a hundred reasons to work with my team and then have you give him a single reason he shouldn’t, then you are not the woman people think you are.”

“You are a clever girl.”

“I don’t have a Parker Mason holding me back.”

A flicker in her cheeks and a tiny frown told me Elaine was terrified, surprised, angry, and then profoundly impressed - four seasons in one expression. She had enough money to weather any financial storm, letting her company go bankrupt and becoming a lady of leisure if needed, but that was unthinkable. I knew Elaine would prop up her empire to the last cent she had to win a corporate war so that she could claim to be undefeated.

She nodded, sighed, and stared into my eyes, a mixture of hatred and love fueling hers.

“Oh, Emma. I feel quite aroused right now. Maybe you and I could get a hotel suite and sort this whole mess out. I could have the contract documents couriered to our bedroom.”

“Don’t worry Elaine, I fully intend on fucking you.”

I slid my foot away from the door and stared at her until it closed. Then I headed back toward the foyer. I gasped and slammed my hands against the steel panels, barely able to hold myself upright and contain my turbulent emotions.

Outside the building, I drained my coffee and handed the empty to my new best friend, the coffee vendor.

“Please refill it.”

“There are no free refills, lady.”

“I don’t expect one. I will gladly pay - it’s great coffee.”

“Thank you. I roast it myself.”

While the coffee man made a fresh cappuccino, I called Anna, explaining what had happened and that she must unearth Karl’s schedule for the coming week. Having stood him up today as a no-show, even though he knew why, the chances of scheduling another office call after Elaine sent him through the wood chipper was remote.

I needed a new game plan.

“I have to reach the top of this tree.”

“Who do you need?”

My coffee man smiled and nodded toward Talos’s building, handing me a fresh cup after discarding mine. I glanced at the bin, then at him.

“You had lipstick on the rim, lady. It spoils your second cup of coffee.”

“Thank you.”

“Who are you looking for?”

“Why, do you ask?”

He smiled ironically, pointed at his feet, and waved in every direction.

“I’m standing on this spot for ten hours every weekday, five on Saturday. More people pass by me than the pigeons, and the thing is… I know everyone’s name but never share intelligence with the pigeons.”

I laughed, enjoying the sun on my face and a fresh burst of coffee invigoration. Right about now, Elaine was building her threat without benefiting from my having pitched for any business. She would seem paranoid, alerting Karl to opportunity I held the secrets of.

“Tell me something, Sir.”

“Ahh, this should be interesting, lady.”

“Did you always sell coffee?”

“Yes.”

“Were you one of the hundred brands who supplied a hundred offices hereabouts?”

“I was... and in some ways I still am.”

“How many vending sites do you own?”

“Five around the business district. Thirty in this city.”

“I knew it.”

“What do you know, Emma... may I call you Emma? I heard the bitch in the suit call you that.”

I laughed, not because of his remark about Elaine, but because there was a cargo pant, shirt wearing, hard-working business owner in everyone’s plain sight, and while they ignored him, he spied on everything they did, remembering where they went, and what they spoke about while standing in line for coffee.

“You can call me Emma. What’s your name?”

“Erik.”

“That’s all I get?”

“That’s all you get for today, plus an answer to your questions because I feel we are kindred spirits.”

“Oh dear, Erik, I am a novice compared to you.”

“The coffee line is a corporate drone’s confessional. I hear things, sometimes from people griping to me because they think I am a safe ear; other times, I listen to groups washing up their last meetings.”

“It’s genius, Erik.”

“Knowledge is power, Emma. Now... your question, please?”

“I don’t have a question anymore, Erik. You solved my problem already. You saw the writing on the wall here when a hundred brands were competing in a zero-sum game and you knew that once every office used cheap, shit coffee, people would come out here and buy from the innocuous vending man.”

“And they buy, and buy, and buy, Emma. Sometimes it’s best to let others fight the war - stand back, take stock, prepare, roast some coffee and then... in you go when everyone else is slain.”

“Wow.”

“You need to revisit your perspective, Emma.”

“That I do.”

Erik smiled and held out a hand, palm upright, fingers beckoning comically for payment.

“That’s two cents, please, Emma.”

“Why only two cents?”

“The coffee is free. I gave you my two cents; now you can give me yours.”

“Thank you, Erik.”

“It was nice meeting you, Emma.”

“Nice meeting you, too.”

I opened my purse, handed over two cents, and watched Erik don a baseball cap. He nodded at a young man nearby who ran over, assuming the barista’s role. Then he waved goodbye, bowed, and turned to walk away.

“I thought you said ten hours on weekdays, five on Saturday?”

“Yep... that’s true. I open, close, and cover lunch and breaks for all my vending stands in the city area. I like to change my perspective and take a fresh look at every situation. Goodbye Emma. I must rush.”

“Bye, Erik.”


Chapter Eleven

Indifference

◆◆◆

I could have returned to my office but didn’t. Erik’s wisdom flowed much deeper with every moment as I mulled on it. I giggled, balancing childishly on a low wall, finding my tipping point in time, space, and consciousness.

Is this what touching grass is meant to feel like?

Well, technically, I am touching concrete slabs. The grass is down there.

I’m wearing heels - they will dig in.

This will do.

As CEO of my company, I was supposed to be gnawing my fingertips off, sitting behind my desk, barking pointless orders to those considered my minions. But they weren’t my minions; they were friends, much loved even though many were frequently unruly.

None of our current problems were my employees’ fault, so I wanted to keep all the tension away from the office. I had become complacent, taking Bradbury PLC’s business for granted, so this was my mess to fix. We had other secure accounts, but even if half of those were lost overnight, it would not bring our company down.

Losing Bradbury PLC would bankrupt me if I didn’t act quickly. Layoffs were the most straightforward way to solve my problems, but it felt so unpalatable that I couldn’t do it.

Am I overprotective because of my impending divorce?

I can’t rely on Talos Dynamics.

They will run scared from Elaine, or she will offer an inducement for them to close the door on me. She’ll price too high on a contract, paying Karl off when he wins it.

Fuck all of them.

As far as banks were concerned, Bradbury was too big to fail, and we were too small to save if Elaine attacked full-on - which I knew she must. PR and marketing agencies create brand equity and position companies such as the one I supported in the automotive sector in a winning position.

Fucking automotive sector, Emma?

Car parts and chassis.

Boring.

My company had been into hotels, restaurants, and catering, otherwise known as HORECA. It was a fun, glamorous, and dynamic space to work in, but then Bradbury PLC came, waving a fat checkbook promising to fund 401Ks, college funds, and a holiday home in Maine.

With both arms outstretched to the sides, I teetered along a low wall just wide enough to stand on with both feet together. It circled a beautiful, undulating grassy city park with a few giant oak trees smattered around, benches underneath them in the shade, and a small pond where kids sailed toy boats on Sundays.

I should come here with Jack.

No, we should all go and have a picnic at the river.

This park was a place where stressed-out office workers came to ‘touch grass’ or sit on it with friends, eating sandwiches and drinking Erik’s coffee. I just wanted to balance on a low wall, leaping from pillar to pillar at each entrance like Emma did when she was only nine years old.

In my mind, Dad was with me in this very park, which he was one summer’s day when I visited his office in the city. I remember him telling me to focus on my balance, walk along this wall, and concentrate on only doing that to free my mind.

It felt very relaxing then as it did now, and my mind cleared. I was touching grass without touching grass. It’s amazing what the threat of falling from a low wall and scuffing your knee will do to all your other problems. Avoiding a bloodied graze, itchy scab that would peel in the most ugly way, and all those explanations to well-wishers seemed far more critical than Elaine Bradbury and Parker Mason.

I hopped off the wall, nailing the landing like Simone Biles, giggling like the child who held her father’s hand all those years ago.

What to do, Emma?

Roast coffee?

What’s my version of roasting coffee?

I collected my kids on the way home, enjoying their tales of High School adventures like a bus passenger listening in. Chloe told me she had declined to meet her father, sent him a brief message, and suggested she would call him later to explain. She never got a response.

I dropped Jack and Chloe off at home and then left to visit Steve, stopping at a drive-in for coffee on the way. What I saw at the detox clinic broke my heart.

As he stumbled toward me in the visitor’s room, my estranged husband looked shabby and unwashed. His waxy complexion was somewhere between cold, pale, and sweaty. His shoulders were slumped, his cheeks and bloodshot eyes sunken, making him look like a cartoon Mummy come alive to terrorize the world. Steve shuffled across a carpeted floor to greet me; his arms outstretched like I was his savior. He wore a weak, fixed grin, a bathrobe that he made look unwearable, a T-shirt underneath, and old man’s slippers.

I hugged him as I would a friend, surprised that his hands felt so clammy when I touched them. Oddly, I felt discharged of marriage, like I owed no affection, certainly not the loving or sexual kind - it was as though my estranged husband was a complete stranger.

“I’ll bring you more clothes tomorrow, Steve.”

“Thank you.”

“You’ve lost weight.”

Don’t call him honey, sweetheart, or darling—no false expectations.

“I can’t keep anything down. The doctor says I have three more days of this torture, then I start recovery.”

“That lasts a lifetime.”

“I know.”

We sat at a wooden table covered with black-and-white checkered pattern Formica or a similar unappealing material. The chairs were horribly uncomfortable: thin plastic buckets barely bolted to steel frames—mine wobbled precariously. All the furniture looked like it had been regularly kicked over or thrown, as if in a bar fight.

Deep scars in the plasterboard walls confirmed my suspicions.

Steve looked like a refugee from a war zone, and I felt pity and shame simultaneously. Perhaps I should have done something sooner or when he first went off the rails.

How much responsibility can anyone take for an alcoholic?

He leaned laboriously on the table with both elbows, hands gripping his cheeks, looking pathetic. His breath was ripe, and he was broken.

“Have you showered since I brought you here, Steve?”

“Why didn’t you help me sooner, Emma?”

“I asked myself the same question a moment ago.”

“And what is your answer?”

“I should have divorced you the first time you were unfaithful to me; then all of this might have been avoided.”

“Wow, that’s a bit fucking harsh.”

“I think you would have moved on to independence, remarriage, and been happy, Steve.”

“I’m happy being married to you.”

“Honestly... in the years we have been married, how many women have you slept with?”

I eyed him keenly but not critically. My estranged husband must come to terms with his alcoholism and the causes of our failed marriage. A hardened heart was easy for me in theory only; I had been cheated on, but war as I exited our relationship seemed unnecessary.

“Ten affairs, some shorter than others.”

“Including prostitutes?”

“More than fifty. You were busy working.”

“Hardly a marriage then, Steve. A therapist would say we couldn’t give one another what each needed. Why not go with that - save fifty grand and four years?”

That’s it then. No need for therapy - yippee!

Just need... oh stop it, Emma.

Steve coughed, a phlegmy, rotten belch erupting from somewhere deep inside him where his body struggled to regain control. Steve’s eyes bulged; he sighed, looked away, and tapped his fingers on the Formica in a dreadful drumroll meant to heighten my anxiety—but I didn’t care. I was indifferent to my almost ex-husband.

Steve tossed his head and managed to smile but couldn’t look me in the eye.

“Chloe called me earlier on.”

“You ignored her message.”

“I ghosted her and waited for the call.”

“That’s progress for her, not so much for you.”

You ghosted your fucking daughter? Wanker.

“Chloe mentioned something about setting boundaries. I stopped listening because our daughter began to sound like you.”

“I see.”

Kicking anyone when they were down on the floor, writhing, bleeding out was pointless, but Steve was heading down a dangerous path and could lose his children to ignorance, self-pity, and spite if he wasn’t careful.

I had to say something.

“You need to rebuild your relationship with your daughter, Steve. She is a most wondrous girl with many of your better characteristics. You have a wonderful son, as well. We created great kids, and that is what must bind us in friendship. It could also be your motivation to get well.”

He shrugged, sulking and in grumpy temperament. When he realized I wasn’t saying anything more, Steve coughed, straightened up, and stared at me as though he had authority.

“I’m her father, Emma. Chloe must learn respect.”

I pointed across the room, and he turned to see where I was looking.

“Go look in that fucking mirror and ask how much respect you deserve from anyone… any fucking one, Steve.”

“Oh, kick me while I’m down, Emma. Is that the plan?”

“I can leave if my presence vexes you.”

His expression was vile - cynical, grinning, mashed-up face of a drunk in denial of their poor behavior. I stood to leave, dismayed that my estranged husband couldn’t see any light from the darkness that engulfed him. Even now, his children were aging books on a shelf he promised to read one day. Steve was the oil slick on paradise blue tropical waters that promised to destroy everything decent for miles.

He grabbed my arm, and tears rolled down his cheeks.

“Sorry, Emma. Please stay.”

“Okay, but stop being spiteful, especially about our children.”

They are most important.

I sat back down and smiled as encouragingly as I could.

“Give Chloe time and treat her as an adult.”

“She’s seventeen.”

“Chloe is an adult, Steve. If you don’t treat her as one, she’ll become someone you catch up with when attending family events you were invited to that she happens to be at.”

“Christ... am I that bad?”

“Are you Steve? Go to the fucking mirror.”

My pity had dried up.

I shrugged, unsure whether I was getting through or even making the slightest headway into Steve’s nightmare world. His head lolled frequently, and he almost nodded off, possibly medication-induced, but it might just be that this was the process of ridding a body of its addiction.

Steve raised his head suddenly, eyeing me with sunken fire pits that looked ready to explode.

“I suppose our prenup will kick in once the divorce gets rolling?”

“Yes.”

“I’ll get nothing?”

“Shall we discuss this another time?”

“No, Emma. Spell it out for me like you always did. I have a right to know what I’ll get in our divorce.”

Steve’s palms slammed loudly on the table. An attendant sitting behind a small desk beside the door snapped his head up from a newspaper, and he looked straight at me, judging my mood. I smiled and nodded, cooling the room’s temperature back down to Steve’s simmering.

“Just tell me what I’ll get in our divorce, Emma.”

“You signed a prenup, as did I. We owned assets on entering the marriage; we leave with those intact.”

“I didn’t fucking read it.”

“There are adultery clauses.”

“No fucking doubt.”

I eyed him testily. The last year of our marriage had been a running battle much like this, avoidable if he hadn’t cheated or had I divorced - we were both at fault, so I held my temper - barely.

“Steve... aren’t you ashamed of having committed adultery?”

“I shouldn’t have done it.”

That’s not the same thing as being sorry.

You don’t care about doing it, only about getting caught.

“Just answer my question, Emma.”

“You’ll get nothing of mine, Steve. I won’t give up my company, the house I bought, or my car. You are welcome to any jewelry you gifted me, even though that should remain mine - it will raise you twenty grand. Our furniture you can take - I don’t want anything.”

“Fuck! That’s daunting.”

“I’ll help you, Steve.”

I felt sorry for him and reached across the table. Steve snatched his hand away as though mine were the head of a viper.

“Help me, how, Emma?”

“I’ll rent you an apartment until you get settled. If you are sober and in a program, I can find you a job in construction through my network. A good carpenter is hard to find these days.”

“Wow... thanks.”

His cynical character was entirely in control, driven by a tortured body and mind. My visit was a mistake; talking to Steve about divorce, even though I was dragged into the conversation, was terrible for him and me.

I need to leave.

What the hell were you thinking, Emma?

“What would you like from me, Steve?”

“Some consideration is all. A home, money, a car... just till I rise again.”

“I can do some of that, but you must work.”

“I’ll need assurances from our lawyers.”

Lawyers that I pay for?

“You haven’t worked in five years. I checked online, and our joint account has been cleared out.”

“I had bills to pay.”

“Your bar tabs are not our shared bills, Steve.”

“They still have to be paid.”

“Not by me.”

“Okay, okay… You have made your point, Emma. I have no money and won’t get any from you.”

“Buck up fast, Steve. I’ll help, but not to the point of you taking advantage of me.”

“I get it. Please, just fuck off now.”

He waved his arm towards the door like a spiteful child who’d been grounded. The attendant stood and offered me a sympathetic look, gently waving a hand to the door. It was time for me to leave and move on with my life because my marriage and any friendship I might develop with Steve were dead for now.

I stared pitifully at a man going through hell with no clue how to help him. Much of Steve’s anger and ramblings were the ill effects of addiction draining him as alcohol was slowly squeezed out of his veins and major organs. I left after his tirade, choking up because Steve never asked how his kids were. He’d expressed anger about Chloe’s phone call but never mentioned anything about Jack, his football victory, schoolwork, or anything else. As I passed through a security door leading away from the lounge where we met, I turned and saw he’d fallen asleep in the chair.

When I strolled outside, I was stunned. In the darkness, a man stood in front of my car, with his parked beside it.

“Greg, what are you doing here?”

“Sorry, Emma... Umm. Chloe came to our house with Jack and told Sally she was worried about you, and they told me. Their concern became unanimous, so I got them into my car and drove out here to wait in case you were too tired to drive. It’s been a long day.”

Steve’s phone call to Chloe caused her concern.

“That’s a lie, Greg.”

I laughed, feeling uplifted by my boyfriend’s loving gesture, the devotion of my kids and his daughter, and the awkwardness Greg displayed in covering the real reason he came. I folded my arms across my chest because the night air felt chilly across my nipples.

Who are you kidding, Emma?

I smiled lovingly at Greg, standing at the perfect distance for our conversation to be romantically poised and full of tension. When I pulled gently on my bottom lip, my womb cheered, and Greg’s expression lit up, full of delight.

“I was worried about you, Emma.”

“I know. And the girls? Jack?”

“They were worried too, but it was me who...”

“I’m glad.”

“Am I intruding?”

“Nope... not in the slightest.”

Although I wish you would... intrude, that is.

“Jack is asleep on the rear seat. I brought a sleeping bag, and he nodded off within five minutes of us setting out.”

“So you used our three kids as an excuse to come here and see me.”

“Yes.”

“Oh, Sir knight, thou art gallant and brave.”

Greg looked embarrassed, so I approached him, smiling affectionately, releasing my solid nipples from cover when I got close enough to hold him and sure he couldn’t see how deeply aroused I was.

How the fuck can you be aroused now?

Steve has meant nothing for so long.

Greg wrapped his arms around my waist, pulling me closer. I glanced sideways through his windshield and saw two seventeen-year-old girls grinning, excitedly watching our romantic movie; popcorn poised inches from their mouths.

Chloe pointed to the back seat and placed both hands across her tilted face. She wanted me to know that Jack slept. Then, the girls pretended to kiss, almost but not quite touching. It looked adorable. I flashed my head back, pleased Greg only had eyes for me.

“That’s how you see yourself, isn’t it, Greg? My knight in shining armor?”

“I want to be your protector, but only on your terms.”

“Your terms are acceptable to me, sweetheart. I trust you.”

“I feel so excited right now, Emma.”

I’m feeling it, too.

“How certain are you that Jack is asleep, Greg?”

“He’s in his night’s sleep for sure. He won’t wake when I carry him to his bedroom... if you’ll let me, of course.”

Of course I will.

I kissed Greg softly and lovingly, enjoying the warm sizzle of his lips against mine. My estranged husband was less than a hundred meters away, sleeping at a table or being escorted back to his bedroom, possibly throwing up, but it didn’t matter because all emotions, loving or otherwise, had vanished, and I trusted myself to move on, which seemed more necessary than hiding.

When our lips parted, Greg panted, pleasing me because I still lacked confidence in my femininity.

You need to bed him, Emma.

All in good time.

“I was worried about you, Emma, sorry. I was going out of my mind.”

“Oh, Greg. Thank you for coming out here.”

Elaine, Parker and the lost contract were all minor irritations compared with the bruises of a shitty marriage but Greg was my ultimate catharsis, elevating me back to womanhood where I felt proud and generative. My boyfriend kissed my head and cheeks, holding me tightly and affectionately, but not sexually. That made me proud of him since two impressionable girls watching us from Greg’s car needed a great male role model in life, even though neither needed one in their bed.

Greg stared at me with a note of concern. I grinned reassuringly.

“Steve is completely gone from my life, Greg. I have the mechanics of divorce pending, but it won’t stop you and me from making progress if that is meant to be. Tonight was awful, but I think Steve will reflect and move on strongly.”

“You don’t need to explain, Emma.”

“Isn’t that why you looked concerned?”

“No.”

“What is it then?”

“Sally told me she and Chloe are in love.”

“Oh, I am so glad.”

“Me too.”

“What about... that Sally told you or that she and Chloe are together?”

“Both, actually. Sally told me I could discuss this with you. Apparently, you already knew. The girls wanted to be out in the open, and I think that’s the right thing.”

Greg sighed and smiled, looking as relieved as I felt. He held me close, and I glanced again at our audience, who talked to each other, giving us the maximum possible privacy. I kissed my boyfriend again, pulling every feminine wile possible, grinding into him, running my palms on his solid chest, rubbing both solid nipples with my trembling fingertips.

“Thank god. I knew Sally and Chloe were in love yesterday and felt I was lying to you by not revealing.”

“There are secrets we might have to keep while managing situations, Emma. You allowed Sally the space to tell me herself in her time and how she wanted - that’s important.”

“Kiss me properly, Greg. I want to feel like a girlfriend who has a boyfriend.”

“I’ll be that boyfriend as long as you want me.”

“After you drop me off, will you call again, Greg? Same time as last night?”

“I’d love to.”

You might need tissues.


Chapter Twelve

Cat and Mouse

◆◆◆

My staff buzzed excitedly upon my morning arrival at our offices. Greg, who met me for coffee near our kids’ school, now walked me along the catwalk of wanker’s shame, holding my left hand with his right - it felt symbolic. I smiled when he kissed me before leaving, remembering how openly we talked dirty while masturbating in our separate beds the night before.

Our phone sex was great, but after we said goodnight and I set my phone on a nightstand, I wanted all the more to cuddle and hold Greg before sliding my pussy down his cock with the eventual aim of having his seed planted deep inside me - but not too soon.

Slut!

What will it take for me to go all-in?

I watched Greg stroll away from me down the center office aisle, all the girl’s heads following his cute butt. Half of my female staff would sleep with him because he was gorgeous, and the other half would do it to spite me - such is often our way. The girl code is religious guidance for many, while breaking it is a to-do list for others.

Anna stood at my door gloating.

“Did your husband buy you flowers, Anna?”

“Guess what I have?”

“A signed contract from Bradbury PLC?”

I knew it was coming.

“How the fuck did you know that? It arrived first thing by courier marked confidential. There is even a ten percent uplift on price. Bradbury is very sorry, Emma.”

“So we won a twenty-two million dollar contract?”

“Whatever you did - it worked for everyone, Emma. Elaine signed the cover letter, reinstating our existing contract with the same uplift on price. All you need do is sign it.”

I sighed and stared at my beaming friend and work colleague. Anna was over the moon.

“Are you about to burst my balloon, Em?”

“It’s Elaine’s next play, honey. She wants us to sign a contract so the non-compete clauses bind us immediately, then, within the first year, she will find cause to fire us after ensuring all our data and market information is shelf-life expired.”

“Bummer. Fuck! The entire office is thrilled. This will destroy morale.”

“Don’t tell them. We can ride the wave for a few days.”

“What should we tell Bradbury?”

“Email Simon Henry. Thank him for revisiting their decision, and say we are reviewing terms with our lawyers just as a formality. Back channel to your friends that we are relieved and leave the rest to me.”

“Bradbury is pushing for a signed contract by close of business today. Also, Simon was fired. Elaine is remodeling his office - bitch style according to the Private Assistant network I am part of.”

“You know I don’t see you as a PA, Anna.”

“I know. What other boss lets their PA tell them to fuck their boyfriend real soon?”

“How do you know I didn’t do him… I mean it, already, yet? Oh, stop it!”

Anna’s intrusion into my personal life was welcome. She was the friend who would call me out on shit that I did which I shouldn’t and point to opportunity, namely Greg, when I was blind.

“Honey… when you fuck that gorgeous man, shower all you want and bathe in Chanel No7, but every girl here will smell it on you and see the passion in your eyes.”

“You sound like such a slut, Anna.”

“We are all sluts, baby girl. I am a one-husband slut. There is no harm in letting yourself do terrible, naughty, naughty things with your forever guy.”

“Is that how you see your husband?”

“Yeah, damn right… but I’ll never tell him - hence, I got flowers last night.”

“And in return, what did he get?”

“Tonight, wearing the suit I was born in, I will drag that man into the shower, drop to my knees and suck his cock while fingering his anus until the angels whisper in his ears and he mutters like a delirious fool.”

“Fuck. Anna... you are the husband whisperer.”

Anna stared into space, reminiscing about something I didn’t dare ask her about. She smiled, pulled seductively on her bottom lip, so I coughed to bring her back to my office, present day. She glanced at me and giggled.

“Sorry, Emma. I was someplace else.”

“Please don’t tell me where - I beg you!”

“My husband would not be impressed if I did.”

“Okay... we have an accord. Silence is fucking golden and your shower is out of bounds in every conversation we ever have - also, your husband’s body parts are excluded from our girl talk.”

“Okay... but-”

“But nothing, sweetheart. Leave me now... please.”

“Just one thing, Emma. What do I tell our people?”

“Tell them I want to meet with our Bradbury team in the boardroom as soon as possible.”

“That’s thirty-two people.”

“Yes, and I need a project-specific non-disclosure agreement signed by everyone before the meeting starts.”

“Fucking hell… you don’t want much.”

“Take all the time you need, honey.”

I prepared a briefing presentation. My most important thought was how to innovate our current market space. The automotive sector was undergoing enormous change with new brands of Electric Vehicles flooding in daily, legacy car giants downsizing engine blocks, and improving component recycling and fuel efficiency. We’d charted a good course for Bradbury through changing times, but it was hard work and the sector was getting bitchy.

I needed to gain an advantage.

It was mid-afternoon before my meeting started, once all the NDAs had been signed. My staff seemed keen, especially now they knew our contract was saved.

Which it wasn’t.

Because of me.

They gathered in my boardroom like co-conspirators, looking pensive, excited, and above all, creative. My artists were already doodling, strategists were thinking, and PR gurus played soundbites in their heads, using imagined Pantone swatches to match sounds with color.

When I stood before my team, smiling, they were silenced.

“We must talk about and manage change. EVs are coming hard and fast into our gas-guzzling market; some of the best and cheapest are built in China. Beijing rolls differently from how we do PR and marketing, so we must up our game.”

They will throw billions of state dollars at advertising and crush our sector.

I kept their attention for two hours until the meeting closed, and I felt a sea change occur throughout. They were excited about the good news on our contract and my new twist. With a comprehensive task list delegated, I left the room feeling more excited than I had in years.

We had a plan.

As I strolled through the office, heading back to my glass tank, I noticed Anna converging on me from across the floor. She covered the thin, blue industrial carpet like a torpedo tracing an unerring line to a battleship, grinning from ear to ear.

“You have a dinner date tomorrow night.”

“Wow… Greg called you instead of me?”

“Not Greg, silly. Elaine Bradbury.”

“Oh.”

“She wants to celebrate the new contract.”

I can’t remember going from utter elation to stone-dead bored quite so swiftly. I felt dismal, like a mild heartbreak had happened in the time it took to crack an egg. Being so close to a decision about Greg that would advance our relationship only to have my hopes dashed felt unnecessary.

“Are you okay, Emma?”

“Yes… but why do you ask?”

“I thought you were going to cry.”

“I need to ask you something, Anna.”

“Go ahead.”

“Do you genuinely love your husband as much as you say?”

She leaned against a nearby filing cabinet and smiled, looking dreamy, making the most adorable face that might have made me vomit had I not been whisked into a romantic frenzy by a new boyfriend.

“Yes, Emma. I would lay my life down for that man because he would do the same for me.”

“Follow me to my office. I have follow-up questions.”

“Okay… I’m intrigued.”

Anna followed me to my office. I felt excited but terrified of what my friend and confidant might say. I needed a woman’s advice, but often, other women were too pointed and somewhat harsh with their wisdom, albeit well-intentioned, to cut through their friend’s hormones and feelings to the truth and facts.

With my office door closed, I pointed to the chair opposite mine.

“Sit down.”

“Is this about Greg?”

“And Steve.”

“Oh, girl... please. Fuck Steve! I mean… don’t fuck Steve. Fuck Steve! As in get rid of him.”

She waved her palms furiously at me, backpedaling some of her words with a squeaky, disgusted - don’t do that - tone of voice.

I laughed.

“I know what you mean, Anna.”

She frowned, confused, biting her tongue, desperately trying not to give me advice I didn’t want.

“Why do you mention Steve?”

“Because I don’t love him anymore. I mean, not at all... nada.”

“I see.”

“Do you think that’s normal?”

“At the very end of the relationship, when divorce is the next, irrevocable step - yeah, I think that’s normal. You must be exhausted by him.”

“I am.”

Anna hunkered down in her chair, far more interested in anything that wasn’t about Steve.

“Tell me about Greg, Emma. I feel he is easier for me to handle with expert advice.”

“I’m not so sure.”

“Oh Christ, Emma... are you overthinking this new relationship after one week?”

“No.”

Yes.

“Yes. Okay, I am.”

“Fuck! You are the only woman I know who has created approval gates for a boyfriend.”

“What do you mean by approval gates?”

“Has he bought me flowers? Check - next step. Are we holding hands? Check - next step. Do I love him? Check - next step. Do-”

“That’s the one right there - Love.”

I pointed into space as though Anna’s words hung there. I saw them clearly, but not in the air because they were tattooed across my heart. This was the biggest question of my life: Do I love Greg?

“Do you love Greg, Emma?”

“Yes… no... maybe.”

There is something wrong with me if I don’t.

“Oh dear. Have you considered making love to him? That might push you over the edge if you aren’t sure what you feel.”

“That sets a dangerous precedent, though. If I sleep with Greg and discover I only scratched an itch - what then?”

“You’d have had an itch beautifully scratched, Emma, and who’s to say you can’t go back and scratch more later?”

“I don’t want to scratch one time... or occasionally… I mean… I do want to scratch with Greg, but I worry that afterward, one or both of us will feel we didn’t have our itch scratched out to complete satisfaction. You know, when the itch lingers, bubbling away under the skin like a tickle or when it comes back too quickly?”

“Are we talking about the itch or the boyfriend?”

I stared blankly at Anna, reprocessing what I’d said and detangling it to make more sense. Talking in riddles was often good around men because their brains couldn’t process random confusion like women, so we have a secret language.

I shrugged, having reached a clear state of mind.

“Both, I guess.”

“So, you are worried you might not love Greg after making love, and you worry he might not want you after he cums inside you?”

“That’s it in a nutshell.”

“Have you tried phone sex?”

“Twice.”

“Did you both finish?”

I squinted at my friend, confidant, and employee, wondering if I should answer.

“I’m not sure that question is relevant, Anna.”

“It speaks to whether love is genuine for one or both of you. No orgasm equals no love.”

“Okay... let’s assume we both got what we wanted.”

“When you orgasmed, did you feel more or less in love with Greg?”

“More.”

“Then you definitely should fuck him.”

“Ahh, but what if he isn’t hooked on me and leaves after we make love? I wouldn’t be a first-timer.”

“You aren’t a first-timer anyway, Em. You have two kids.”

“I’m not talking about virginity, silly. I meant I wouldn’t be a first-time rebounder. As a new divorcee, I’d have slept with a guy and failed to seal the deal. After a failed marriage and first-time failure with a boyfriend, I will become a sad dating app profile forced to have sex with a series of boyfriends and lovers based on a swipe.”

“Jesus fucking Christ, Emma. What I wouldn’t give to live inside your head for a few days.”

“It’s not always this much fun.”

“Why is marriage so important to you?”

“Because I want what you have. I want a man who loves me all to myself, and I want to be everything he wants from a woman. Is that unreasonable?”

“A lot of women take fuck buddies after they divorce.”

“Would you do that, Anna?”

Fucking, no chance.

Why shouldn’t I embrace monogamy?

I want the dream.

“No… I’d be just like you unless my husband died.”

Fuck… that’s a bit depressing.

“And what then?”

“I would honor him forever and never take another man.”

“There you go.”

I wanted authentic, undying love more than I needed sex - although it was a close-run thing. Masturbating over the phone was great fun, but it’s not the same as falling asleep in the arms of a man who loves you after he planted your belly full of his seed. I liked having a loving man inside my body, feeling his hot breath on my nipples before licking and sucking them. I didn’t want a guy inside my body who wasn’t also inside my head and heart, allowing me the same privilege inside his.

Anna stared at me, waiting for my next move.

“Love is chemical, physical, emotional and intellectual, Anna.”

“It sounds like you aren’t there yet, honey.”

“I’m not sure because it’s been so long since I definitively knew what love feels like. I am happier with Greg than I have been in years.”

“Well, I know what to say, but I don’t think you’ll like it, Emma.”

“Go ahead, honey. That’s why I asked you here.”

“You shouldn’t make love to Greg until you love him more than you loved Steve on the day you married him.”

“I knew it.”

I fucking did.

I’m not there yet.

My pain felt palpable, but I wasn’t heartbroken, more like the kid who didn’t get what they wanted on Christmas morning. I got plenty of great things - Greg was mine, but girl logic and the female body of knowledge fueling it screamed out for me to wait a bit longer for love to ignite like a supernova or risk becoming a Tinder cliche.

Fuck that!

“Emma?”

“Yes, dear.”

“Do you use sex toys?”

“Not at the moment.”

“Are you keeping yourself for Greg?”

“Yes.”

“It sounds like love to me.”

“I know, and it feels like it, too. What’s your advice?”

“Keep going a few more days if Greg will hold out. This time spent wooing is important to create a lasting, binding love. Will he wait?”

“Anna... Greg is the finest man I have ever met. He is decent, moral, witty, he runs… fuck, he runs and that’s a great thing for both of us. But most of all, he deeply and purely respects me.”

“Is he submissive?”

“No... at least I don’t think so. He feels like a man’s man to me.”

“Yeah, but maybe he wants to submit to you.”

“I don’t know. Maybe that could be fun in bed, but I need a strong man to call me out on my shit. Greg feels like that guy.”

“It sounds like you won’t have to wait long to find out.”

That evening, news of changes at Bradbury PLC swiftly hit online and legacy media, starting hours after I reached home. While preparing dinner—a pot roast—I sipped a chilled white Australian Cabernet Sauvignon, listening to a podcast roundup of the news.

Simon Henry had retired with immediate effect, citing health concerns, which roughly translates as cancer or the use of cancer to cover a firing. Elaine Bradbury, a safe pair of hands and the power in the boardroom, returned to the wheelhouse.

“Clever. The investors will be happy, and that keeps markets steady.”

“What’s that, Mom?”

I spun around when my daughter entered the kitchen, pointing at my laptop, the source of Bradbury’s news.

“Sorry, Chloe. I am speaking aloud.”

“About work?”

“Yes.”

“Can we discuss Greg, please, Mom?”

“Umm... yes, I guess so.”

“Are you sleeping with him?”

“How could I be? I sleep here, alone.”

“You know what I mean, Mom. Are you having sex with Greg anywhere?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because I’m waiting for the right time.”

“Okay.”

“Why do you ask?”

“Well… Sally and I aren’t having sex yet, but if you and her Dad do it and then you move in with each other, here or at his place, it kinda throws us together and changes things.”

“Hmm.”

I couldn’t believe how mature my daughter was. She put her finger smack on a problem Greg and I might cause her and Sally’s relationship. It surprised me, not just that she’d articulated the dilemma so well, but that she included me in her very personal problem - whether to make love to Sally, sooner or later.

“What do you prefer Greg and I do, Chloe?”

“Sally and I prefer waiting. We kiss and fool around, but we want to be sure about making love with all that entails.”

“What does that mean?”

“We’ll need toys, and both of us are virgins, Mom.”

“Wow.”

“About the toys?”

“No, about both of you being virgins - that’s really special, Chloe.”

“So the toys don’t bother you?”

“Nope. I imagine they are necessary for your sexuality.”

“And us making love doesn’t freak you out… I mean, once we do it?”

“I’d rather you made love at home or let me pay for a nice hotel and dinner, but please, please, don’t do it in a car or on some grass verge on a golf course.”

“We won’t.”

I ran through the problem and wondered why I hadn’t thought about it sooner. Chloe was nearing eighteen, as was Sally, but I still saw two girls skipping out the back while I helped spin the rope. I sipped more wine, considering offering my almost, kinda already adult daughter a glass.

She should discover alcohol on her terms.

Fuck being seventeen. It’s not sixteen or eighteen - it’s nowhere.

“Let me think about how Greg and me affect you and Sally, honey. We had our shot, and now it’s your turn.”

“Whoa, Mom. I couldn’t be happier about you and Greg. I am just asking because it’s what Sally and I are discussing.”

“You two take priority.”

Jack took priority over all because he was much younger than his sister and more attached to his father than she was. Steve was like the last days of a dreadful hair color where all my roots had grown back, and the dumb bleach blonde dye I’d used was limited to an inch of my split ends. After a few scissor cuts, my estranged husband would be gone.

I called my father, needing to consult on his wisdom about boys. He was my best port of call in a storm since I rarely saw my brother, who filmed a reality TV show about living in the northernmost part of Alaska.

“Hi, Dad.”

“Hello, champ.”

“It’s been more than a week since my race.”

“I’m still celebrating.”

“Why?”

“Because I am a Dad. You, of all people, understand what that’s like... being a Mom, I mean.”

“Interestingly, that is why I am calling.”

“About what baby girl?”

“About Jack needing Steve.”

“Well… I’ve pondered that myself. Jack doesn’t need Steve in his current state, but he needs a Dad. Whether your soon-to-be ex-husband can be the father your son and daughter need in the future is a different matter.”

“Jack needs a role model, Dad.”

“Sons need their fathers to provide guidance, model healthy masculine behavior, teach essential life lessons, foster a sense of security, and contribute to their overall identity development.”

“That sounds like a psychology definition.”

“It is. But it’s also pretty accurate.”

“So... what if Jack’s role model was another guy?”

“Are you seeing someone else?”

“Yes.”

“Okay. Was he around before last week?”

“You know me better than that. I left Steve on race day.”

“Sorry.”

“It’s okay. He was the pacemaker who ran in my race last week.”

“Ahh, the jazz club guy. I never met him, but Cassie told me and Mom about him.”

“Yes.”

“He’s Sally’s father, right?”

“How did you know?”

“Cassie, again. Also, Chloe may have mentioned it when she visited.“

“I like him, Dad.”

“Well, honey... if that’s who your new boyfriend is, you have my blessing to marry and begin repopulating the world tomorrow. He sounds like a nice guy.”

“I know.”

“Is everything okay with Steve? I mean in rehab.”

“He is okay. Divorce looms, and he wants to discuss it while delusions of recovery are wreaking havoc. I visited yesterday and probably shouldn’t have.”

“Steve has nobody else, Emma.”

“I know.”

“If he needs a job, please let me know. I have contacts. We don’t want your children’s father on the streets, regardless of his poor behavior.”

“Family is important, Dad.”

“That it is.”

I went quiet, and so did my father. I sipped more wine, wondering if I should share my workplace travails with him. He always listened, advised me frequently, didn’t judge - the best role model Jack could have, as was my brother.

“Something is bothering you, Emma.”

“I lost a big contract. Bradbury.”

“Oh dear.”

“They sent it over today with a price uplift, but I know they want to manage us out of the door. In twelve months, they will drop us owing three, possibly four months of payments, so the price uplift is a lie.”

“Then they will bleed you out into bankruptcy?”

“Yes.”

“I saw the leadership changeover announced on Bloomberg.”

“It’s textbook, Dad.”

“Yes, it is. They fired Simon, telling the market he was sick. By now, he’ll be scuba diving in the Caribbean. Do you have a backup plan?”

“Yes. It’s a long shot, but I’ll know in a few days if it’s doable from the research I commissioned.”

My father fell silent. I heard him breathing and thinking. He would help however he could, aside from raiding his and Mom’s retirement pot to rescue my company.

“Are you okay, Dad?

“There is something I know that might help you, Emma. It seems important.”

“Go on.”

“Ahh. I open my mouth too much.”

“What is it, Daddy?”

“You won’t like it.”

“Will you tell me, Dad?”

“Do you know Elaine Bradbury?”

“Yes.”

“She’s a lesbian.”

“I know.”

So is your granddaughter, but it’s not my place to tell you.

“Well. In the strategy department at GD, we had to plan on how to bring down our competitors. We dug for dirt and developed strategies ready to play out and wreak havoc on Talos and Bradbury. The main point of attack was shareholder sensitivity to scandal.”

“Surely, even back then, Elaine being a lesbian was fine.”

“Oh, yes... of course it was, but that wasn’t the scandal I discovered.”

“Do you have dirt on Bradbury PLC, Dad?”

“Yes, and I kept all the files in a filing cabinet in our garage.”

“Okay. What do you have?”

“It’s rumored that Elaine Bradbury had a baby while she was very young, and her parents forced her to adopt the little boy out.”

“Are the rumors true?”

“Yes. I have DNA, birth records, and statements from doctors. To my shame, I bought some of the intelligence, but I never showed it to anyone.”

“Wow.”

“Nobody else has this information. I buried it because some things should not be weaponized, and even now, I shudder to use it, but... well, I’m sure you can figure it out. You are a Mom.”

“I agree… but…”

“But I know who her child is, Emma.”

“Go on. Tell me, Dad.”

“Bizarrely, he worked in our operations department straight out of college. He was young, handsome, and very decent. You’d like him because he was an amazing runner.”

“Give me a name, Dad.”

“Elaine’s son is Greg Landers.”

Oh fuck!

Fuckety fuck!

“That’s my boyfriend.”

“Jesus, Emma... that’s the guy Cassie spoke about? The Jazz Club owner?”

“Yes, Dad.”

“He doesn’t know any of this. I kept it well buried.”

Fuck!


Chapter Thirteen

To Make or Break

◆◆◆

While I served dinner, Dad went to his basement, collected the Bradbury PLC file, and emailed scanned copies of everything he had. A few hours later, I sat on my bed, laptop open, coffee nearby, discussing the file contents with my father.

Could Greg know about this?

Should he know about it?

I sat in a lotus position at the center of my bed, staring at my computer screen, eyes watering from choking emotions and a bright backlight. I felt more than a little scared that the man I trusted most in the world had gathered intelligence nearly thirty years ago to destroy a woman I didn’t much like.

But now I’d discovered that woman was my boyfriend’s mother, separated at or shortly after birth, things seemed much worse.

How the hell did this happen?

The birth record showed no father’s name, only the mother, Elaine Bradbury, and a son, Greg Bradbury. His weight, length, and general health were noted in beautiful handwriting that had aged, but I could read that his mother spent eight hours in labor with only gas and air.

That hurts.

She named him.

She hadn’t even been sixteen.

Poor girl.

What the hell happened?

According to his hospital notes, Greg was breastfed during the three days he and Elaine were kept in the maternity ward. He was adopted ten days after she gave birth. She named him, which any woman knows means a hell of a lot, and that, plus his adoption timeline, made me wonder whether he was taken from her—a defenseless baby taken from a defenseless child.

Oh fuck, what if Elaine was raped?

You’re getting ahead of yourself. Calm the fuck down.

“Are you still there, Emma?”

“Yes, Dad. You’re on speakerphone. Sorry, I am just taking all of this in.”

“Are you alone? I mean, the kids - are they with you?”

“I’m lying in bed, so I am very alone, Dad.”

Too fucking alone.

“Good.”

“Not really.”

“You know what I mean, Em. I don’t think it’s good to share this information.”

Then why give it to me?

“This information is the sort of leverage I couldn’t use, Emma. I buried it, and for so many nights, I went down into the basement and thought about burning everything. It’s a curse.”

My parents were big on having no secrets within the family - at least to a certain extent. From a young age, I was sitting at the dinner table with my siblings, going through family photographs as old as the first camera. We had a family tree, and it even showed how my great-great-grandfather had kids with two sisters, one of whom he married.

“Why didn’t you destroy the information, Dad?”

“Family is important, Emma. Understanding your roots means you know where you came from, making it easier to decide where you are going.”

“I remember you saying that over and over.”

“What if I am the only person who knows the truth about these two people? Is it my right to destroy the evidence that belongs to them, their life story?”

“So you can’t use it, won’t destroy it, and are terrified to reveal it.”

“You were always most clever in summation, Emma. I know one thing - I could never weaponize this evidence or allow GD to use it.”

“Me neither.”

“Thank god.”

“Did you think I would use this to save my company, Dad?”

“I hoped you wouldn’t.”

“Then why mention it at all?”

“You sounded desperate, and I would never forgive myself for not helping. Those documents are a silver bullet, taking down your enemies. If all else fails, you can shake the tree with it.”

“Elaine isn’t my enemy, Dad, neither is Parker. This is just business, but it’s not my sort of business. They play to win at any cost.”

“What will you do to save yourself from losing this contract?”

“I’ll pivot.”

“Good girl.”

“Goodnight, Dad. Don’t worry about any of this, please.”

“Goodnight, baby girl.”

When I slumped back into soft, goose-down pillows, I thought about my conversation with Elaine Bradbury, specifically, the moment I suggested she should have her own children. I lifted my laptop onto my chest and angled the screen, staring at it as though divine intervention might strike.

I wondered how my quip affected Elaine. Did she give Greg away willingly, or was she forced to have him adopted? Was a baby prised from the fingers of a desperate teenage mother who suffered in anguish for years afterward? There were very different plausible scenarios leading to different perceptions and situations today.

If she wanted to keep him then, she would want him now.

Does he want to know about her?

Whose rights are more important?

My heart broke, and I cried. This was too much information for me, especially as I plunged into the cauldron of love with a man I wanted more than any other. A mother was attacking me while I loved her son.

Did I say love?

We agreed to wait.

It was close to midnight, and I knew there would be no sleep for me for another few hours, so I crept downstairs and snuck a glass of Chardonnay. My phone had been on Do-Not-Disturb while I talked to Dad, and now, as I clicked that off, I saw a mountain of messages from Greg. They started lovingly; then he got scared that I hadn’t answered.

I called him immediately.

“Sorry, honey, I got busy with my Dad.”

“Thank god you are okay.”

“I’m fine. Sidetracked is all.”

“Can we meet for breakfast, Emma? It’s Saturday tomorrow.”

“It will be Saturday in ten minutes, sweetheart.”

Come over now. I have something for you to eat.

“Oh yes. I usually sleep by now, but I stayed awake to ensure you were okay.”

“I’d love to meet you for breakfast, Greg.”

“Where?”

“How about Keki’s Breakfast Cafe?”

“That’s perfect, Emma. They do the most gorgeous Florida Pancakes, with-.”

“One thousand five hundred and twenty calories per serving.”

“Yes, there is that too.”

“Shall we run first, Greg? I live near the river. You could bring your gear and shower here before Keki’s? Maybe we can make plans to spend the day together.”

“I’d love to. It will be our first run. Well, the first since your race.”

“Progress.”

How the fuck do I tell you who your mother is.

Would I be a selfish bitch for telling you?

Would I be a selfish bitch for not telling you?

Oh dear.

“How does half past seven sound, Emma?”

“Perfect. The weather will be fine tomorrow.”

“It’s always fine.”

“Too fine, sometimes.”

I was so looking forward to going for a run with Greg that I forgot about the news I had to tell him or not reveal at all. My peaceful bubble, within which I imagined running along the river path with my new boyfriend, burst when I returned to my bedroom and saw my laptop open with my boyfriend’s birth records on display.

I must tell him.

And suffer the consequences after.

Maybe he knows about Elaine and doesn’t care.

What if I tell him, and it seems like I did a background check?

I could have asked my father to tell Greg who his mother was, but that would have made me weak and cowardly. How would I manage a new husband if I couldn’t manage this sticky problem?

Now, you really are getting ahead of yourself, Emma.

Yeah, true, but what if I gave birth to Elaine Bradbury’s grandchildren?

Fuck!

I slept poorly, ruminating on so many possible deep-rooted problems. My brain is typically wired per my gender norm. Everything is connected to everything else, so I knew it was entirely possible that on my dying bed, all of my children would have very different life outcomes after I was gone based on lines of inheritance.

Not necessarily, Emma.

Oh god! I can’t think straight.

Having exhausted myself through neurosis, I eventually fell asleep, waking at 6 a.m. to shower, wash, and style my hair. As we ran side by side, a perfect ponytail would bob around cutely through the rear fastenings of my baseball hat, turning Greg on. I also smeared the tiniest red color on my lips but wore no other makeup because it would clog my pores and cause dreaded spots.

Yoga pants and a figure-hugging compression shirt finished me, and as I stared into the mirror, I hoped Greg would enjoy my efforts.

Greg will finish on me.

What the fuck am I thinking?

It’s hormones, babe, remember those?

I would attract other men’s attention on our run, but I didn’t care. This revealing running gear was worn for Greg - and me, but only a little bit for me.

Greg arrived on time—that is, he knocked on my front door five minutes early—and my god, he looked better groomed than I did.

“My god, Greg.”

“What is it?”

“Did you shower?”

“Of course not. Who does that before a run?”

Me.

And you. No way did that hair happen with a few fingers running through it. I’m calling bullshit!

How do you tell a man you recently met, who is now your boyfriend, that you know his most secret information - something he may not know? I was damned whichever way I played this out. My horns were locked with Elaine’s, meaning any revelation to Greg would prompt questions about my motivations for sharing. But if I didn’t tell him something I knew, it would rankle with me forever.

The best time to tell Greg was when his dopamine and other hormones lifted him. During a run was the perfect time, or maybe not, because his heart rate would be high.

Can there ever be a perfect moment for me to tell Greg I know who his mother is?

I cannot lie to him.

And I can’t withhold this.

I could make love to him now, then… oh wow, that’s fucking low, Emma.

I pointed left out of my front door, down a road leading to the woods. We would pound the sidewalk for half a mile and run through a small wooded area before reaching the river. After that, we would have silence, the peace and tranquility of the countryside, butterflies fluttering by, a forest running alongside, fish rising to warm in the morning sun, and an otter hunting them, looking cute but savage.

As we ran, I glanced frequently at Greg, enjoying that he was close to my shoulder but holding position half an inch behind. Any runner will tell you this is emblematic of a great training partner because they didn’t push the pace. It’s the worst thing to run in pairs with someone who always wants to press ahead, impressing or exhausting you by dragging you with them to demonstrate their superiority.

“Am I pushing the pace, Greg?”

“Not at all.”

“What about between us? I mean, in our relationship?”

“What about that, Emma? It’s only been a week.”

“And every day, you tell me you love me.”

“Because I do.”

“That makes you vulnerable.”

“It makes me emotionally available, and I think you like that.”

“I do - very much. Probably more than you realize.”

Fuck! How can you know me so well?

Being inside Greg’s head calmed me. Understanding when he was happy, afraid, sad, or apprehensive so early in our relationship eased me in. I felt nothing creepy about him. We had shared sexual preferences and had phone sex - twice, and now, our fuse was lit with neither of us knowing its length.

Alongside the river, we dodged a few early morning anglers with their gear strewn across the gravel path. They knew it was wrong and apologized profusely. Greg smiled politely, bid them good morning, and stepped past them carefully to be on our way.

He was polite to everyone.

“Are you polite to everyone, Greg?”

“I try to be; why do you ask?”

“What annoys you most?”

“Anyone who fucks with my family and friends. Other than that, it’s all just small stuff, and I don’t sweat the small stuff.”

“I read the book, too.”

“Then you’ll understand?”

“I do.”

“I am much like you, Emma. A gentle soul looking for fairness, but if I don’t get it, my inner demons are set free. When I worked at GD, I hated every minute of the corporate cut-and-thrust world they seemed to love. A year on the road, mostly touring South America, I came home with a few ideas, so I resigned.”

“And started a Jazz Club?”

“It began in a warehouse, and I sold my car to pay for artists, but it grew, became popular, and sold out two nights a week - Friday and Saturday. I saved hard, bought my Club, and you know the rest.”

“You’re an impressive man.”

“You are far more interesting than me, Emma.”

“My father worked at GD.”

“Which department?”

“Strategy.”

“I worked in Operations, but not for long. Boring as hell.”

“And you, my dear, are a fascinating man.”

“My biological mother didn’t think so.”

“Oh.”

“Sorry, I should have mentioned it before. I was adopted at birth - fresh from the womb.”

It was ten days after birth.

“My records say my mother couldn’t wait to give me up.”

Hmm, that may not be true.

“You don’t owe me any explanations, Greg.”

“When I reached eighteen, my adoptive parents handed me a letter. They got me from a foster family when I was three months old. The letter was written by a man who claimed to be my grandfather. He said my mother was too young to raise a child when I was born, and she wanted a life, so she arranged for my adoption before giving birth. That is pretty conclusive.”

“How old was your mother?”

“Too young to manage a baby.”

“Is that all the letter said?”

“No. The man asked me not to look for my biological family because they had little money and weren’t interested in meeting me again. He wished me luck and said I should turn the page and move on, so I did.”

What a fucking wanker.

Poor Elaine - no wonder she’s fucked up.

What do I say now?

“Are you happy with your adopted family, Greg?”

“Oh god, yes. Mom and Dad are exceptional human beings. Kind, loving, and nurturing. They supported me through every challenge I ever had - and they love Sally.”

I love Sally, too.

I slowed down, and Greg eased off his pace, too. We had reached a sharp bend in the river, a beautiful spot where the forest backed off a little. Foraging rabbits grazed on natural grass verges, and a few swans rested on the river bank’s lee side, gathering their strength for the next surge upriver.

The sun had fully risen, mist rose from the river, and the smell of nearby Gardenias filled the air with an intoxicating, velvety scent characterized by warm, honey-orange tones, matching the beauty of their creamy, porcelain-white petals.

I crouched low, swept my fingers through the grass, and squeezed my eyelids tightly shut.

You must tell him. To delay is weak, to withhold, deceitful.

“Are you okay, Emma?”

“No.”

“What’s wrong?”

I stood and eyeballed him, shivering with passion for the man who loved me.

“I must tell you something, Greg.”

“Go ahead.”

“I know who your mother is.”

“What? How… fuck, hold on… what? I don’t understand.”

I stepped closer, held Greg’s hands, and stared deeply into his eyes.

Is this love?

I hope it is.

“When you worked for GD, my father was tasked with a project. The team was asked to establish ways to bring down their competition... mess with share prices using hit pieces placed in the business press, undermine management teams, spoil lucrative contract bids with low prices, and attack leadership structures.”

“I get the picture, Emma, but what does this have to do with me?”

“Your mother was a GD competitor, and my father was tasked with digging up dirt on her. He found documented evidence of your birth, then buried it in his basement because it scared the hell out of him.”

“And how do you know all of this, Emma?’

“My father told me last night. He shared the evidence.”

“Why?”

“Because your mother is attacking me, and he figured I could use the leverage. He never knew my boyfriend was the same person he discovered the birth mother of. I made that connection for him. I don’t need leverage and won’t use it, but...”

“You had to tell me.”

“Only if you want me to.”

He stared at me with tears welling in his reddening eyes. I stepped in and hugged Greg as tightly as I could, cupping the back of his head and bringing his sobbing face into my shoulder. He stayed there for a minute; mountain bikers flew past, some looking backward, wondering if they should ask why we shared a moment of grief.

Were we breaking up?

I damn well hoped not.

“My mother never wanted me, Emma.”

“You don’t know that.”

“She gave me up at birth - couldn’t wait.”

“She didn’t give you up when the man claiming to be your grandfather said she did. You were not removed from your mother until ten days after she gave birth to you.”

“What does that mean?”

“I don’t know for sure, sweetheart.”

“Please tell me who my mother is, Emma.”

“She is Elaine Bradbury.”

“Oh god, not her.”


Chapter Fourteen

Enjoying The Tease

◆◆◆

Greg stared at me, aghast. Then, as my revelation sunk in, his emotions exploded into expressions of shock, horror, and distress. I eyed him carefully, watching a violent storm break on his face. My heart thumped as wildly cascading empathy for him consumed me. His nostrils flared, his eyes bulged, and his fingers dug into my waist as though he clung to a cliff.

His bottom lip trembled, and a few incoherent words were muttered, which backed up all other evidence of his descent into shock. I held him close, therapeutically bear hugging, enjoying the feel of a real man against me: his curves, solid chest pressing against mine, his warmth, and the light aroma of cologne.

What?

You showered and used cologne.

Stop it, Emma.

I stared into his eyes, willing my boyfriend to anchor himself to me and secure his emotions with my support.

“Greg… say something, please.”

“I’m shocked. I’ll be okay in a minute - your hug is helping me a lot.”

Me too.

“That’s unsurprising.”

“What is? That your hug is-.”

“No, of course not. I meant it’s unsurprising that you are shocked. Anyone would be.”

I could have clung to him forever; such was my affection for him. Greg released me and stepped back, then paced around a bit. More Mountain Bikers flew past, and I figured if they met with the first group somewhere along the trail, they would conclude that the weird couple way back were having a breakup. I glanced around and admired the beauty and tranquility of the spot.

There could be few better places to give someone bad news than this. I felt horrified that the bend in the river might actually be reputed as a breakup spot, somewhere to calm the tortured soul of the one losing out.

Oh, for Christ’s sake, Emma, there is no such fucking place as a breakup spot.

What do you think? Breakup here, then jump in the river to drown?

Jesus, Emma, have you fucked up the vibe for this spot by giving Greg bad news?

He smiled, and I smiled back, feeling nervous for and about him. This was a massive moment for Greg and one that may redefine how he thought about life and what steps he would take next.

“Thank you for telling me this, Emma.”

“I’ve never been so afraid of telling anyone, anything, Greg.”

“Why?”

“Because this is the kind of information that can be welcomed or… well… you know.”

“I’m shocked. Elaine Bradbury is not the Mother I would have chosen nor imagined in a million dreams, but this is good news.”

“Why is it good news?”

Oh please, god, let it be good news.

“Because now I know where I came from, and the part of me that always wondered about who Mom is feels satisfied. I can trace everyone backward from her, maybe find out who my father is. I now have definitive people who can be identified and a story about my ancestors to discover.”

Wow. You are a fantastic man.

“I have all of Dad’s documents on my laptop at home. Shall I email them to you?”

“Yes, but can I take a look after showering at your place?”

“Of course. We can order breakfast for delivery. I’m sure Chloe can collect from Keki’s.”

We started running again, and as I glanced back at the beauty spot where I had given Greg good news, I thought maybe we looked more like a proposal than a breakup.

After ten minutes of running at an even pace, Greg smiled much more, and I felt increasingly happier. What might have been a nightmare for us both was almost entirely aired. I suspected my relationship with Elaine would be heavily scrutinized, but I had nothing to hide.

“I don’t know what to say, Emma. What I know of Elaine Bradbury is rumor and news articles. I don’t want to say anything bad about her.”

“No… it’s best not to.”

“Do you know Elaine Bradbury?”

“Yes.”

Oh dear. Sooner than I imagined.

Greg stared at me for ages, and I worried he might trip, so I pointed in front, laughed, and pleaded with him to keep his eyes on the trail. He was an expert in reading people and took my silence and poker face as a sign I didn’t want to say anything. All kinds of thoughts raced through my head, but no matter how I processed them, each led me to an explosive outcome.

What would I say now?

Your Mom is a bitch.

This is none of my business, Greg.

But it is because… well, she’s my corporate nemesis, and he’s my boyfriend.

Stay out of it.

“I need your help, Emma. I have no right to ask, but-”

“But we are girlfriend and boyfriend, right?”

“Yes, we are. Is this a bit too much, too soon?”

“No. Why would it be?”

“I’m feeling highly emotional.”

“I’m not surprised.”

“I need someone to talk to, Emma, and I can’t speak to my adopted parents about Elaine just yet.”

I mulled over what that awkward conversation and all its potential ramifications looked like, wondering if they already knew and, if so, why they had never mentioned it. That couldn’t be the case; Greg said his parents were good people, and good people don’t hide the name of your real mother.

“We are heading down a path where mutual emotional support is a natural conclusion. I want to help, but a serious conflict of interest is playing out here. I wasn’t sure how to tell you.”

“Do you mean between you and Elaine’s company? Bradbury PLC?”

“We’re in a delicate situation, Greg. I lost a bid with Bradbury for my biggest contract, which we had managed for five years. Well, I didn’t lose it because after it was denied to us, then Elaine did a U-Turn and sent it back with a price uplift.”

“That’s good, right? Elaine did something good - righted a wrong, so to speak.”

“She wants to preserve our non-compete agreement clauses for a year, then ditch us.”

“Aren’t those clauses in play, even if you don’t win a new contract?”

“No. I terminated for cause.”

“What cause?”

“Parker Mason - he’s the CFO. Well, he asked me out to dinner to discuss my bid prices before we submitted them. It’s sharp practice, and they have no choice but to accept my contract termination because they are publicly listed, and should this news get out, let’s just say investors would be displeased.”

“Hah! Parker wanted you to sleep with him?”

“Yup, and Auntie Elaine thought I should have done it too. It was the easiest option for all concerned, at least as far as she was concerned. She recommended I provide Parker with condoms, so she’s not all that bad.”

“What a fucking dire pair.”

“Yes, agreed.”

So glad you think so, too.

Greg frowned, contorted his face, skidded to a halt, then stared at me in utter horror. Something had struck home.

“Parker is my cousin.”

“Oh… yes, he is, unless he is illegitimate.”

Oh, please be a bastard, Parker.

“It’s not likely, Emma. I doubt this family has more than one dirty secret.

“You are not a dirty secret. Please don’t say that again, honey.”

“Fuck! I’m more disappointed about being Parker’s cousin than having Elaine Bradbury as my mother.”

They are about even if you ask me.

When we reached home, Greg was a changed man, happy and with a spring in his step. While I made a breakfast order list for Chloe, Greg dabbled with my coffee machine, making better cappuccinos than I did. My daughter swiped mine, grinning mischievously at Greg.

“You should move in if this is the new standard of coffee you’ll bring.”

“If I say I’d love to, your Mom will freak out.”

“And if you say you don’t want to, Mom will freak out a lot more.”

“Can Sally come over and join us for breakfast, please?”

Chloe glanced at me with pleading eyes.

“I’m not sure why you are looking at me. Sally’s slept over many times and can come here whenever she wishes.”

“Thank you, Mom. I’ll collect her, then breakfast.”

It was an endorsement from both of us for my daughter’s relationship and another massive box-check on the pro side of falling in love with Greg.

My daughter ran off excitedly, and I remembered how I felt when dating someone my parents approved of. Having them in my house was a relaxing pleasure, and it felt like I was more of an adult than perhaps I was. I sipped a fresh Cappuccino because Chloe took mine in a thermos cup, and I leaned against my breakfast bar, smiling at a man I would gladly have moved in with me today, even though we’d only met a week earlier.

You must be sure, Emma.

Sometimes, you know when something is right, right?

Greg set down his cup, so I did, too. He pressed his body close to mine, wrapped his arms around my waist, and slowly slid his fingers down until he gently cupped my ass cheeks, caressing both. I smiled encouragingly, making sure my very prominent nipples were felt against his chest, with two millimeters of fabric separating our skin.

He grinned cheekily, and I blushed.

“Do you need help with your cramps, Emma?”

“I need that right now, but I would prefer to progress another way.”

“Like when we were kids?”

“I know it’s silly, but-”

“It’s fun.”

“Yes. I love the tease we have going on.”

“Should I go to your spare bedroom and phone you from there?”

I’m not sure I wouldn’t break through the wall.

“My parents will be here in a few minutes to collect Jack. He’s going to a remote control car race. It’s my Dad’s thing. Let me get him ready and away.”

“I’d love to meet your parents.”

I would love that, too.

“How about next week, here, dinner - I’ll cook? Dad’s been holding onto your birth records for more than a decade. He will want to get that off his chest with me first.”

“Understandable.”

“Let me show you to my bedroom, and you can use my laptop to scan through your birth records.”

Fuck! I’m taking him to my bedroom.

There was nothing sentimental about my bedroom vis-a-vis my marriage to Steve. We hadn’t had sex in more than a year nor made love for almost five. Few husbands or wives would sleep with a cheating spouse, not least because of what infections they might be the incubus for.

My estranged husband had fucked hookers - a lot of them.

I’d avoided intimacy with Steve for a long time, possibly glad he descended into a bottle, making it easier to leave him sleeping in a drunken doze on the couch. If he slumped on my bed, I would sleep in the spare room or occasionally have the place to myself, just accepting that his overnight camping, fishing, or hunting trip with friends was a ruse.

When I walked Greg into my bedroom, I knew everything had to go before we made love. My bed linen, including the mattress, and all furniture would be changed within a week. I sat my new boyfriend at my desk, opened the laptop, keyed in my password, and double-clicked on the Greg folder.

That carpet can fuck off too. I want the wooden boards underneath sanded.

“It’s all yours, darling, as am I.”

His neck almost snapped off as his head spun to stare at me with the painted-on smile of a synchronized swimmer. I giggled, Greg pulled me into his lap, so I went one better and cocked my leg over, straddling him.

Wow, your cock is so hard.

I want it inside me.

My sparkling eyes reflected through his, revealing that if I wasn’t in love, I was well on my way. Greg’s decency in restraint was immense, especially when I rocked my hips gently back and forth, grinding my pussy against his cock, still eyeballing him.

I glanced down, then up, pulling desperately on my bottom lip. I nodded down again.

“That’s where I was cramped, Greg.”

“I can fix it.”

“I know. You already are.”

“I can fix that and any other cramp many times every day.”

“Oh, you are so naughty.”

As are you, my dear.

Jack shouted frustratedly from his bedroom, undoubtedly getting his things together and not finding what he needed. I kissed Greg, my lips sizzling in delight and anticipation, and then I stood and stared down into his lap.

“You are a big boy, Greg.”

“I won’t boast.”

“You’re also a good boy.”

“Do you like that, Emma?”

“I like a man who is respectful, honey.”

“But not a weakling?”

“No… never again. I want a strong man willing to commit.”

I kissed him again, like a temporary goodbye of the kind excited girls give their new boyfriends as an excuse to try out their lips. My pussy throbbed, pleading with the sliver of restraint somewhere in my brain to bed the man of my dreams.

Inside my moist panties, a battle raged between arousal and sobriety.

Even if you wanted to fuck him right now, would it be fair when he has so much emotional turmoil going on?

He would feel better if you bedded him.

But not in that bed.

With my son packed and ready to go, I gave him twenty bucks, knowing my parents would not let him pay for anything. I delivered Jack to Mom and Dad in their car parked on our driveway, hugging both when they got out.

My Dad pointed at Greg’s car.

“Is Greg here now?”

“He’s going through your file.”

“Oh god, should I explain myself to him?”

“No need, Daddy. Greg is delighted to know who his Mother is.”

“Okay. Will we meet your new boyfriend soon?”

“Next week, come for dinner on Sunday.”

“Perfect.”

Maybe I was being selfish, but I wanted Greg to myself for a few more days. I was starting to know him, even though the accelerated process of becoming a couple was head-spinning. I wondered whether being an unloved wife for so long made me susceptible to a man who wanted to be a husband.

I’m definitely getting that vibe from Greg.

Is it fair to discuss a future together after one week?

Am I expected to put out before that discussion or straight after?

When I returned to my bedroom, I heard the shower. I checked the time and messaged Chloe, who hadn’t reached Keke’s yet, so she and Sally were at least forty-five minutes from reaching home. I pondered my lewd thoughts, then undressed and joined Greg in the shower, much to his shock.

My heart thumped as every insecurity about my body leaped to the forefront of my thoughts.

Greg eyed me from head to toe like he wanted to eat me while I stared at every striated, ripped muscle on a perfect body. His cock was stiff, gnarly, with bulging veins running its entire length, and it pointed at me. It was the most enormous cock I’d seen, and for sure, its seven and a bit inches would be the longest inside me. He had thickness, too, and I imagined it pressing hard against my pulsating soft tissue walls, stretching me wide.

“Wow, Emma.”

“Yeah… wow, Greg.”

Fucking wow.

“I wasn’t expecting this.”

“I want to bathe you and relieve your stiffness. I can’t have you relaxing in my home all day with a huge erection.”

“Does every house guest get the same treatment?”

“You are the first, hopefully the last.”

“I want that too, Emma.”

“Then we must stay the course, honey.”

“I will.”

“So will I.”

I gently clawed his solid chest muscles with the tips of my fingernails, squeezing his sharp nipples between my index finger and thumb, enjoying how they felt when I rolled them. He ran his fingers through my soaking wet hair, carefully taking out any snags and kinks while staring deep into my eyes. It was always the eyes with Greg. When I stroked my fingers down his chest, the sharp cut where his pectoral mass joined his washboard abdominals trembled as his muscles spasmed from an adrenaline overload.

“It’s not fair for you to manifest such an enormous arousal all day, Greg.”

“I can wait because you are worth that and a billion times more.”

“You know what to say to get a girl aroused.”

“Are you Emma? Aroused, I mean?”

“Whenever I see, talk to, or think about you.”

“How often is that?’

“All day, and then when I fall asleep, you are in my dreams.”

“What happens next between us, here, now? I don’t want to exceed boundaries.”

“I’m going to relieve you while you help me, and then, we’ll eat breakfast with our family and move forward from there.”

“Oh wow.”

I reached for my lavender-scented L’Occitane soap and a natural sponge, lathering one with the other. When I touched his chest with the sponge, Greg gasped, and I noticed his cock jerking involuntarily, almost touching my pubic bush.

I soaped him thoroughly, bathing the man about to become my lover of sorts.

Is wanking him off having sex?

Of course, it is.

“Do you masturbate often, Greg?”

“Not until I met you.”

“How often now?”

“Five, sometimes six times a day.”

“Fuck!”

“I’m sorry.”

“No need to apologize. I was just wondering for… well, you know. I-”

“You don’t need to say anything, Emma. Umm… how often do you do it?”

“Before I met you, weeks could pass between self-love sessions. For the record, Steve and I haven’t done anything for more than a year, and I haven’t had a lov-”

He placed a finger to my lips and hushed me. Then, Greg cupped my breasts, kneading them gently, rubbing a thumb across each engorged, bright red nipple, bristling pleasure to every part of me. He stooped and licked one trembling teat, and I gasped, holding onto his head while my knees wobbled.

When Greg sucked my nipple, I felt his love and tenderness ripple through me as waves of pleasure, tearing my emotions apart and rebuilding them with a stronger affection for him. When he was done with one nipple, he moved to the other, sending immense crashing waves of joy through me.

When he stopped sucking, I was still gasping, staring at him in lewd amazement. I was ready to cum just from his gentle, considerate touch.

“I have a question, Emma.”

“Go ahead, darling.”

Darling? Am I there yet?

Even if I am, I should choose a better place and time when it means more than playing in the shower would suggest.

“When a woman breastfeeds a baby, is it as a matter of sustenance or love?”

“Both, sweetheart.”

“So a woman cannot breastfeed without feeling love?”

“I think that’s generally true, even for a stranger feeding a baby who isn’t hers.”

“What do you mean a stranger?”

“There was a story about a policewoman who came across an abandoned baby who was hungry. The officer was breastfeeding her child at home, so she fed the poor baby, giving it love and sustenance.”

“So it’s a motherhood thing?”

“It can be, but some mothers cannot breastfeed for one reason or another, but it doesn’t mean they don’t care.”

I wasn’t helping, but it was interesting that, while I stroked Greg’s cock he talked about what was on his mind openly.

“Do you think it is more likely than not that Elaine breastfed me because she loved me?”

I inhaled deeply, choking up, my nostrils flaring wildly. His emotional availability was off the charts. Greg needed to know whether he was loved the moment he entered the world, and I understood why that made all the difference for him.

“I think Elaine loved you and didn’t want to give you up, Greg.”

“Is that hard for you to say since she’s been such a bitch to you?”

“You are far more important than my ongoing battle with her. By the middle of next week, our war will be over.”

“Will you win?”

“I don’t know what will happen, sweetheart.”

I began wanking Greg off, desperate to kneel and suck the cock of the man I wanted more than any other, ever. Now was not the time to process my feelings, but it was appropriate to kiss my boyfriend and have my pussy fingered gently while I stroked my lover’s cock.

I glanced down, giggled, then looked into Greg’s eyes, gasping.

“You found my clitoris so easily.”

“I’ve dreamed about it all week.”

“How does she feel versus the imagined version?”

“Hard, sensitive, and very nice - everything I hoped for.”

“Rub me off, Greg. I like it hard.”

I stroked the length of his trembling cock, enjoying the sharp circumcision cut away from his swollen glans, imagining my lips sealing around it while my tongue tip dabbled in the tiny eye that would spray semen against the back of my throat and one day flood my cervix, womb, and beyond.

I gripped Greg’s cock harder, enjoying how it throbbed in my fist. When I wanked him, my boyfriend’s eyes glazed over as a portrait of his love for me was etched in his face. As he dragged my swollen, solid clitoris from side to side on a fingertip, I gasped, leaning my forehead against his, wanking him harder.

My body throbbed with pleasure, excitement, and joy —I finally had the right man—my man, who was only for me, as I was only for him.

When Greg slid a finger inside my trembling hole, I gripped it tightly as though milking it, and he stared at me in amazement. I knew I was tight inside - every boyfriend had complimented me on that, but this time, watching his expression of lust and desire made all those pelvic floor exercises worthwhile.

I wanked Greg harder, orgasming simultaneously with him, watching ropes of his hot, thick semen spray against my inner thigh, dribbling down my leg. When he squashed my clitoris, every muscle shuddered vigorously, and I tensed, stretching my tendons, leaning heavily on my lover with one hand while the other rapidly stroked his cock with an overhand grip, jerking every drop of his seed out.

I clamped my legs shut on his hand, grinding my pussy against his finger bones, trying desperately to crush them to dust. When my orgasm overwhelmed me, I fell into Greg’s arms, knowing I was his forever.

Please don’t say it now, Emma.

Make sure you really are in love first.

I backed out of the shower panting harder than when we had run together, staring at his cock, which became flaccid. I was pleased Greg was satisfied, but given his confession about masturbation frequency, I figured he would be rock hard again within an hour.

We dried ourselves, and while I styled my hair, Greg sat naked in my chair, reviewing more of his birth records. I knew he was fixated on the matter of his breastfeeding. Who wouldn’t be? It was essential to understand, at the first moment a mother met her son outside the womb, whether she loved him.

With panties and a bra on, I leaned over Greg, pointing to a line on the medical record he obsessed over.

“This says your mother fed you on-demand twelve times on day one, eleven the next, and thirteen the day before discharge.”

“Is that a lot, Emma?”

“It’s at the upper end, especially since the nurses recorded that each time you fed until you’d had enough.”

“Elaine fed me well, then?”

“She fed you very well, sweetheart.”

“That’s something, right?”

“It is, darling.”


Chapter Fifteen

Sunday Trepidation

◆◆◆

When Chloe arrived home with breakfast, she held hands with Sally, walking up the driveway and through the front door. I smiled inwardly but couldn’t contain my happiness, so a giggle slipped out when I glanced at them. That made my daughter and her girlfriend flush bright red, and they instantly dropped their affectionate hand-holding.

Chloe looked anxious.

“Why are you laughing at us, Mom?”

“I giggled, honey, that’s not laughing at you. I am so happy and excited you two found each other, sweetheart. Please don’t stop holding hands; it’s adorable. I didn’t mean anything other than love.”

“Okay… thank you.”

I crossed the kitchen and gathered two awkward-looking girls in an immense motherly hug. They smiled and held me tightly. Greg joined our group hug and kissed both girls on top of their heads. I stooped and brought their faces together to stare at them both.

“You two are so perfect together. Don’t let anyone tell you it’s wrong.”

“Okay, Mom… thank you.”

“Knowing that your daughter is dating a wonderful person is such a huge relief that you won’t understand until you are a mother. I don’t have to worry about where you are, who you are with, or what you are doing because I love and trust Sally.”

“Sorry. I overreacted, Mom. Not everyone is so understanding.”

Greg held the girl’s hands and smiled.

“I feel the same way Emma does about you two. I hope everything works out, Sally.”

“It will, Dad, and thank you.”

While the girls set breakfast up, Greg and I made coffee, squeezed orange juice, and collected some yogurt from the fridge. He caught my wrist, pulled me close, and kissed me longingly, holding me so tightly there was no mistaking his intense feelings. I swayed girlishly in his arms with a question I wasn’t sure I had a right to ask.

“You look like a woman holding back a question, Emma.”

“How do you know?”

“You have the expressive version of an I’m fine.”

“Are you telling Sally about Elaine?”

“Yes. It’s bad enough she lost a mother and has no contact with her half-siblings. I can’t take a grandmother away from her, too. This is bigger than me and Elaine.”

“You can have privacy here or in the library - wherever you need.”

“Thank you, Emma.”

Breakfast was incredible. After that, Greg took Sally and my laptop into the library for privacy to discuss their family matters. Chloe was curious, but when I explained that Sally or Greg would discuss the matter with her, she accepted it and helped me with a few chores around the house, frequently delivering coffee to our guests.

When father and daughter eventually emerged from my library, both looked happy. Sally skipped straight into Chloe’s arms, they excused themselves and headed upstairs.

Greg stared at me like we had stepped into a minefield, pointing after them.

“Would you be so understanding if Chloe took a boyfriend upstairs?”

“She never has, which I think confirms her sexuality, but no, I wouldn’t mind if any boy were like Sally. The girls are almost eighteen, and a healthy sex life is necessary for them.”

“You don’t mind if they jump into bed today and start making love, then?”

“If they want to make love, they will do it regardless of whether they are allowed to do it here or at your home, Greg. Better safely at home in a bed or at a decent hotel than… well, I’m sure you know.”

“I feel the same.”

“I know you do.”

Even though I was entirely accepting of our daughters making love if they chose to, I was glad my house walls were brick and rendered rather than wooden partitions. There are some things a parent must slowly get used to, and the sound of two girls screaming passionately on such an immense day might be too much, too soon.

Greg explained the discussion between him and Sally and that she would tell Chloe, but in summary, he said their conversation had gone well. His daughter revealed that she knew all about her birth mother and half-siblings from research on the internet, expressing some hope she would one day be reunited and at least get to know them.

We went for a walk along the route we’d run in the morning, a new thing for me. I’d bought my house before I met Steve, using savings and a small mortgage. I’d run the river path many times but never walked it romantically. Holding Greg’s hand felt right and wonderful, making me tremble from head to toe.

I squeezed Greg’s hand to attract his attention and stared at him.

“How do you feel having talked to Sally?”

“I have made a mistake about holding too much back from her and explained that.”

“What mistake?”

“I hid the facts about my ex-wife’s relationship with a woman, why she left me, and the details of three half-siblings.”

“You were protecting Sally. There are some things you can only deal with once age and experience catch up with the situations you are thrust into. Most of her mother’s life would be considered a scandal by many Greg.”

“Do you think I did the right thing?”

“I don’t know if it was right, but it’s exactly what I would have done.”

“That’s comforting.”

“Parenting can only be measured in outcomes. Sally seemed happy today - I would take the win and move on together. She is well-educated, attending a great college, and has a stable relationship. You’re a great Dad, and she is a fantastic daughter.”

“Do you think my ex-wife’s life is scandalous, Emma?”

“Not in the slightest. I can understand why a woman wants to love another woman and why she might want a guy, too. Bisexualism isn’t that uncommon.”

“You see… I don’t hold any grudge, nor do I have any issues with their unconventional love.”

“But your ex-wife fucked up where Sally is concerned. That’s on her, not you.”

He fell silent, but I felt a huge unspoken but. We walked on, holding hands, and I waited until it was evident that Greg wouldn’t say another word. At the bend in the river, I turned, pulled my boyfriend into my arms, and kissed him.

“Tell me what’s bothering you, honey.”

“I am one hundred percent monogamous, Emma. I don’t judge anyone who isn’t, but I am a straight, monogamous man and happy to be that.”

“I want a man all to myself, Greg. I am totally monogamous, too.”

“I want to be that man for you.”

“I want to be your forever girl, too.”

My heart soared, and overwhelming body chemistry conspired to control me. I wanted Greg so much, to merge with him and be at one with the most perfect man in the world, as adjudicated by my hormones.

I desperately wanted to tell Greg I loved him, but something held me back. I was at a fifteen-hundred-meter track race, lined up on the starting curve, with feet planted, one arm raised, ready to pump like a piston. My heart thumped like a lioness on the hunt. The crowd was silent; the starter pointed his pistol to the sky, but woe betide anyone who jumped the gun.

“I can’t jump the gun, Greg.”

“It’s enough to know that we are exclusive. I like exclusivity, Emma. It is the foundation of any relationship I can have.”

“Me too, sweetheart.”

I wanted to make love to Greg, and some might argue that I already had done that in the shower. I’d made him ejaculate using my hand, and he gave me the first orgasm I’d had in so many barren years with his fingers. Having Greg’s cock inside me, filling me with his semen that would be mine for days after, felt like it would seal the deal.

Absolute, undying love must have happened before that moment of Greg’s seed decanting inside me.

I’m fucking weird.

Maybe, maybe not.

The rest of the day reminded me of my dreams of what marriage and family should be like. Greg felt like a long-term boyfriend, maybe even a husband I was starting to know, but we were far from that state in reality, even though the journey seemed to have begun.

On Sunday, I put the finishing touches to my pivot strategy. I completely reworked my financials, moving away from existing technologies that would become superseded within a few years. Late in the afternoon, I emailed my client prospect a complete business case package, asking for a full day of meetings on Wednesday at my offices.

The die was cast, but I felt anxious.

On Monday, Bradbury PLC would force the issue of their contract with my company and demand an answer. I would decline their offer, and a war would ensue. Elaine would protect her company by every means possible, preventing mine from approaching her competitors.

Elaine had deeper pockets and more aggressive lawyers than me, and even though I would win the legal case in the end, a judge would restrain my company from working with Bradbury PLC’s competitors until a judgment was passed. Parker was fucked; his name would become synonymous with every other corporate sexual harasser.

Talos Dynamics was out of the equation because they shit a brick when Elaine threatened them, and even though GD was the most significant player in the engineering market, I didn’t want to engage with behemoth companies that could destroy mine with a simple change of direction. GD’s owners, Kate, and Jacob Granger-Singleton, were friendly people and a fair-minded power couple I’d met once or twice, but my mind was made up. It was time to paddle my canoe out of crocodile-infested waters.

By early evening, I felt mildly anxious. That wasn’t unusual because, on Sunday nights, I habitually worried about the working week ahead. That tension was usually exacerbated by quarrels with Steve, the fallout of which lasted most of the weekend. This Sunday was different. I felt better because of a new boyfriend and estranged husband, but I needed to know if my strategy was acceptable to my client, at least for a day’s meeting, to flesh it out and win them over.

I received no confirmation email from my client prospect, but I did get a visitor. The front doorbell rang, and I opened the door, enjoying a pleasant surprise.

“I wasn’t expecting to see you today, Greg.”

“Can we talk, please?”

“Of course, darling. Come in.”

Darling again.

Greg kissed and held me tightly. My body urged me to seal the deal, but I resisted. My boyfriend had heightened emotions due to discovering facts about his birth mother. I was still in the midst of workplace turmoil and a recent detachment from a husband with whom I wanted to carefully manage a divorce.

Now is not the time.

I poured wine, offering Greg a glass, which he took. I pointed out of my window.

“Is Sally not coming in? I saw she drove you here.”

“No. It’s a flying visit. We are on our way to my parents for dinner. I have a favor to ask, please.”

“Okay, shoot.”

“Feel free to say no if it’s not something you can do.”

“Of course I will, but ask me, please.”

“I’ve been doing some digging, Emma.”

“Okay.”

Greg leaned against my breakfast bar, smiling, but his face buzzed with anxiety and excitement, so what he withheld must be overwhelming him. I sipped my wine, and he followed, collecting his thoughts and breathing deeply, his eyes sparkling with life’s vigor.

This is a big deal.

“It’s about the midwife who delivered me. Her name is on the birth records - it’s Marsha Devlin. Well… I scoured social media and found a few photographs from when she retired. Her phone number is on her Facebook, which I intend to caution her about because she is completely unblocked.”

“That’s not good.”

“No, but I did a whois lookup on her home phone number and found an address… I have an address, Emma.”

His fingers trembled, and I closed in, setting down my wine glass. Greg’s eyes were tear-filled, his nostrils flaring, so I cuddled him, soothing tempestuous emotions.

“Are you okay, Greg?”

“I want to visit Marsha Devlin, but I would love company - specifically you, please.”

“Okay. I can do that. When shall we visit Marsha?”

“Tuesday. Umm, I don’t want to call ahead.”

“You’re going to surprise her?”

“I know it’s a dangerous strategy, but she was there the moment I was born, and I hope some connection remains between us. I want to know more about Elaine, me, what happened. Am I making sense, Emma? I feel like a locomotive that’s out of control, barely gripping the tracks.”

You want to know whether your mother loved you.

“It makes perfect sense, Greg.”

“I’ll arrange flowers to take to Marsha.”

“Why?”

“Because… she connects me to the moment I was born. I love my parents, Emma, but this is important too.”

“I know it is.”

“What time works for you?”

“Come here midmorning, and I will drive us there.”

“I can drive.”

“Let me drive. You focus on what to say to Marsha.”

“I can do that.”

God knows what state you’ll be in afterward.

Greg finished his wine, cuddled me longingly, kissed me, and left. I took to my bedroom and, with so many highly complex and emotional issues burdening me, I cried—not because I was upset but because I was overcome and needed to expend emotional energy.

I still needed to talk with Dad about the file and reassure him that Greg was extremely grateful, but now, with Wednesday pending a client’s confirmation that might determine my business future and Tuesday full of my boyfriend, I was running out of time.

Mom and Dad dropped Jack off late, and he headed for a shower and bed, well-fed, watered, and exhausted from a day of excitement and fun. To my father’s relief, I explained that everything with Greg was good and that we could talk more the following weekend when they could meet him properly over dinner.

Mom sent Dad to the car. She waited for him to disappear and hugged me.

“I am worried about you, Emma.”

“I’m okay, Mom.”

“I called Anna, who told me you have workplace issues. Of course, she didn’t give you up easily - I had to threaten a bit… well, a lot, if I am honest.”

“Oh, Mom, come on, that’s-.”

“I don’t care what it is Emma-Jane. As your mother, I will be as much of a busybody as I wish. This adoption issue with a new boyfriend and a husband in rehab is too much for anyone with work troubles.”

I started to object, but my mother waved a dismissive hand, albeit lovingly and with a kiss on each of my cheeks.

“Give me a bag of clothes for Steve. I will buy him toiletries and deliver them tomorrow. I will visit and see how he is daily, reporting back to you.”

“Really, Mom?”

“He is my son-in-law. I will be delighted once your divorce is final, but Steve will still be my grandchildren’s father, which means something.”

“It does.”

“Let’s send him on his way with a good heart, wishing him all the best, Emma.”

“We shall, Mom.”

“Okay, so that’s Steve dealt with. If you need anything, you’ll call Emma.”

“I will, Mom. Thank you.”

“We are family, and you are much loved, my dear.”


Chapter Sixteen

The Building Owner Arrives

◆◆◆

I fell asleep after a flurry of messages exchanged with Greg. Our Saturday run was an enjoyable reminder that I needed to fully re-engage my training program for the next challenge. Fifteen hundred meters was my favorite race distance to date, but age was not on my side if I wanted to compete nationally.

Greg was right. I must step up to the Marathon distance, but I would do that via the ten thousand meters. That middle distance would keep me on the track for a few years while I put some serious miles into my legs.

After a peaceful sleep, I woke at 6 am and left the house fifteen minutes later, running the same route Greg and I had, adding half a mile each way, making six in total. I smiled as I eased through the river bend, enjoying an emotional connection to the beauty spot.

By the time I reached work, I was at peace. The lingering anxiety from the lack of a confirmatory email about my proposal had worn off. I shouldn’t have expected a client to read my submission and respond on Sunday.

As usual, Anna was the first to reach my office door five minutes after I arrived. She wore a worried expression, but I laughed it off.

“I’m sorry about your Mom.”

“Oh, don’t worry. If my mother wants information, she’ll get it from anyone. It turned out well anyway. Mom has taken Steve off my hands for this week.”

Anna looked at me, puzzled, and I knew what was coming next.

“He’s not your responsibility, Emma. You should be divorcing that man.”

“I disagree. I share two wonderful kids with Steve, and I won’t kick him when he’s down.”

“That only gives him some slack before he runs out of rope and hangs himself.”

“I don’t want to discuss Steve if that’s okay.”

“Okay, boss, what about Bradbury PLC? They called twice already.”

“They want a signature on the contract?”

“Of course. It’s not too late to take their offer, Em. You could still work on your other project but in slow time. It’s less risky if you ask me.”

It was true. I could easily take the Bradbury contract, quietly quit, pivot, and get fired in a year, but it wasn’t my style nor how I’d built a reputation. What held me back from outright rejecting Elaine was the lack of confirmation from our new client. I was hedging my bets, perhaps willing to sign the devil’s deal if all else failed - I didn’t know. In that case, I would fight it out with my Bradbury, push for even higher prices and a written apology, maybe secure enough money within the year to pay half my staff severance, and then pivot.

That’s horseshit, Emma.

Have some courage.

Elaine Bradbury burst through our front door like she owned the building. As I watched her owning my wanker’s walk of shame, I felt a twinge of pride that I warranted a visit from the queen.

Fuck. Does she own the building?

She owns the building.

It was the only way security in the lobby would have let her in unless she brought an army, and I couldn’t see her creating an ugly scene that might be captured on a dozen phones. Elaine was trying to throw me off balance, turning up in my office unannounced, forcing me to listen or throw her out. I needed time to deploy my plan safely in a way competitors wouldn’t see me coming, and to do that, I needed settled waters to swim in.

Please call right now.

I stared at my phone, pleading for my new client’s call, But it wasn’t forthcoming, and neither was getting any peace from Elaine. She landed in my office like Miranda Priestly out of The Devil Wears Prada, bristling with disdain for me.

Jesus, you’ve practiced your entrance well.

“You’re a tiresome woman, Emma.”

“Please sit - would you like coffee?”

“Yes.”

“Do you own the building, Elaine?”

“I do.”

Okay, I have to find new offices the next time my lease renews.

That’s if I still have a business.

I nodded at Anna, who closed the door and went to fetch refreshments while the many swiveled heads through my office put their eyes back in their sockets and returned to work. Elaine opened her emerald green Hermes Birkin bag, withdrew a copy of our contract, which she had signed, and set it on my desk, tapping it as though I were being taught a lesson.

“Let’s get back to where we were, Emma. Sign the contract, please.”

I stared at her, my heart thumping like it was the final lap of my fifteen-hundred-meter race. Would I settle for third place or kick for first? Suddenly, I calmed, having found the clear water I needed to swim in.

“No thanks, Elaine.”

“Oh, for god’s sake - why not?”

“You aren’t a fair person.”

“Fair? Fucking fair… oh dear, Emma, it seems I have you all wrong. You need to grow up, girl. There are punches one must roll with in this business.”

“Your business is not my business. My business is supporting yours by helping you make money - lots of it.”

“And you do it extremely well. Now that I am back in the chair, I have seen your excellent work for which Simon was largely taking credit.”

Anna opened the door, handed out two coffees, and left. Elaine sipped hers, then looked at it in surprise.

“I changed our brand. The beans were stale.”

She pointed at me and laughed.

“Ahh, I see what you did there, Emma.”

“What did I do?”

“You are conflating the stale beans with our relationship.”

“That’s true.”

You got me.

Stop needling her, Em. It’s pointless.

She eyed me in the manner a cobra stalks a rat, but Elaine still didn’t realize I was a cat with lightning reactions and speed, a match for her in all but ruthlessness. I smiled, rotated my chair, and stared out the window, wondering how to counter and knock my nemesis off her balance.

“I won’t help your competitors, Elaine.”

“How can I be sure?”

“You have my word.”

“Have you any idea how many times I’ve had someone’s word that they wouldn’t screw with me?”

“I don’t care.”

“You’re a stubborn woman.”

“Born in March under Aries. Maybe I am stubborn, but I am not heartless.”

“Meaning?”

Wow, you can’t mention Greg.

Don’t even get close to that subject.

“What happened to make you such a bitch, Elaine?”

Oh, fuckety fuck. Shut up, Em.

I swung back around and stared at her, a cat with claws unsheathed, eyes on fire, and ready to strike. This was my office, even if the building was hers. I’d made my decision: win or lose my gamble, I wouldn’t sign the contract.

Aries are like that.

“This is just business, Emma.”

“Me sleeping with your nephew is not business as usual.”

“No… okay, that’s true. I was steamrolling you and trying to give Parker a soft landing.”

“A soft landing on top of me?”

“I didn’t think you’d do it.”

“So why say that to me? I am back to my question - what made you such a bitch? Was it a bad lover?”

“That’s none of your business, Emma.”

She looked like someone who would die before revealing their deepest secret, so I backed off. I didn’t want to probe deeply into Elaine’s private life in case that sucked Greg into our dispute. For him to have any chance of a future reconciliation with his biological mother, I needed her out of my office soon and relatively unscathed.

The trouble was that I felt like scathing.

“How often do you think Parker’s done it, Elaine? I mean, good men and women all rail against rapists and perverts, but then people like you encourage them. You’re enabling an abuser.”

That might hit hard.

The question and my statement around it struck her hard. Elaine knew I wasn’t Parker’s first foray into seeking sexual favors for money and contracts. As she sipped more coffee hiding behind the cup, I saw a hint of regret and a touch of anger flicker in her cheeks - I wondered which was for me and which Parker owned.

Elaine’s eyes narrowed, and her metaphorical cobra hood swelled to its maximum menacing extent.

“Parker won’t do it again - ever.”

“Well, that’s something.”

“You have my word, Emma.”

“You fired him forever, then? Not just some gardening leave from which he can return?”

“Parker has gone. Must I apologize for his behavior now?”

“Must you?”

She shot me a withering look like a biology teacher regarding a child mid-lesson when they raised a hand and asked to visit the bathroom. Elaine was deeply unfamiliar with the word, sorry. She set down her cup, raised high in the chair, and stared at me impassively, preparing herself.

You can do it.

“Okay, Emma… I am sorry.”

“What are you sorry for, Elaine?”

“I am sorry for Parker propositioning you - albeit he did so discretely.”

“He wanted to fuck me in exchange for a contract for me to continue making you lots of retirement money. It wasn’t discrete. I’m sure the little pervert had a hotel room booked - possibly with champagne on ice.”

“He said it was Cava.”

“Oh wow… I’m not even worth the good bubbly.”

I threw my head back and laughed loudly. Anna quickly glanced over from her desk, smiled weakly, and buried herself in her in-tray, fearing the worst. Clearly, the office temperature had reached boiling point, so I regained my composure and smiled affably at the cobra, determined to see it back away peacefully into a hole somewhere.

“I have just apologized, Emma. If the word sorry is so meaningless to you, then it has no value in our conversation.”

“I’m not bothered about Parker. Do you think he’s the first creep who tried to worm his way into my underwear?”

“What are you bothered about, then?”

“You told me to fuck him with condoms, stating it was the easiest way out for all of us. That’s disgusting. I wouldn’t ask any woman to do that. We are supposed to be punishing the creeps and rewarding men who behave properly.”

“Ahh… I see. You are angry with me.”

“I am disgusted by you.”

“You have a son.”

“Yes, I do, and he knows right from wrong, as does my boyfriend.”

Your son.

“And you’re going to quip once more about me being childless?”

“No… I never meant it that way. I feel strongly about supporting good people, men, and women while exposing complete bastards.”

“Like me?”

“Don’t put words in my mouth, Elaine.”

But yeah… how the fuck could you?

Elaine sighed, and again, the hint of regret flickered on an otherwise alabaster smooth, emotionless face. She was hurting, humiliated by Parker, and now by me on one count of contract rejection and another because I was attacking her integrity.

She sipped more coffee, trying to use the room’s awkward silence to open me up - but cats love the silence as much as they love killing snakes. Her expression changed suddenly, and I saw an apology coming before her lips moved.

“I’m very sorry - I was wrong to suggest you should have caved into Parker, even though I knew you wouldn’t do it. Sometimes, Emma, one gets too big for one’s own boots. I have acted out of character, and I apologize.”

Jesus. I wasn’t expecting that.

“Apology accepted.”

Elaine reached into her bag for another document. I thought it might be another version of the disputed contract with an even more significant price increase. She set a brown envelope on my desk, tapped it, and looked as close to regretful as I was sure she had ever been.

“I hate doing this, Emma.”

“You’re serving me?’

“I must prevent you from harming my company.”

“Even though Parker’s transgressions will come out?”

“I think they must so he doesn’t do this again. You are one hundred percent correct on that score - anyone behaving as he did is not to be encouraged - sorry again. I only wish I could have retained you because we would have been great together.”

“It’s not for me, Elaine.”

She stood and glanced around my office as though remodeling it as her own. It was another power move that didn’t bother me because I felt proud to have swerved past her without using the smoking gun I could have. Mentioning Greg would have ended me and him, but that was never on my agenda. If I were to lose every cent and the roof over my head and only have my family and Greg, I would still be ten thousand times richer than Elaine.

At my door, she turned around.

“Are they good men? Your son and boyfriend?”

“The finest of them all. My son will be a great man, and my boyfriend already is.”

“And your daughter?”

“Also a monumentally good person.”

“Wish her luck from me if you dare. Chloe has a hard path ahead of her. Our type is more accepted today, but there are still bigots around who will attack us for being different.”

“There are fewer of those people every day.”

And one less if you castrate Parker.

As she walked away, I wondered how Elaine had dealt with Parker. I was pleased his power was taken away, and he was another abuser with no leverage to attack another. Once our visitor disappeared from our office, Anna raced to my door, smiling, pointing to my phone, which flashed.

“A Mr Kensman is on line four. He’s from our potential client’s accounting company.”

“Thank you, Anna.”

“Good luck.”

I smiled at Anna, then stared at the phone, counting to three, ridding myself of Elaine and her bullshit. I knew a lawsuit sat in the brown envelope she’d handed me, and therein was an injunction signed by a judge, preventing me from speaking to Bradbury PLC’s clients about her business.

Fuck you, Elaine!

I cleared my throat and picked up the phone.

“Hi, Mr. Kensman.”

“Please call me David. I believe you are Emma, right?”

“Yes.”

“I am calling to confirm our client’s meeting on Wednesday and our attendance in support of him. I will bring a team of three, including myself, so please expect four in total.”

Classic accountant - doing the math in case I can’t.

“That’s great news.”

“Before our meeting, I wondered if I might open a dialogue with your accounts department, going over the numbers, which, by the way, look very good and not at all inflated.”

“I’ll put you back through to Anna when we are done, and she’ll run you through non-disclosure agreements before you talk to our accounts department.”

“That’s perfect. I have one question for you, Emma.”

“Go ahead.”

“Your proposal allocates funding of three million dollars over the first eighteen months before profits are returned.”

“That’s right.”

“You get that money back before any profit share.”

“Yes… your client gets his investment back, too.”

“My client is being asked to finance around half a million dollars of the project.”

“Yes.”

“Okay. My question is… and I am sorry to seem indelicate, but how will you secure this funding?”

David would find out one way or another because no contract would be signed without clarity about funding sources and their security.

“I have savings, and the bank is lending me half.”

“Will the loan be secured against your home?”

“Yes.”

“It’s a worrying risk, Emma.”

“Only if we fail, and I am not planning for that to happen.”

“Okay, good. See you on Wednesday.”

“I look forward to it.”

That evening, I met Greg for a casual dinner in a small French bistro near my home. It was a date, but not really; he just needed to go over some details for the next day, fleshing out what he wanted to say and figuring out a series of answers to the “what if she says this” scenario.

My boyfriend briefly asked about my work day without pressing me; I explained my pivot strategy, and he approved. I never mentioned Elaine’s visit nor the enormous risks I was taking in escaping her orbit.

But I will have to tell him if we become a thing.

Maybe I should wait and cool things down.

I was a million miles away when Greg placed a hand over mine. He smiled lovingly, and I knew then that I couldn’t cool my jets and didn’t want to. I was falling for the man.

“Are you okay, Emma?”

“Yes, dear.”

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. I have a couple of big days ahead, is all but they are manageable.

“Thank you for helping me tomorrow.”

“I have a favor to ask, Greg.”

“Go ahead.”

“Can you put together a training plan for me for the ten thousand-meter track distance, please? It’s a big step up, and I am taking your advice in aiming for the Marathon.”

“I’ll do better than that, Emma. If you want, I can coach you. I’m applying for a coaching certificate to help the kids at our track.”

Could you be any more perfect?


Chapter Seventeen

A Simple Visit?

◆◆◆

When I reached home, Chloe was in a contemplative mood, sitting in our back garden, enjoying a clear, star-filled night. I made weak coffee, not wishing to interrupt my sleep, and joined my daughter outdoors, relaxing in a deep cushioned rattan chair.

Chloe smiled at me, and I saw a vignette of the child I had raised merged with the woman she had become.

“You should buy decaf, Mom. Weak coffee is hideous.”

“It’s better than decaf.”

She nodded and smiled, a face full of hope and questions, a life to be lived, relationships to enjoy, and adventures to have.

“How is Greg, Mom?”

“He’s nervous about tomorrow - hardly surprising, really.”

“Do you think the coincidence that links us all is weird? First Grandpa with Greg all those years ago working at the same company, then me and Sally, now you and Greg?”

“It started in a labor ward with Elaine and Greg. It started before that.”

“And does it end tomorrow, Mom?”

“I doubt that. Tomorrow is a new beginning. The mystery and curiosity will continue.”

“And what about you?”

“What about me, honey?”

“You and Greg?”

“I am getting there, Chloe. It’s all about timing for us. We have family circles, and when coming together, those must overlay.”

“Do you mean Jack?”

“Jack is most significant, yes, but you, Sally, my parents, and Greg are important too.”

“And Elaine?”

“I don’t have answers on that.”

“Where are you with Dad?”

“I’m in a good place, honey, but the more important question is: where are you?”

“I don’t know Mom. I got a message this afternoon telling me to learn some respect.”

“You don’t need to learn anything, Chloe. You are perfect as is.”

“Thank you, Mom.”

I slept well. Securing my Wednesday client meeting and discussing Tuesday’s outing with Greg settled my mind. Chloe was well-adjusted to my situation with Greg and could deal with her father. Jack wasn’t fully aware of what was going on with either man, although I suspected he knew more than he let on.

It rained in the morning, which was unusual for our summer. Heavy black clouds that dumped monsoon-like rain on me were interspersed with an oily ocean swirling above at such a tremendous pace I couldn’t help but be impressed by nature’s wonder.

I skirted around clear puddles that formed in sunken areas of the gravel trail, but once my socks and running shoes were soaked, I was only making things awkward and slowing myself, so I ran straight through, splashing water to either side of me.

I was a metaphor for my life.

I can overcome adversity by going straight through it.

I have a fantastic team at work.

I have a great family.

The impact of my feet hitting the ground, every kick forward, my strong heartbeat, pumping piston-like arms, and the clarity of mind I experienced while running brought me to a happy state. The rain cleared as it always does, and grim clouds scattered like someone had thrown a bucket of water onto a patch of coal dust lying on concrete.

I stared up and saw a lonely black cloud, deciding whether to move on or continue soaking me.

Elaine.

While I showered, the metaphorical nature of my run consumed me with ideas, ideals, and life-guru-like idioms that flashed brightly in my mind, like neon arrows guiding my way. I pictured Greg and played with a shower head for a minute, pointing its jets onto my throbbing pleasure nub. When I enjoyed that too much, I stopped, wanting to marinate in the tease with my boyfriend a bit longer.

I could have no further contact with Elaine, business or otherwise until Greg’s matters were solved. Her lawsuit, my pivot, and Greg’s issues all meant I had neither the opportunity, time, nor the inclination for her games. Any further confrontation could only end badly.

Clearing up a few emails at home while waiting for Greg was enjoyable because I rarely had absolute peace when dealing with workplace matters.

My peace was shattered when I received a phone call from David Kensman.

“Hi, Emma. Sorry to call you unexpectedly.”

“No problem, David. What’s up?”

“I received word that Elaine Bradbury is suing you?”

“She’s trying to prevent me from speaking with her competitors. Elaine is also suing for damages because I terminated our contract for cause with weeks to run.”

“Okay. That’s worrying.”

“Why?”

“She’s suing your company, Emma. That’s the same company you want to use to enter a joint venture with my client. Whatever happens to your company happens to the JV. If she wins a financial award in the future, we are all taking a hit.”

“I see.”

“Can you explain what happened?”

“The Bradbury CFO asked for a meeting to discuss our contract submission and cost proposal before it was submitted.”

“Ah. That’s not good.”

“I don’t see how Elaine can win this case without perjuring herself and letting a huge scandal out. The press will love it; shareholders will run scared… I’m sure you know how these things go.”

“It’s still a risk to my client.”

Your client has bigger balls than you do, David.

“Is that an end to our opportunity to work together?”

“Not yet. It’s not my call. I must brief my client, so I am rescheduling our meeting until Friday. Is that okay?”

“No problem. How did you know about this, David?”

“It came out in due diligence.”

I have a fucking mole.

It can’t be Anna.

I have no time for this.

My front doorbell rang as deeply disturbing news began to sink in. I sent Anna a quick text message explaining that Wednesday got bumped to Friday, but my more significant concern was how David learned so quickly about the Elaine lawsuit. Getting someone inside an organization to spy on its goings-on was easy enough—money would do it every time. There would always be a malcontent or someone so financially desperate that they would turn and bite the hand that feeds them.

Few, maybe three other people in my office knew about Elaine’s lawsuit.

It could be Elaine meddling.

She’s a Class 1 meddler.

I answered the door to Greg, who immediately handed me a gorgeous bouquet of orange roses. While I gasped, wide-eyed, and felt deep emotional love, I felt suspicious. This shade of orange was my favorite color, and I glanced at him, my brow furrowed with a questioning look.

“I noticed this shade of orange is your favorite color, Emma.”

“These flowers are beautiful - how did you know?”

“Your food mixer is this shade. You bought Nike Pegasus Plus orange running shoes, and the compression shirt you wore beautifully on Saturday is-.”

“This exact shade of orange?”

“Yes.”

“I love orange, but why did you buy me flowers, honey?”

“I bought some for Marsha, and it didn’t feel right to buy flowers for a woman without buying some for you. Fortunately, I was in a florist shop at the time, so a decision was easy.”

“Why do you still have two more bunches and a leather football?”

“Oh… well. I bought flowers for you, then Marsha, then a bunch for Sally, which I already delivered, and finally, I bought these white roses for Chloe.”

“She will love them. And the football?”

“There was a sports shop a few doors away, and I didn’t want to leave Jack out.”

“You’ve been busy. Come inside, and I’ll stand the flowers in water to keep them fresh.”

Fuck! I want to bed you so severely right now.

Could I suck his cock respectably?

Don’t be so cheap, Emma.

But he bought me flowers - my favorite color.

I was awestruck to the extent that I’d forgotten about bumped schedules, lawsuits, and office spies. The flowers and gifts for my loved ones were more important - Greg was more important. He’d thought of me so sensitively and at such an emotional time for him. Then, wanting to connect with his and my kids, he’d done so in a very thoughtful way.

I filled a plastic bucket to one-third and set two bunches of flowers in it, noting something on Chloe’s card that made me smile.

To a very special lady.

“Chloe will love that you see her as a woman, Greg.”

“I see greatness in her, as I do in Sally.”

“Me too.”

The drive over to Marsha Devlin’s home was long and slow, with enormous puddles of standing water forming around blocked storm drains on every long bend where a road camber created an opportunity for hazardous driving. On the plus side, the countryside sparkled and smelled fresh as every blade of grass and tree leaf glistened in a bright sun that had vanquished all clouds, even Elaine.

I desperately wanted to talk about my suspicions of having a mole in my office, but Greg’s mind was elsewhere. Compartmentalizing was my strong suit, so I ignored multiple messages from Anna.

“What’s being a Mom like, Emma?”

“Sleep deprivation through constant giving of unconditional love after wreaking havoc on my body and sacrificing everything in my life.”

I laughed sooner than Greg did, noticing his relief when I did. He laughed, too, nodding and congratulating me on my joke, wagging a finger.

“You almost had me there.”

“The unconditional love part is genuine, though, Greg. Also, I enjoy my personal growth and the pleasure of seeing my kids grow up and become interesting, good people. It’s a roller coaster with more highs than lows. I mean, you must have experienced a lot of that with Sally. You raised her alone.”

“I sometimes wonder if she raised me. Sally certainly kept me glued together when times were tough.”

“No honey - you did that because of Sally. It was all you… Mom and Dad.”

When we pulled up in Marsha Devlin’s driveway, both in highly emotional states for more reasons than our visit prompted, I saw a woman gardening.

“That’s Marsha.”

“How do you know, Emma?”

“She looks like a woman who delivered a thousand babies.”

“Okay… she looks a bit stern.”

“Yes, but also motherly, right?”

“She looks scary.”

“Women her age always look frightening until you convince them you aren’t a stalker or an asshole. She looks serious, Greg… it’s different - a facade. Marsha has seen life from a unique perspective.”

“I remember what that looks like.”

I shot him a cute smile. We were on the same page, bantering as new, not-so-young couples do. I was acutely aware that time wasn’t on my side, biologically speaking, yet in many ways, it was because I was closer to love today than I had been for more than five years while being married.

“You might get to see that spectacle again, Greg.”

“I hope so.”

“Just be thankful you don’t have to be on the other end.”

“I wouldn’t make a good midwife.”

He laughed nervously, a quip intended to quell the rising sea of stormy emotions that threatened to consume us both. My natural tendency toward empathy and overwhelming hormones surging through my veins fuelled my feelings. I trembled vigorously, leaning forward in my seat almost until my nose touched the windshield, squinting at the woman who delivered Greg while I held his hand.

Like stalkers or cops on a stakeout, we watched Marsha replating magnolias to achieve a greater separation in her beautifully curved and edged flower bed.

“I’ll tell you this, Greg. Marsha is brave.”

“How do you know that?”

“This is a beautiful garden, and magnolias hate root disturbances.”

I watched Marsha intently until realizing Greg was staring at me with his mouth open and eyes wide. I sat upright, giggled, leaned in, and kissed him.

“Sorry. I love gardens.”

“You never cease to amaze me, Emma.”

“Thank you, dear. Shall we go and meet Marsha now?”

“She has nicer flowers than the ones I brought.”

“If you believe that, you don’t know girls.”

As we approached Marsha, strolling on a perfect two-tone striped lawn, she spotted us and stood. She noticed the flowers Greg carried, judged us, and smiled.

“Those flowers are beautiful. Which one of you did I help deliver?”

“Me.”

“Well… you look like a fine young man with a lovely wife. It’s been a few weeks since my last baby showed up. She flew here from England, seeking out her roots, visited her hometown, and ended up here. We spent an hour drinking coffee and eating freshly cooked oatmeal biscuits.”

“We’re not married.”

“Oh, I see. Soon, I hope, because you look like a couple. Come with me. I have a perfect vase for my new beautiful flowers.”

I was shocked by Marsha’s friendly welcome, but her strange reaction suddenly made sense. However many babies she had delivered, there must be many who would seek her out for one reason or another. Perhaps there were other adoptees seeking clarity about their birth mother. Children may wish to connect with the moment they entered the world or perhaps discover more about a mother who died birthing them.

Marsha beamed like the mother of all the world, hugged Greg, then me, and pointed to a seating area in front of a beautiful New England-style three-storied home. The high-pitched roof appealed to me, as did two large chimney stacks, a mixed wooden slat / red brick facade, and an elaborate front entry with a portico supported by columns.

“Sit under the portico, and I’ll bring coffee… coffee is okay, isn’t it?”

“Yes, please - almost always, and it’s too early for wine.”

“I made flapjacks this morning.”

“That would be nice too.”

“What are your names?”

“I’m Greg… this is Emma, my girlfriend.”

Greg looked so incredibly proud to call me his girlfriend that I swooned and squeaked with joy, my cheeks flushing brightly. I was loved intensely, honestly, and without equivocation or hesitation. Greg slipped his hand in mine, squeezed my fingers tightly, and smiled lovingly while Marsha looked on knowingly.

“What I wouldn’t give to deliver your babies. I give you two years tops before the first one is due. Now… before you get me all weepy, I need a last name. I remember you all, but there were many Greg’s.”

“Greg Landers.”

Marsha stood for a minute, searching the filing system inside her head. She twisted her lips, blinked a few times, then shook her head.

“Nope… I have no Landers at all. Did you change your name?”

“Oh, sorry… of course. I would have been Greg Bradbury on the day I was born.”

Marsha’s face dropped. She went white as a ghost and dropped the bouquet when her knees buckled. Greg darted forward and held her upright as the woman moaned dolefully and her eyes filled with tears.

“Are you okay, Marsha?”

“Yes. Please, give me a minute.”

She cried so hard I wanted to join in. Tears rolled down her cheeks as powerful emotions discharged from a place they had festered for ages. She stared into Greg’s eyes, saw something she recognized, and hugged him even more tightly.

“You’re Elaine Bradbury’s baby.”

“I was… I mean, yes, I am. I have adopted parents who I love deeply.”

Greg looked and sounded awkward, like a man who was conflicted in almost all ways. Marsha was key to understanding his creation, or at least a part of it he searched for, and now, his tears and expression suggested a fear of what he might discover.

Greg loved his parents, and there was little doubt about that, but Marsha was there at the moment he entered the world, and her story was important.

Marsha pointed at a seating area underneath the portico.

“Okay. Sit down under the portico, Greg. Maybe your girlfriend can help me with the coffee. I have some documents for you.”

“Are you okay, Marsha?”

“Yes. I’m fine, dear. I’ve been waiting to meet you again.”


Chapter Eighteen

Flapjacks and News

◆◆◆

I didn’t know what to think or how to react, shivering, suddenly feeling icy cold. Something awful, monumental, and scary as hell was about to be revealed. It was like the moment when you opened the front door, and two police officers outside removed their caps, asking if they could come in because they have some bad news.

Maybe it’s not bad news. It could just be news.

Marsha seems serious.

Covered in goosebumps and hugging himself, Greg was in a daze while Marsha headed into the house on wobbly legs, expecting me to follow her. I hugged my boyfriend, forced him into a comfortable sofa, and waited for him to settle.

Marsha was a tad impatient, which irritated me because I was scared about Greg’s highly emotional condition.

“Are you coming inside, Emma?”

“Yes. Just a minute please.”

I leaned forward until my forehead tapped Greg’s and kissed him, rubbing our noses together.

“Are you okay, sweetheart?”

“Yes… I’m just a bit overwhelmed by Marsha’s reaction. I wasn’t expecting anything awful.”

“Don’t worry. I’m sure she will explain.”

Fuck knows how.

Jesus, I hope this isn’t bad.

I stared deeply into Greg’s eyes, using every drop of my feminine empathy to soothe and calm him. When I believed he was okay, I went inside Marsha’s home and tracked down the kitchen, which was empty. On a granite counter, I noticed a large French press, a bag of ground coffee, and a kettle on the lit stove.

“I started things off, Emma. Do you mind finishing?”

“Where are you?”

“In the basement. I have important files, you see?”

“Okay.”

“I’ve waited so long for this day, and now it’s come; I am a little disorganized.”

“That’s understandable.”

“Flapjacks are on a wire rack under greaseproof paper.”

“Got it.”

I found brown sugar crystals on sticks, one and a half percent whole milk in the fridge, freshly baked flapjacks, serving plates, teaspoons, and mugs with the greatest of ease, bringing refreshments together in the most organized way - even more than in my own kitchen.

You should reorganize, Emma.

Could I take a photograph of everything here and copy it at home?

Nah… that would be weird.

When Marsha emerged from her basement with a thick, brown document wallet in her hands, she smiled and nodded at my efforts.

“You found everything then?’

“It’s like a Michelin Chef’s kitchen. Mis en Place.”

“Everything in its place, Emma - don’t you love French wisdom?”

“Yes.”

“It’s a habit, you see? In a labor room, one must have everything in its place. Birthing mothers and babies is a messy business that has time-critical elements.”

“I remember it well.”

“How many do you have, Emma?”

“One daughter and a son.”

“And Greg?”

“One daughter.”

The girls are dating. I want to say it because I feel proud, but it’s too much information now.

“Hmm… you’ll need three more to balance power between both groups.”

“You are wise, Marsha.”

“Let’s see if that’s true once we go through this document pile.”

“Are there any surprises?”

“Plenty… too many, and they have weighed on me for a long time. You have no idea how good it is to meet Greg again finally.”

“He’s worried.”

“Then let’s get to it, Emma.”

When Marsha sat beside Greg, she looked every bit the confident midwife any fully dilated mother wished to see at her bedside. She gripped his hand, squeezed tightly, said a quick personal prayer, and opened the document bundle while I served coffee and flapjacks.

One by one, Marsha handed Greg his birth documents while I glanced around, enjoying the garden and a summer’s day that had turned out well. The musky, sweet aroma of fresh flowers enjoying the sun while rich, fertile soil soaked up the early rain was alluring - like a slice of life that connected us to our ancestors who hunted and gathered.

Over twenty minutes, Greg read every document in detail, but at the end, he looked confused.

“These are the documents I already have. There must be more to this story, Marsha.”

“This is the official document set. Your mother was paranoid that people might come to the hospital to root out a scandal, so she pleaded with me to remove anything incriminating. After a year of her visits, I did as she asked, leaving only the basic package in our filing system. It’s just as well because whoever gave you copies bought them from a very unscrupulous clerk at the hospital.”

“Okay… I’m shocked by that. So, My mother, Elaine…, returned to the hospital to see you?”

“You must remember Greg. Your mother was a vulnerable fourteen-year-old girl with few allies.”

“I know, but you said there were incriminating documents.”

“Yes.”

“Can you explain them, please?”

“Are you sure, Greg?”

“I think so.”

My boyfriend had my full attention. Even though the air was warm and the sun shone, an icy atmosphere cocooned us. Greg’s bottom lip trembled, his nostrils flared, and I heard belly moans with a choking tone when he spoke. My boyfriend was close to tears, so I kneeled before him and pulled him into me, cuddling, almost cradling him.

“I’m scared, Emma.”

“That’s okay, sweetheart. It means you care deeply. Do you need a moment?”

“Can you hold my hand, please?”

“For sure.”

Greg squeezed closer to Marsha on the sofa, and I crammed myself in at the end, gripping his hand as though he was pulling me out of a chasm.

Calm down, Emma.

It’s all becoming clear.

“Please continue, Marsha.”

“Okay. Let’s start at the beginning, when your mother was brought into the ER.”

“The ER?”

“She was severely beaten and about seven months pregnant. Once the doctors in the ER patched her up, Elaine was brought to the maternity ward, specifically to me.”

“Who beat her?”

“We’ll get to that in a minute. Your mother hadn’t seen a doctor, choosing to hide her pregnancy - no scans, checks, nothing, so we kept her in for a few days, did what was needed, and set up the follow-up appointment regime.”

“Who beat her?”

“While she was in the hospital, your mother refused to say. A social worker was assigned, and she was discharged.”

“Then what?”

“Elaine was admitted to the ER again whilst in labor. She’d been beaten. They patched her up quickly with a few stitches in her head, then sent her to me - I was on duty. Elaine was a week early - sorry, you were a week early.”

“What the fuck happened to her? Sorry, forgive my language.”

“I’m used to it. The labor ward is a terrible place at times.”

Greg was processing the information amid overwhelming emotions, squeezing my hand much the same way I would probably squeeze his within two years in a labor ward. He panted and puffed, blowing out his cheeks and choking back his emotions.

I wiped his nose with a tissue like I did with Jack.

“Who beat Elaine?”

“Her father.”

Oh god, no.

“Oh god, no.”

“Yes. I am afraid so.”

“Both times?”

“Yes, and a few more times that we never saw.”

My heart sank, and I shed an ocean of tears for a terrified fourteen-year-old girl suffering the most awful consequences possible of her pregnancy. Greg sobbed, knowing that while these beatings took place, he was inside Elaine’s womb, protected by a terrified teenage mother.

“Your grandfather was a monster. When he discovered Elaine’s pregnancy, he demanded to know the father and dragged her to an abortion clinic. She refused to go inside, so he beat her, and that’s when I first met your mother in our ER.”

“What a piece of shit.”

“That he was, Greg. The day your mother’s waters broke, your grandfather had beaten her again. He wanted the name of the father.”

“Who is my father?”

“Elaine never knew.”

“Why not?”

Oh fuck, please, no!

“Elaine Bradbury was raped by a man she’d never met.”

Oh no.

I cried along with Greg, and Marsha did too. I couldn’t think of a more terrible outcome for any fourteen-year-old girl aside from being murdered. I was beside myself, thinking about a child, secretly carrying a baby all that time, refusing to abort it despite multiple beatings from a vile father.

She was raped.

And still kept the baby.

Greg dried his tears with a tissue, saliva plastered over his chin. He choked on his next words.

“Did my Mom love me?”

“Oh, Greg… that child loved you like no mother I ever met before her or after. She breastfed you moments after giving birth, and her milk came faster and more naturally than any baby and mother I saw. You were inseparable. My god, Elaine adored you.”

“What happened then?”

“Elaine’s father came to the hospital on day three after she gave birth and tried to take you away. He’d spoken to a social worker and planned to have you taken into foster care.”

“What did my mother do?”

“When he approached her bed, she was out of it like a tigress with you cradled to her. Elaine had hidden a scalpal in her bed. She grabbed it and went at that old bastard, meaning to kill him, slashing the air. He punched Elaine a few times before I stuck a blade in his leg. I would have gutted that man had security not taken him away.”

“So she didn’t give me up?”

“Holy shit, no!”

“Then how was I adopted?”

“Ten days after giving birth, your mother arrived in the ER unconscious, beaten until she was unrecognizable. You weren’t with her. The police went to her home, found her father with you, and they arrested him.”

“I went to foster parents?”

“Yes. Your mother wasn’t able to look after you because of the coma. It’s standard practice.”

“What happened to her?”

“Elaine spent thirteen months in a coma. After three months, social services found adoptive parents. They sat beside your Mom’s bed, with me explaining to an unconscious girl that they would love you with all their heart. Your parents were good people, Greg - I know it in my heart.”

“They are the best.”

“When your Mom woke up, it took another three months for her health to recover. She broke down every day, crying for you, but all we could do was medicate and have her see the psychiatrist daily.”

“But my Mom recovered, right?”

“She did, but your Mom went into a foster home. Her father went to jail; her mother took her own life. Both are dead.”

“Jesus, this is tragic.”

“Not really. You had a great home, and Elaine worked hard to create something from nothing.”

“She did. You must have seen her again, or how would you have all of these documents?”

“Elaine ran away from the foster home and came to the hospital. She pleaded with me to hide the records of what happened to her and you. Your mother never wanted you to discover the truth through the news or rumor. I was always glad the guy who bought the files never had this information. If he didn’t release what he had, the whole truth might have traumatized him.”

It would undoubtedly have wrecked Elaine.

The media is like that.

Greg sat back, processing the circumstances of his birth, tears still rolling uncontrollably down his cheeks. He wiped them away, drank coffee, took a refill, and ate the flapjack I force-fed him for its sugar content.

“I was loved, then?”

“Elaine Bradbury would have died for you, Greg.”

“It’s comforting to know that I wasn’t unwanted.”

“Elaine tried to get you back, but who would listen to a teenage girl living in foster care? Once she was old enough to fight the system, you were four years old, and she sat right here, crying her eyes out, explaining to me that she couldn’t destroy what you had.”

It was so much to take in that I could scarcely process it all. Greg calmed down and even looked happy. His mother was a fighter, and I regretted my comment that she should have had her own children.

“Will you tell my mother I was here, Marsha?”

“No. Elaine specifically asked me not to. She said that if you came to me, I was to tell you everything on request. She told me to tell you that if you want to know her, please call in person or by phone any time, night or day.”

“And that’s it?”

“My promise to a child is almost fulfilled, Greg.”

“What does that mean?”

How could there be more?

“There is one last document you must see.”

“Okay. What is it?”

Marsha handed Greg a brown envelope. He opened it, read the front page, and gasped. He stared at the midwife, looking utterly shocked, wide-eyed, with fresh tears rolling down his face and mouth open.

“It’s Elaine Bradbury’s last will and testament.”

“She left everything to you, Greg. I am the executor of her will. She sends a fresh one annually through her lawyers to ensure nobody in her family can concoct a fake to steal your inheritance. I have every one of them in a box.”

“When was the first one dated?“

“On her eighteenth birthday.”


Chapter Nineteen

Truth and Happiness

◆◆◆

I held Greg’s hand and walked with him around Marsha’s garden, absorbing its tranquility and psychological healing powers. Greg needed it far more than me, but I was so invested in him and his good outcomes that my heart also ached.

He had so many questions that it took hours and many breaks between emotionally charged conversations to bottom everything out. I felt so proud of his attitude, humility, and overall gentlemanly behavior because, with every word, my boyfriend proved what a decent man he was.

When I knew we would be late, I messaged Dad, asking him to collect Chloe, Jack, and Sally from school. Both our daughters could drive, but the shitty car I needed to replace was our only runaround, and I had it. I didn’t ask Greg about Sally, assuming that if she had a car today, she would decline a ride to our home or hers.

As I stared at my phone, I saw more messages from Anna backing up. Something was wrong, but I couldn’t be distracted, so I never read her texts, sending one to settle her.

I can’t right now, Anna. Please call me later this evening — I have important matters to discuss.

A character-full, roughly pointed, six-foot-high red brick wall was covered with blooming canary yellow honeysuckle. The smell was immense, the color intense, and, judging by his expression, Greg’s heart was soothed. Bees buzzed like relaxing ambient music in the foreground while birds chirped in the mid-to-far distance.

I held my boyfriend’s hands, staring deep into his eyes. He seemed calmer but not calm, although the knowledge he had gained in the hours spent with Marsha would eventually get him to a good place. Knowledge is power, and understanding one’s history is the most powerful.

I kissed Greg softly on his lips, enjoying the energy that gave me every time I did it. When I detached my lips, he nuzzled close, emotionally available but not needy.

“You have shown me the true nature of men today, Greg.”

“This is probably the most confused and upset you’ll see me.”

“But you’ve handled it all so well. Marsha said we can return here anytime. Also, the documents are yours to keep and study at home.”

“Are you saying we should leave now, Emma?”

“You only have one question left, and I don’t think you should ask it here. Sometimes walking away, contemplating, then returning is a good idea.”

“I know what you are thinking - my Mom and Dad. They sat beside Elaine when she was in a coma. They had to know something, yet they told me nothing.”

“Yes.”

“You’re right, Emma. If I stay here, that’s the next logical question to ask. Let’s thank Marsha and leave.”

We returned to where Marsha was sitting. All the documents were packed into two boxes, one with Elaine Bradbury’s last will and testament on top. That was such an explosive discovery because now, Greg was the heir to a fortune.

“I made a copy of the will for you, Greg. I have the original as executor. Elaine’s lawyers also have an up-to-date copy. Your mother said she had some unscrupulous family, notably your cousin, Parker Mason.”

“I can’t thank you enough, Marsha.”

“No thanks are needed. I am pleased Elaine and you both did well.”

“I feel like neither my mother nor I would be alive if you hadn’t stabbed my grandfather.”

“From prison, he sent the hospital a letter to be included in your medical documents. It was spiteful, and I could have shredded it, but I filed it because some truths must be told for the sake of others. He was a bad man, abusive to his wife and both daughters.”

“Was my family wealthy?”

“Not before Elaine.”

“So nobody would know about her at the time? Journalists wouldn’t have cared about one teenage single mother?”

No, but by fuck they would care now.

“It was still possible to cover things up back then, Greg. We had no internet, mobile phones, or even email. When I brought your parents to meet Elaine, they never knew her name, and I hid the chart at the end of her bed so they couldn’t connect you with her outside a hospital room.”

“Was I there when they met, Elaine?”

“You crawled right into your mother’s arms. In that room on that day, you had two mothers who loved you with all their hearts.”

“Why did my parents visit my mother?”

“They wanted to make sure Elaine knew you would be loved. I never told them what happened to her, only that she was in a coma. By the time your parents visited, all signs of violence done to your mother were healed. As far as they were concerned, she was a child in a coma with a baby who needed love.”

Well, that’s the question answered.

Marsha hugged us and sent us on our way with a small greaseproof package full of flapjacks. As I reversed my car from her driveway, tears rolled down Greg’s face.

“Are you okay, Greg?”

“Yes. I feel renewed. I am anchored in a place that makes more sense than yesterday. I won’t ask Mom and Dad questions, but I will tell them I know who my birth mother is. My parents don’t deserve to be questioned.”

“Do you want to know Elaine?”

“Maybe, but I don’t want to lose my Mom and Dad in the process. I don’t believe Elaine would want that for me either.”

Maybe she isn’t such an asshole.

Or maybe that’s the new Elaine - an asshole.

“Okay. Wave goodbye and smile, honey - we got truth and flapjacks - a win-win.”

As I aimed the car away from Marsha’s home, I had to make light of the situation to manage my boyfriend’s morale. He would undoubtedly dive deep down the rabbit hole, and, as his girlfriend, I would follow him, holding his hand as best I could.

When we reached home, Chloe and Jack were doing homework, and my parents’ car was in the driveway. I invited Greg inside for a quick coffee before he left, partly to ensure he could drive without losing concentration and partly because I wanted to be close to him.

I was puzzled by why Mom and Dad waited, but I understood when I saw the stress on my father’s face. He almost ran into Greg’s arms.

Dad needs to apologize.

“I’m sorry for my deception, Greg.”

“Had you not been asked to do that terrible job, I would be none the wiser about my mother until she passed away. You gave me a great gift. I have knowledge and options.”

And at least a billion fucking dollars.

Jesus… I need to go easy or be branded a golddigger.

Dad looked relieved. My kids ran into the kitchen, hugging me. Sally ran to her father. She looked like she’d been crying, and my parents nodded toward her.

“We collected Sally, too. You have a lovely daughter.”

“I am fortunate.”

I hope she’ll be your daughter-in-law one day.

We transferred the documents from my car to Greg’s, split the flapjacks, and filled two disposable coffee cups. Mom and Dad left, and after many kisses, Sally dragged herself away from Chloe to sit in her dad’s car. After a few more kisses for me, I closed Greg’s car door, and we waved, one family bidding farewell to another.

Jack held my hand, smiled at me, and pointed.

“Are we likely to become one family, Mom?”

“I wasn’t expecting that question.”

“Chloe and I talk a lot more than you realize. At school, I am known as the brother of the hot girl dating a hot girl.”

“And what do you and Chloe discuss?”

“I know Dad has an illness and that you and he will divorce. Chloe never said that - I figured it out.”

“Your Dad will recover.”

“That’s what Chloe says.”

“You’ll be able to see him whenever you want, Jack.”

“I know. Chloe said that too, but I want to wait until he is well.”

“Daddy is trying hard, honey.”

“Yeah… Grandma told me she saw him today and that he looks good.”

I glanced at Chloe, who smiled lovingly at Jack and then at me. I was blessed with wonderful children: a loving son and a daughter mindful of her brother’s emotional needs. My daughter took my other hand, and we walked together along the driveway to our front door. Once there, my kids went inside, but I turned and looked up and down my street, much as I had on the day I bought the house.

I had imagined having a perfect family then, and that dream continues now.

You are halfway there, Emma.

My mood throughout the evening was anticlimactic compared to the day I’d spent with Greg. I nursed a glass of cabernet sauvignon while lying in my bed, flicking through a pile of glossy magazines, refreshing myself on advertising trends and product positioning while admiring Hermes’s latest handbag collection.

The Birkins reminded me of Elaine, who now, instead of being my enemy, conjured images in my mind of a terrified child holding on to her baby, trying to stab her evil father with a scalpal.

I wish you’d sliced him wide open.

A banging at my door around nine was alarming, and I ran downstairs, followed closely by Chloe and Jack. When I opened my front door, Anna’s mascara-smeared face was so full of snot, dribble, and tears that I dared not accept her hug.

“You silenced your phone and didn’t call.”

“Sorry, Anna. What’s wrong?”

“It’s all my fault, Emma.”

“What is?”

“I’m the fucking mole. The reason why Elaine knows what you are doing. It’s all because of me.”

Anna had been drinking, and, making matters worse, she’d driven to my home. She was a total mess, so I had Chloe make coffee, asked Jack to go to his room, and grabbed a box of tissues on my way to the library, dragging the sobbing woman with me.

Once she sat down with a box of tissues in her lap and a wastepaper basket beside her, which was filling fast, Anna stared at me, then cried each time she looked away, like she was ashamed.

“What happened, Anna?”

“My perfect world collapsed.”

“What does that mean?”

“My husband and me… it’s not perfect. We are not perfect.”

“Oh dear. Are you splitting up?”

“Not yet, but maybe - it’s getting close. We quarrel daily.”

Been there - done that.

“Okay, but what does this have to do with you being a mole?”

Anna stopped crying and breathed deeply and rapidly as if a contraction was coming soon, and she was steeling herself against it. Her cheeks exploded as another sob bellowed from deep inside, and I tossed more tissues her way.

She’s had an affair.

“I had an affair, Emma.”

Oh fuck!

“Oh dear.”

“Not just a simple affair, as I discovered today.”

“How long has it been going on?”

“Fucking days. His name is… oh god, he told me his name was Peter, but it wasn’t.”

“How did you meet?”

“At a bar after work last week. Fuck, Emma… he was so smooth. It was like being twenty and unmarried.”

“Okay. I take it he wasn’t genuine.”

“He pumped me for information slowly, first about my life generally, then, after our third meeting, he asked about work and, well… oh god, I am so ashamed.”

“Tell me what happened, Anna.”

“We were making love at his apartment. It felt so fucking good - he told me he loved me, and then… I told him my marriage was on the rocks. He asked why, so I spilled all of that, and then I told him about our plans and the ruse you were playing out.”

“And now Peter has disappeared?”

“He was working for Elaine.”

“Oh dear.”

“I am sorry, Emma.”

My father always taught me to understand that the fundamental deceitful nature of people should be expected. In his wisdom, he often repeated that self-interest was the source of human power - the reason our species had survived against the odds and thrived. Yes, of course, our brains are superior to other animals if your measure of success is that our tribe is consistently getting bigger and more technologically advanced. Dad said it was our genetically determined selfish nature and closely aligned drive to procreate that ensured we survived.

I believed some, but not all, of my father’s opinions on humanity, preferring to believe in its kindness, too.

“Why did you have an affair, Anna?”

“Because Karl did the same thing to me a few months ago. I let his fling pass, made friends out of work, went to a few bars, and then Peter showed up. He is ten years younger than me, gym fit, and a successful lawyer - probably a fucking lie, but he had a nice apartment. Oh fuck he is so fit and totally into me.”

“And he works for Elaine?”

“Yes.”

“Okay. Well, that’s a relief.”

“What do you mean?”

Anna looked scared, and she had every right to be. Her role as my personal assistant demanded confidentiality, and she told her lover things about my work she probably hadn’t even told her husband. I’d read a new love prompts such honesty because the person with elevated emotions is beguiled and sees only the perfect mate they have yearned and waited for their whole life.

Anna had been played.

“We can plug the source of our leak very easily now, then, Anna.”

“Oh fuck! Am I losing my job?”

“Kind of.”

“What does that mean?”

I eyed her, not wishing to torment my friend and colleague but also not desirous of twisting the knife. If I wasn’t firing her, there must be a way for her to make amends.

I can never trust Anna again.

“You’ll take a few days off work, Anna. Tell everyone you are sick, but make sure one person starts a rumor that I fired you.”

“Are you hoping that Elaine will find out?”

“Yes.”

“Why would you do that, Emma?”

“You’ll work from home, speaking only with me. I want to seem vulnerable right now - like I am an easy target.”

“What is your plan?”

Fuck, I won’t be telling you.

“I’ll explain more tomorrow when you are completely sober. I must win our client’s confidence because lord knows what they must be thinking. Call your husband and have him come here to drive you home.”

I stood and paced around my library, feeling betrayed and furious. Dad was right. There are few people who anyone can genuinely trust. I hadn’t made an error in trusting Anna with my information, but I had been mistaken about someone else I believed could be trusted.

“What happens next, Emma?”

“We carry on. You help me secure my deal with David’s client and we set about catching Peter.”

“Why?”

“You’ll understand when we catch him.”

It was time to attack and get the deal I needed to settle everything. I emailed David and asked if I could drop by his office for half an hour around noon the next day. I told him I would bring signed bank guarantees, loan evaluations on my home, and other documents that tied together and assured my financing package for our project.

David’s due diligence was fair enough, but when I presented a robust financing package, I couldn’t see how he wouldn’t get on board. My father always said that no plan survives contact with the enemy. I had learned that his rationale was no good reason not to plan.

Anna looked pathetic, but she would recover and hopefully save her marriage. I had mounting problems: a boyfriend who might burst through Elaine’s door at any time, her attack against me, and an opportunity slipping away.

I didn’t want to be Elaine’s charity case once she discovered her son was with me.

This is such a mess.

Not your fault, Emma.

“Anna. Go to the bank in the morning, collect a bundle of confidential documents from my relationship manager, and meet me at David’s offices. I must convince him that we and my project are a safe bet.”

“Am I collecting loan documents? If so, I’ll need my passport.”

“Yes.”

“You’re going ahead with your plan?”

“Of course. I need to secure David’s support before the Friday meeting. Be at his office shortly after noon.”

“Okay. I am desperately sorry, Emma.”

“Don’t apologize anymore, Anna. Be better at work and… well, be honest with your husband if you really want him.”

“I do want him. I love Karl.”

“In which case, maybe you should consider giving him that blowjob you keep telling me to give Greg.”

When Karl arrived by taxi, he was more concerned about Anna than annoyed with her. He thanked me and gently led his wife to the car. They had as good a chance of saving their marriage as any unfaithful couple. I firmly believe that two wrongs don’t make a right, but in this scenario, reconciliation might result from both parties having transgressed.

Steve and I were different. I had never cheated on him, and I would never be unfaithful to Greg.


Chapter Twenty

Playing My Cards

◆◆◆

Anna’s mistake knocked me off balance. It would have been easy to overreact and blame her for my problems with our client, but I would have lost much more if I fired and replaced her. My friend and personal assistant was as loyal as I could anticipate anyone being, but like all of us, she was fallible.

Anna has much bigger problems in her life than I do.

I sat alone in my kitchen, drank coffee, and considered my options. So far, Elaine was a significant hurdle for me to overcome, David less so. In my pivot strategy, I was taking most of the financial risk, and once my new client understood, I felt confident my plan would sail through.

I need this pivot.

Or I become Elaine’s bitch.

Greg’s potential wealth was an issue for me. It seemed like our relationship was held in stasis. What had been right now felt wobbly because billions of dollars loomed on the horizon. Someone must succeed Elaine in running her empire, and, to my utter dismay, I wanted no part of it.

Does that mean Greg and I will wither on the vine?

The vine feels strong.

Go to sleep, Emma.

I had a plan to tackle all of my problems in one hit, but there were so many moving parts that I couldn’t control, number one being the client. After showering and relaxing to some soft Jazz, I fell asleep, thinking about Greg, the perfect man he was, and how sizeable a problem Elaine’s will had created for him and me.

In the morning, I followed my usual routine, slowly jogging six miles per Greg’s draft training plan emailed the night before. He wanted me to reduce my running level of effort to sixty percent on three days every week, work to my maximum on two, run longer and slower on one, and rest on Sundays.

As I followed the river, pounding my problems into the gravel, wishing Greg were there, striding confidently beside me, I realized the moment was a metaphor for my life. I could easily detach from my boyfriend, but I knew that would be a huge, stupid mistake, so I paused at my favorite spot, the river bend, removed my phone from its protective arm sleeve, and messaged him.

Hi honey… are you awake?

Yes. I’m out running. I just stopped for you.

Can we run together more often, please?

Of course. I would love to.

I miss you, Greg.

I miss you too, sweetheart.

Can we catch lunch together at 2 pm?

Perfect.

I’ll drop you a map pin later.

I instantly felt better and cursed myself for having doubts about my relationship with Greg. I had momentarily weakened but sobered quickly. Any problem with Elaine was all in my mind. I was running in a cross-country race, hitting heavy mud on a steep hill, on top of which was my guy. The mud and steep gradient were my past life and current problems, which I waded through to get to him.

I will get to Greg.

I gave birth twice.

And I want Greg so much.

At my office, nobody bothered me. Anna being off work due to sickness was not believable - she had never taken a sick day. I couldn’t explain my delicate situation, stuck between a client I wanted to shed and another I must win. My staff would worry, gossip, and rumors would spread, but that was another battle for later, tomorrow or sometime soon.

I called a journalist friend. He was as much a friend as a journalist could be. We’d attended college together, had friendly ideological debates, drank coffee, and almost dated. He was my route to positioning a news story.

This isn’t very honest, Emma.

Thomas picked up on the first ring.

“Hey Emma… what’s the news?”

“Wow. You are direct these days.”

“I’m on the newsdesk morning shift. It’s the worst time because we need the scoops quickly to investigate and write up for the evening edition.”

“Have you heard about my problems with Bradbury PLC?”

“Yes. Elaine is suing you for breach of contract. Is there dirt?”

“Yes.”

“Can I get an exclusive?”

“If you meet me today.”

“Done.”

“I’ll send timings and a location pin.”

“It will be good to see you, Emma.”

Yeah, right - it will be good to get a dirty exclusive.

It took an hour before everyone in my office concluded that Anna had been fired. I knew that because her friends messaged her to confirm it, and she confirmed it, then messaged me to say she had. The rumor mill had started.

In another hour, I was sure Elaine, David, my client, lawyers, the bank, and many others would hear the rumor that I was an injured bird with a broken wing. By mid-afternoon, my clients would start calling, expressing concern for me, my company, and their business. Some would look for an alternative; others would hang on.

My kite was flapping in the wind, and I could either gain control or lose it entirely.

I also received regular updates from Anna confirming that all my bank documents were in order and that she had collected them and gone for coffee. Thus, I had secured the three-million-dollar bank guarantee I needed and now had to sell it.

My bank guarantee was the first step in reassuring David and his client of my seriousness and viability. It didn’t commit me to spending money yet; it just confirmed that I could secure the capital needed if we all reached a Joint Venture agreement.

Before I phoned the man who could help me the most, I confirmed my schedule, dropping Greg and Thomas map pins and a time for our meeting.

Then I made my big call.

“Hi, Emma. I wasn’t expecting your call.”

“I need your help, please.”

“Okay. I’ll try. I am free all day, as you know.”

“Can you meet me and hear me out?”

“Of course. Where and when?”

“I’ll drop you a map pin and time.”

“I look forward to it.”

I left my office amid a buzz of rumor and gossip that itched as I strode confidently through the door. My staff wouldn’t be productive until I salved their curiosity about Anna and secured a deal with Bradbury PLC or our new proposed client. My father was on my mind because David’s office was close to where he once worked, close to the park where I walked with him as a child, then again on the day my plans began unraveling at the hands of Elaine Bradbury.

When I walked into David’s offices, I noticed he kept himself well away from other staff, having two protective assistants, one guarding an expansive, opulent outer office. It was to defend himself against work distractions. I was led into his inner sanctum, handed a perfect cappuccino with a chocolate sprinkle smiley face, and sat opposite him in an Italian-designed baby blue leather swivel chair I wanted to take away with me.

He smiled like a cartoon viper, and I grinned back.

“How are you, Emma?”

“Never better.”

He regarded me over the top of his spectacles as though we were playing high-stakes Texas Hold’em. I laughed inside, looking anxious on the outside, feigning the necessary body language to seem like the injured bird rumors would have everyone believe I was. My phone buzzed - it was Anna, on time, in place, and ready to execute my plan.

“Do you have the financial documents for my review, Emma?”

“They are on their way here. My assistant is bringing them.”

“Your assistant?”

“Well, she’s temporary.”

“I heard rumors that you’d lost a key staff member. Sorry, Emma.”

“It happens.”

David leaned back in his chair, rocking gently in a room that seemed eerily silent. He looked measured, as though he had a plan but wasn’t sure precisely when to implement it. I was disconcerting to him, flustered but not falling apart as perhaps he’d hoped I would be.

“How are things between you and Bradbury PLC?”

“Improving.”

“You are holding up well, Emma.”

“I am confident of winning the lawsuit and, well… at least hopeful of winning you over.”

“Ahh.”

He pursed his lips, sighed again, and gently shook his head.

“Even with your financial guarantees in place, I can’t recommend this deal to my client, Emma.”

“Why not?”

“Our due diligence has exposed several weaknesses in your company, and… frankly, you. First, there is the loss of your biggest client and their lawsuit, which is no small matter; then, you have an alcoholic husband in rehab - that might explode. Also, you lost a key worker.”

Fuck! You even dug up my estranged husband.

“All problems are recoverable, David.”

“Your company sounds like a sinking ship, Emma. You, of all people, must know that brand development is a very sensitive area. Scandal destroys everything it encompasses - including my client.”

“Of course, I know that, but my plan is sound, and financing is in place.”

“But my client still must take some risk.”

David’s tone became harsher, his body language less welcoming, and his attitude surly. My war had been lost before I sat in the most beautiful, comfortable office chair that ever graced my clothed cheeks.

“Your client will invest in production equipment they need to grow their business anyway, and if all fails, they collect fifty percent on a firesale. My inventory investment covers their losses.”

“You’ve done your numbers, Emma, and you are a very clever girl, but the answer is still a resounding no.”

“Really? Before you’ve even seen the financing structure?”

“Yes, sorry. My client is not taking this deal or any deal.”

David played his final card to devastating effect. I wasn’t winning him over, no matter what. His body language and the fact he stood, waving at the door, suggested my kite should leave post haste.

At least he hasn’t done a Parker Mason on me.

“Sit down, please, David.”

“Don’t make me have you removed and cause a scene.”

“You’ve stolen my idea, or at least, you already had this expansion in mind but didn’t know how to play it out. I’ve given you a detailed blueprint that cost me a great deal in labor and consultancy, not to mention graphic design and other outsourced services. I did all this work to grow your client, and you’ve stolen it.”

“Oh, don’t be so stupid, Emma. This is beneath you.”

“If I walk out of this office, my plan will be like a kite in a hurricane. You’ll tell the client I wasn’t up to it, that I have problems, personal and business, and he will reluctantly accept it. Then, six months from now, you’ll dust off my plan, raise money from the banks, and become my client’s partner - fifty percent is my guess.”

“That’s far-fetched.”

David scoffed at me, snorting like a pig. He did something weird with his face, which looked like his chin had inverted. His frown was deep enough to slide a credit card through any line across his forehead and get a confirmed sale. Then, realizing he looked freaky, David composed himself and became irritated, waving a hand dismissively at me as if swatting a fly.

“Get out, Emma, or I’ll throw you out.”

His phone rang, and he picked it up, speaking to one of his assistants.

Then David turned as white as a sheet, staring wide-eyed at me. I was hauling my kite, getting it to sail close and proudly to the wind. I grinned broadly, nodding while wagging my finger in the air but not pointing at him.

David panicked, glancing desperately around his desk as though a solution to his emergency might be there. His breathing elevated, his eyes were wide as saucers, and his nose turned a speckled, drunken red.

“You fucked with the wrong, very clever girl, David.”

“My client is here in the main office. What have you done?”

“My assistant collected him on the way here. They drank coffee together at a very nice vendor cart I once tried outside Talos Dynamics building.”

“You’re a cunt.”

“No… I’m a very clever girl, David - remember?”

“This won’t help your case, Emma.”

“You sent a man to seduce my personal assistant so you could root out scandal about me and my company. Right about now, Anna is in your main office pointing out that man to your client and explaining his role in your due diligence process.”

“Fuck you, Emma!”

Only one man will ever do that, and it isn’t you.

“Your client will love to discover that you’ve been plotting to take over his company. Once you got fifty percent, how long would it take to get more and edge him out?”

“You’re in la la land.”

“We’ll see in a minute which of us, Mr. Foster, believes.”

David squeaked furiously like a terrified, cornered rat, seething through clenched teeth, giving me the stink eye. His phone rang again, and he answered it, yelling at an assistant.

“A fucking journalist? No… tell him to fuck off. I have no comment about anything.”

I waited for the assistant to give David the bad news.

“What do you mean he’s here to meet Emma? Tell him to fuck off - it’s my office.”

David’s eyes were on fire, and he spat flames that sounded remarkably unlike words. I laughed and pointed at him.

“Do you know something, David? Fucking with you has been fun. You are the destroyer of lives and everyone’s concern. It feels so good to bring you down.”

David leaped onto his feet, looking like he was having the start of a coronary. When his client and Anna walked through the door, he was apoplectic with rage.

“I can explain everything, Mr. Foster.”

“Go on then.”

“I needed to know if Emma’s business was stable - it isn’t.”

“You sent a man to destroy this woman’s marriage so you could drag up a scandal that isn’t even that? Please don’t lie to me, David.”

With his jaw dropped and a strange choking noise coming from deep in his throat, David pointed at me, then his client, and then he wagged his finger at Anna, making a face like he could pin everything on her. He had no words, and slowly, the lying, cheating man was caught in the trap I’d hastily set.

I stepped closer so David would see retribution etched on my face.

“You are finished, David - done and kaputt, hoisted by your own petard. Nobody will trust you ever again, and you may face criminal charges. It’s not a great day for you, especially with a journalist waiting outside for me.”

I smiled sweetly, enjoying the moment, but only for that moment. I hugged Anna, took my document bundle, and handed it to Mr. Foster, who smiled admiringly.

“This is everything I have, and I’m willing to put it behind our Joint Venture.”

“When you called me this morning and asked to meet, I had no idea what was happening. I was intrigued when you sent me a map pin for my accountant’s offices. I was coming to meet you anyway, but I was captivated when Anna showed up with your bank guarantees and financing plans.”

“Anna explained everything?”

“Yes, and on top of the presentations I already had, I am keen to work with you, Emma.”

“Do we have a Joint Venture?”

“Not like this.”

“Oh.”

He shook his head and glanced at the floor. I feared the worst, but I’d given it my all, so if I were to fail at this final hurdle, I could live with myself.

I still won’t sign the Bradbury deal, though.

“I won’t let you use your home as collateral to finance our JV, Emma. We can borrow money on a business loan between us rather than clean out your savings and risk my half a million. What you are proposing is not the deal I can agree with. If we are to be partners, we must also be friends, and friends don’t let friends take so much risk.”

“Okay… where do we go from here?”

“Can we agree to raise the money for your plans together?”

“Yes.”

“And I keep my current business. We share the expansion equally.”

“I was asking for thirty percent.”

“Let’s be equal partners, Emma. Fifty-fifty sounds good. Sharing is better.”

“That’s very generous.”

“Do you accept?”

“Oh yes… of course.”

I hugged Mr. Foster, then Anna, tears welling in my eyes. My plan was off the ground, and my kite sailed beautifully in strong winds despite others who would try to sweep it off course. David slumped in his chair, looking distraught, possibly calculating his uncertain future as an accountant and free man.

Mr. Foster shook my hand, closing our deal.

“Is the journalist your man, Emma?”

“He is.”

“Shall we tell him we have a JV?”

“I’d love to.”

The three of us strolled out of David’s office, where we found Philip waiting for us, a bright green Moleskin notebook in hand, Mont Blanc biro in his top pocket. He rushed out of his chair, shook everyone’s hand hastily, then backed away a few steps.

“What’s the story, Emma?”

“Well… first, you know I am being sued by Elaine Bradbury.”

“Why?”

“It’s because I terminated our contract when her chief finance officer approached me asking for a meeting to discuss a bid that hadn’t yet been submitted.”

“Sounds corrupt.”

“You’ll have to ask Elaine Bradbury about that.”

“Do you have a witness that may confirm what you are alleging, Emma?”

I glanced at Mr. Foster, who laughed and stepped forward.

“That would be me. I was right there when Mrs. Winchester stood in line for coffee, and I heard Parker Mason asking to meet her to review contract numbers.”

“And who are you?”

I stepped in again, grinning from ear to ear.

“This is my new business partner, Erik Foster. He owns our city’s largest and finest coffee roasting and distribution business. Together, we will take his brand nationally using franchisees financed by us. This is an opportunity for everyone - new jobs, great coffee, and a wonderful business model.”

Anna was stunned. She convinced a man standing at a coffee vending cart that I had been wronged, reminding him of the day we met while explaining my loan guarantee documents. Philip got a few more details from us and then scrambled for the door. His next stop would be Elaine Bradbury because the real story wasn’t about Erik and me. It was about Parker Mason, her, and Bradbury PLC.

Erik smiled at me, nodding approvingly.

“I knew you were clever the second time we met, Emma.”

“You never gave me your surname.”

“I don’t like being seen in a crowd. My privacy is important to me and my family.”

“I get it.”

“I have a question, Emma.”

“Go ahead.”

“How did you know for certain that I heard Parker Mason propositioning you at the coffee cart?”

“You were changing over the shift while I was being served, and I noticed how the young woman deferred to you. I saw your surprised expression when Parker propositioned me. It meant nothing then, but I recognized you when we met the second time outside Talos.”

“Hah! I gave myself away as a man who knew everything happening in the business district.”

“Yes. I had my smoking gun all along, and Elaine Bradbury had no idea about it. Pivoting was simply about discovering whether we were a great fit.”

“We are a great fit, Emma. I roast coffee, and you’ll sell it.”

“We will.”

“Why didn’t you tell Elaine about your plans? She would have left you alone.”

“I won’t be bullied by anyone, Erik.”

“Good for you. Where are you going now?”

“To meet my boyfriend at your coffee cart.”

“Shall we go together? I’d love to meet him.”

“I’d like that too.”


Chapter Twenty-One

We're Into Coffee

◆◆◆

“You have a flair for the art of war, Emma.”

“Why do you say that, darling?”

“I didn’t know any of this was happening even while you helped me through my darkest days, and from what Erik just said, you delivered a stunning blow to your enemies.”

You inspire me too, honey.

“Elaine and David are not my enemies, Greg. When someone attacks me, I defend myself, counter, and then walk away at my earliest convenience. I’m not into biblical, multi-generational wars.”

Although I got close with Steve.

I spent an hour with my boyfriend and Erik, explaining our partnership and the circumstances that led to it. Thanks to Philip, my scandalous accusation of Parker Mason became a growing online breaking news story. I worried the tactic might impact my relationship with Greg, but he wasn’t bothered. He knew full well I might have done far worse and released a raft of market data that would have helped Elaine’s competitors.

We sat on the low wall I had balanced and hopped on as a child and an adult. Places were essential to me: the first house I bought, a bend in a river, or a coffee cart in a small city park that linked me to my father. It was an attachment to a location that made me loath to move out of my offices, but Elaine’s attack and how easily she invaded my space were unacceptable boundary crossings that meant I must move.

Keypad entry is essential at the new place.

Or a Belgian Malinois I shall name Henry.

Or both.

Erik left us and went to his coffee vending cart, replacing the young guy who had taken a late lunch because of our meeting. The millionaire coffee king was now an expert barista, hiding in plain sight. My boyfriend liked my new business partner immensely when they met an hour earlier; the same was true in reverse. Their friendship was important to me - just like places were.

“Surely, Elaine will stay away from you now, Emma?”

“I hope so.”

“Then why move offices?”

“It will cost me around fifty thousand dollars directly and indirectly, but an important lesson was learned, Greg.”

“What’s that?”

“Do due diligence on your lease. I was renting inside my main client’s building, giving Elaine leverage that she used to knock me off guard. I am simply defending myself, as I am in my marriage.”

“Divorce?”

“It’s not an ugly word to me, Greg, but it’s also not a reason to start fighting with Steve or Elaine. We will be dead for trillions of years… not much point in wasting the grain of sand that is the time I am alive.”

“Is that why you want us to run together?”

“Yes. I meant what I said. I missed you terribly on my run.”

And in my bed.

In the kitchen too.

I miss you everywhere, actually.

“That’s comforting to know.”

I hadn’t mentioned Elaine in the context of her being Greg’s birth mother. If he needed my support, he would ask, or if I felt his emotions were reeling, I could ask if he minded me helping. There were always kisses, cuddles, and hand-holding, which were lovely and kept our flirting at boiling point, but I desperately wanted to make love to my boyfriend.

The matter of whether or not to make love weighed on me. I thought it a natural progression, but less than two weeks into our relationship, jumping into bed felt premature. Also, the kids, his and mine, were a sensitivity we must manage.

What happens after we make love?

Do we fuck every night?

Where do we fuck every night - your place or mine?

“I can meet you halfway between our homes for the morning runs if that’s better for you, Greg.”

“I like the river near your home. Places are important. I can park outside your home, and we can start and finish there.”

Hah! I knew you could read my mind.

“Places are important. Like this place.”

“It’s special to me now, too, Emma.”

Greg had to leave. Something about meeting new musicians for his club drew him away. I stayed on, nursing a tepid, still delicious quarter cup of cappuccino, waiting for Erik to conclude his short shift. When he had, I walked with him to the next vending cart, where he would replace another young barista.

As we walked, we talked.

“Are most of your baristas young, Erik?”

“All Gen Z. They spend a lot of time on their feet. I have a low staff churn because I pay a bonus on turnover for each cart. I also rotate the kids through all my carts - some locations are more lucrative than others.”

“Where do you find the kids?”

“Homeless shelters, drop-in centers and through parole or police officers.”

I stopped dead and stared at Erik in utter disbelief. He looked pleased with himself and laughed, pointing at my shocked face.

“How does that work?”

“I discover good kids and give them a chance. Most of them have erred and are finding it hard to escape a challenging environment. I take advice from managers of those places I mentioned, desk sergeants at police precincts, and parole officers I trust. I haven’t had a dud yet.”

“No pilferage of product or cash?”

“None that I can detect, and David was hot on calculating daily takings for each cart versus stock sold. He has… sorry, had an auditor doing random stock checks.”

“Wow.”

“Are you surprised, Emma?”

“I am pleased.”

Also surprised.

“All my kids want an opportunity. I pick the ones without a grudge, lost in the city and its system who want to earn money and learn about coffee.”

“And learn about life too.”

“Maybe a little bit.”

“You’re mentoring them, Erik.”

“We teach each other. They learn about coffee, running a small business, and a little bit about life.”

“What do you get out of it?”

“I never have to set up my phone, computer, or TV, and I don’t need to understand social media.”

“I was going to ask about your company socials. They are excellently run.”

“My baristas do that between them. They peer review using some fancy communications collaboration app, then when they agree, the tweet or whatever is uploaded and off we go.”

“It’s brilliant.”

“We are going to have fun together, Emma.”

“I know.”

I dropped Erik at his destination, a vending cart underneath the monumental portico of a three-towered office block. He strolled away, hugging the young guy managing his point of sale, merging into the concrete jungle corporate landscape as the slightly older barista nobody paid attention to.

Meeting Erik and Greg was serendipity and proof that life can change because of relationships. In fact, even though my recent life backdrop was dire, much of my rejuvenation resulted from happenstance.

If life sends you lemons, Emma.

It all started at the fifteen hundred meter race.

No, it all started when you confronted a man in love with you whom you believed a stalker.

I strolled away, heading for my building with a few pleasant announcements to make. As I stepped through the front door, poppers, streamers and confetti cannons were launched across both sides of the aisle, previously known as the wanker’s walk of shame.

Giggling like a child, enjoying the cheers, applause, and congratulations of my staff, I staggered along, shaking hands and hugging friends and colleagues all the way to my office. I closed my door and grinned at Anna, who sat lonely as a single puffy dark cloud lingering in an azure sky on a summer’s day.

Her mascara had run horribly down both cheeks, which looked bruised and blackened.

“Has someone hit you?”

“No.”

“What’s wrong then, Anna?”

“My life is fucked.”

Anna sobbed like a baby, and I kneeled, ripped out a few tissues from a nearby box for my garments protection, then hugged her. I held her close for a minute until she calmed, then sat in my chair. She stared forlornly at me.

“I’m sorry, Emma.”

“I already accepted your apology, honey. Let’s get past this.”

“You’ll never trust me again.”

I can’t.

But I won’t distrust you either.

“Let’s not speak about it, Anna. I have a major project for you.”

“What is it?”

“We are moving offices.”

“Oh my.”

“I can’t have Elaine marching in here anytime she wants. Find us a new space, more creative than this, fun, free of assholes and near one of Erik’s vending carts.”

“I never told your staff what you achieved today. That was the rumor mill.”

“I guessed that. They are your staff too, Anna.”

“I’m your assistant.”

“I think we both know that’s a big fat lie. I am making you my Chief of Staff, and a new bonus structure will be in place soon.”

Anna looked stunned. I figured any MBA would call me a fool and recommend firing my long-term friend and partner, but I knew there was mostly goodness in her, and I didn’t want to lose that.

“Why are you doing this?”

“I’m making it worth your while, Anna.”

“You mean worth my while not to fuck up again?”

“I won’t have this discussion using your error as a premise. Are we clear?”

I eyed Anna firmly but not sternly. She wallowed in self-pity, an anticipated and reasonable reaction to her situation. In this state, she would not be productive. Undoubtedly, her mind was occupied with private matters. Anna’s rocky marriage, recent lover, and cheating and cheated-on husband—whom she probably still loved dearly—their kids, shared assets, and a bunch of family and friends were being traded off against what she perceived to be the best version of herself.

“Go home early. You were meant to be off sick all week, but I will leave it up to you. I will announce your new position today and tell everyone that the ruse of your firing is over and why we did it to win the war.”

“Thank you, Emma.”

“Go home and do what needs to be done, honey.”

“Any advice?”

“You cheated on each other. You must choose one of two paths open to you, but there is little point in accusations or recriminations either way.”

You must choose between your husband or a different future.

There was a reason Anna fucked the guy David sent into her life. Only she knew why - maybe it was her husband’s affair that prompted an act of revenge, perhaps my friend wanted more from life or in the bedroom. Either way, there was no way I would become embroiled in advising her beyond a thought-provoking comment I had already made.

I handed Anna the box of tissues and left her for a few minutes, returning with coffee for both of us. She stared wistfully out my window, consumed a few more tissues, and gradually calmed.

Tanya, a young assistant, waved from the outer office, pointing at her phone handset. I glanced down at my desk phone and saw a light flashing, so I took the call on speakerphone.

“I have Elaine Bradbury on hold for you, Emma. Shall I put her through?”

“Give me thirty seconds, then connect us.”

I inhaled and blew hard, leaning back in my chair and staring at my phone like it was a snake. Elaine was always going to resurface; I just didn’t expect her to do it so soon. Anna stood and pointed to the door, still holding my tissue box.

“Shall I leave, Emma?”

“I need to take this call privately. Sorry, Anna. Go home and do what you must, then start calling commercial realtors.”

“Okay, bye.”

I lifted the phone receiver when Tanya put Elaine’s call back through.

“Hi Elaine.”

“Can we meet, please?”

“My lawyers would advise we don’t.”

“I dropped the lawsuit.”

“It was a vexatious lawsuit anyway, Elaine, and the judge would have spanked you in court. Then, the press would have a field day about Parker… and-”

“You wanted to send a message, Emma. I appreciate that. Message received.”

I wanted to get you out of my fucking life.

Well, at least a part of it.

Not the Greg part.

“What do you want, Elaine?”

“I want my company to continue making money so that I can return to the happy, semi-retired life I had.”

“Hah! It’s not so hot out there for PR and marketing companies who can prove bottom line improvement for their clients, is it?“

The stony silence that followed was another of Elaine’s power plays, which I rode out while smiling at Tanya, who desperately tried lipreading me. It seemed Bradbury PLC was floundering in its attempt to lure a PR and Marketing partner who could achieve the high rate of return they were used to.

“I need you back supporting my company, Emma.”

“We’re into coffee now. We pivoted, and I have you to thank for that.”

“I heard.”

“Hence, you dropped your lawsuit.”

“It was leverage.”

“How did that work out for you?”

“Disastrously.”

It was as close to an apology as anyone would get from a stubborn ass Elaine Bradbury. I sat, enjoying another silence, knowing I had all the power - at least for now. Instead of seeing the spiteful middle-aged woman who tried to fuck me over, I saw a fourteen year old girl defending herself against a rapist, then a father and finally a system.

My heart ached for that young girl, and I wished I could know her.

“We can meet.”

“Thank you, Emma.”

“But we are into coffee now.”

“I know. You said.”


Chapter Twenty-Two

Rallying The Troops

◆◆◆

It was the first time I had been inside Greg’s home, so I glanced everywhere, noticing everything and admiring some but not every stylistic choice. Throughout their home, wall-mounted art ranged from Sally’s preferred cyanotype, linoleum printmaking, digital color, and black and white photography, primarily portraiture, to Greg’s classic giclée prints of cityscapes, mountain ranges that I imagined he wished to conquer, and abstracts of shapes and colors.

It was clear that father and daughter had conflicting styles.

The fridge was covered with a montage of Sally’s art, starting with a Crayola crayon drawing of her and Greg standing outside their home, signed by her at age six, to a recent and impressive pencil sketch of a fantasy creature, half woman, half dragon.

We had passed the two-week point in our relationship, but it felt like two years, such was our immersion in each other and my comfort in his company.

While sitting on Greg’s comfortable, plush, white leather L-shaped sofa, I drank a mug of Erik’s medium ground roast coffee while flicking through family albums, learning more about my boyfriend. The lunchtime coffee session with my business partner and boyfriend resulted in the latter purchasing two bags of roasted beans, one medium, the other espresso.

Greg also bought an expensive burr coffee grinder and a Bialetti six-cup Moka pot from the vending cart barista. Then, in between serving her customers, my boyfriend spent twenty minutes enjoying a crash course using both machines with the beans he had purchased.

Erik’s vending carts were technological revelations. They had large battery capacities, refueled by solar panels on the roof. They were incredible points of sale waiting to be commercially unleashed. If one barista didn’t have what a client needed for their office or home, another would have it delivered from their stock within five minutes by a runner on a mountain bike employed for that purpose.

The baristas all had payment software on their phones, cash floats in secure belts, and had created an app to message and fulfill orders between them.

Flicking through the final photo album, I nodded at a photograph of my boyfriend caked in mud, aged ten, with a soccer ball tucked under his arm. Greg was surrounded by friends who gathered around the goal mouth to celebrate their friendship, immortalizing it so one day a girl like me could say what I did while grinning broadly.

I showed him the photograph, pointing at the boy wearing the most mud.

“You were always cute, I see, Greg.”

“Not always well behaved, though.”

“We were all naughty once, honey.”

“Were you a naughty girl, Emma?”

I still could be..

“No… of course not.”

I damn well want to be right now.

I blushed and shot Greg my cutest smile, giggling. It was another moment of sexual tension between us that tingled through me passionately. My passions were elevated because we had enjoyed dinner and a long dancing session at his club before coming home for coffee and waiting for our daughters to return from a date. If my period hadn’t come earlier in the day, I might have engineered a sexual encounter between us; god knows I needed one.

Would he make love to me, anyway, period or not?

Have we abstained for long enough?

I just don’t know. He’s still highly emotional.

I could suck his cock.

I would love to. Let’s face it, today is not the time to make love.

I licked my lips and pulled gently, seductively on the bottom one at the thought of kneeling before Greg and taking his long, thick, veiny cock down my throat. I powered my thighs and was mid-rise from the sofa, ready to give my boyfriend head, when the front door opened noisily, and two giggling seventeen-year-old girls crashed through it.

Chloe and Sally had been to the cinema while we’d enjoyed our evening out.

Damn, so fucking close.

It was time to leave, with an early morning run and long working day ahead after that, so I gathered up Chloe, kissed Greg, and headed home. We had only touched on the subject of Elaine throughout our time together, and that was mostly me explaining my ongoing travails with her. I figured my boyfriend needed more time and some space to process the circumstances surrounding his birth mother before he would open up.

In the car, Chloe buzzed excitedly, initially talking about the movie before moving on to Sally and, finally, Greg.

“Sally mentioned Elaine, Mom… in fact, she talked about her a lot while we stood in line for tickets and on the way home.”

“It might be best not to discuss it, Chloe. Maybe Sally wants you to be discrete.”

“She says you need to prise it out of her Dad. He’s very deep, emotionally speaking.”

“Deep?”

“Yeah, you know, like James Bond, all smoldering eyes and hidden feelings.”

“Okay… I never saw Greg that way. He’s been emotionally available to me.”

“Sally says he’s been pensive since meeting Marsha.”

“Did you swallow a dictionary, honey?”

“It’s the word she uses to describe her dad when they don’t talk much. I think you and he need to have sex.”

“Chloe! Jesus Christ!”

“What? I know you guys haven’t done it yet?”

She laughed loudly, enjoying shocking me. We shared some matters of the heart, obviously not in the latter stages of Chloe’s father’s descent into a whisky bottle, but we’d never talked like this before.

“How do you know we haven’t had sex, Chloe?”

“Because I live with you, and my girlfriend lives with your boyfriend.”

“Are you spying on us?”

“I live across the hall, Mom. Sally lives next door to her father. If you guys were doing it, I think we’d know.”

Not necessarily.

You can’t be there all the time.

Chloe smiled, put her bare feet on the dashboard, and threw her head back, closing her eyes, descending into a deep, thoughtful place where I would get no further sense out of her. I drove home silently, considering my next move at work and in love.

After a flurry of emails and phone calls that seemed unlikely to end, I agreed to meet Elaine the next day, Monday - the first day of pivoting my company for real. Erik scheduled a full-day run-through for him and his key leadership group with my presentation team and me. I had Anna squeeze in an early dinner reservation at a small cafe nearby for Elaine and me, where I could easily escape if things got contentious.

As I fell asleep, my only thought was about running with Greg the following day.

When sunrise came, I was ready early, my hair tied in a tight, sexy ponytail, baseball cap on, wearing yoga pants and an orange compression shirt. I sipped water, hydrating while gazing at the flowers my boyfriend had bought me the day we visited Marsha.

Greg knocked on my front door a few minutes early. I answered, we kissed, and set off for a run, both keen to get on with our mutual morning pleasure - a meditative jog alongside a beautiful river. I was pleased when my boyfriend checked my ass out on my way down the drive and when we turned onto a narrow trail, running single file for a minute until we reached the wide gravel track. Had he not, it would have worried me.

As we ran at an even pace, my mind drifted, imagining the meeting I had agreed to with Elaine. In something of a surly mood, I shook my head and scudded the sole of a running shoe across the gravel as if kicking something that displeased me.

“She will attack.”

“What was that, Emma?”

Oh fuck! Did I say that aloud?

“Sorry, Greg. I’m not used to company on a run, and I talk to myself a lot. I am, as you’ll discover, a serial mutterer. I frequently quarrel with myself, too. Don’t be at all surprised if, when shopping, you feel like a third or fourth person is with us.”

“I can’t imagine you quarreling with anyone, not least yourself.”

To love me is to know me, sweetheart.

“I always try not to fight with anyone, but I can if needed.”

It’s not a warning - it’s my period talking forthrightly.

“I’m sure you can. Were you muttering about Elaine just now?”

“Yes, sorry.”

“What did you mean by… she will attack?”

“Sorry, Greg.”

“Do you mean she will attack you?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

People like her can’t leave anything alone once they are fascinated by it.

“Because my company has made a lot of money for Bradbury PLC, and now, with her back in charge, shareholders and the company advisory board will want to understand how the good times will continue.”

“The good times won’t continue with you, Emma. It won’t work out for long if you and Elaine make peace. You and Bradbury PLC are going through a divorce, and in that regard, each partner needs a new soulmate. You can’t stick a band-aid over a shotgun wound and expect it to heal.”

I found my soulmate.

Actually, I found both my soulmates - you and in business.

”I know, honey. But, women like Elaine don’t easily let go of anything. She will fight to the end.”

“Am I a case in point, Emma?”

I stopped and stared at Greg, wondering how I could have been so insensitive. He smiled lovingly, ran backwards a few paces, and beckoned me. I picked up my pace again, and we resumed our run.

“Come on, Emma.”

“But-”

“Don’t stop running in the middle of the trail because of a distraction. You haven’t been insensitive to me, in case you were worried. Elaine only let me go because she was beaten unconscious. Then she fought for me, lost that battle in the courts due to her age, and finally gave me up to the best upbringing she could. I am in a good place with my birth mother.”

“Then why haven’t you mentioned her since we visited Marsha?”

“I feel like talking about Elaine at this time when you are working hard would burden you, and I don’t have that right.”

“I want to be burdened when something bothers you.”

“Okay… well, my current problem is about meeting Elaine. I want to introduce myself, Sally and you, but…”

“But there is you and me… us - and you feel that might become an issue.”

“I’m not convinced Elaine wouldn’t use either or both of us as bargaining chips to enslave you, Emma.”

“Me neither, honey.”

She might enslave you at Bradbury PLC, too.

When we reached home, Greg came inside to use a spare room to shower and dress before heading to his club. Jack and Chloe were home, so there was no awkwardness in not inviting my boyfriend to shower with me - something I wouldn’t do while I had my period anyway. While bathing, I pondered why I’d never had period sex since all the glossy lifestyle magazines I was forced to read to keep myself appraised of the advertising market suggested it was fun and safe if precautions were taken.

The shower would be the perfect place to be fucked right now.

Why are you always thinking about sex?

Because it hasn’t been great until one time in this shower.

I reflected on my sad life to date - sex life that is and that momentarily reminded me of my estranged husband. Mom had volunteered to continue visiting Steve at the rehab clinic, reporting that he was well-behaved, subdued even. He had stopped asking Mom about Chloe and me, focusing his conversation entirely on Jack.

After coffee and a light breakfast with Greg and my kids, we all went our separate ways. Chloe had my car to drive her and Jack to school, while my boyfriend dropped me off outside my office building.

In the hallway outside my office, I hit a crowd milling about. I was blindsided by Sam, our building manager, who barred our way, looking furious. He argued with Anna, having chained the door to our offices shut, and steadfastly refused to move out of her way as she dangerously wielded bolt cutters.

I was convinced it was Elaine’s ploy to knock me off balance before we met.

Having found new office premises, Anna terminated our current office lease with one month’s notice—not strictly in keeping with the terms of our agreement, which required six. However, when I explained to Sam that his boss had acted illegally when she invaded our space the week before, he reluctantly agreed to allow us access.

I called Elaine, who sounded surprised to hear from me.

“Sam never spoke to me about barring your office, Emma. He has probably reacted to your extraordinary lease termination.”

“Oh, come on. You’re playing games with me.”

“Do you think I manage every action of my staff? Sam’s pissed with you, not following my orders.”

“This has your fingerprints all over it, Elaine.”

“I promise you I am not involved. To prove it, I will call Sam now, tell him to give you three months rent free, and I promise to have him fully refund your security deposits when the time comes.”

Nobody ever gets their security deposit fully refunded.

“Okay… thank you.”

After terminating the call, I wasn’t sure what to make of it. Had Elaine engineered a situation to make herself seem reasonable, nice even? Or was she genuinely unsighted on the matter? She had an immense company to manage amid some turmoil and media scandal - did she have enough time or inclination to toy with me to this degree?

I wouldn’t put anything past that bitch.

Erik arrived with a six-person team, all Gen Z baristas, who quickly cradled into comfortable chairs in our presentation suite. While my team prepared to run through presentations, they lived on their phones with big, caffeine-induced smiles.

When the presentations started, I was surprised by their ability to multitask. They soaked up every fact presented by my team while continuing to message using their phones.

They had a leader, Jenny, who was about ten biological years behind me and a few technological epochs ahead of me. Although I had grown up with cell phones, social media, and high-powered computers, Jenny was much more dialed into them—like my daughter, who was ten years younger than she was.

During lunch break, my team was given a delightful lesson on grinding coffee beans using the same espresso hand-pull machine the baristas had fixed on their vending carts. Jenny explained that the machine and their skill were the reasons Erik’s excellent coffee reached extraordinary levels of flavor.

I sidled close to her, realizing her role as a gatekeeper in Erik’s organization. When I pointed at her phone, she flushed, looking embarrassed.

“Sorry, Emma… we live on these.”

“Please don’t be offended, but can I ask why all of you are messaging during presentations?”

“We are discussing you and each presentation among ourselves and the other baristas on shift.”

“Wow.”

Fucking wow.

They are all involved in the business.

“We each have a share of the profits, Emma. Erik values our opinion, so we discuss your strategy live, get feedback, spitball it, and prepare a question list for the end of your team’s presentations. Only the best and most voted for questions will be asked.”

I glanced at Erik, who was standing a few meters away. He grinned knowingly and tipped a tiny paper espresso cup toward me. I smiled back, raised my eyebrows, and returned to probing Jenny, the key to all of my partners’ staff.

“You have an interesting business model, Jenny.”

“We are Gen Z. Some older people think we’re lazy, but it’s not that with us. If you can’t earn enough money to buy a home or car insurance, you should at least enjoy working and have a means to get wealthy one day. Coffee and a partnership with Erik does that for us.”

“We have some ideas to help you expand and make more money.”

“I saw that on the presentations. A coffee college renting classroom space from high schools when we need it and where we would run courses for clients and new staff is a great idea. Expanding the product range available at the point of sale on each cart is also good. Central, small warehousing and order fulfillment to supply the carts and for online purchasing - all great ideas.”

“And a team of you to travel the world discovering small, independent growers.”

“We would shoot short docu-movies of those growers either live or uploading onto social media, bringing the coffee connoisseurs closer to their beans.”

Jenny snapped her fingers and shivered, clearly excited by our ideas.

“You’ve paid attention.”

“We love your ideas, Emma.”

“What questions are currently listed for the end of our pitch?”

“It’s not a pitch.”

“Oh, but it just became one, Jenny. I have never known any company to mobilize their staff like Erik, and it’s abundantly clear you must be won over.”

“Erik is a boomer, and we love him.”

He’s Gen X, actually. 1965.

“Are you showing me your list of questions as a sneak preview?”

We both laughed, and Jenny hugged her phone to her chest like she was hiding a love poem written for a boyfriend. My curiosity burned, but there was no way she would reveal anything - impressive as a business philosophy.

Throughout lunch, I sipped a cappuccino and circulated Erik’s team, enjoying their enthusiasm and in-depth knowledge about coffee, branding, and how to energize the company. When not wearing uniforms, they dressed like colorful Peruvian mountain Llama herders or gap-year students.

Erik shifted closer as I listened to a group of two of his staff talking to four of mine.

“Engrossing, isn’t it, Emma?”

“You have a brilliant team.”

“The irony of our age differences doesn’t escape me.”

“They think you are a Boomer. I didn’t want to correct them.”

“My birth year of 1965 puts me in Gen X, but I am closer to being a Boomer than most in my generation.”

“I’m a millennial. But yeah, I get it; there is an overlap between any generation’s early and late stages.”

“And that gives our venture a spread throughout the ages. There is strength in that. Coffee unites us all, Emma. Even more than wine, the small green bean is something we can all share regardless of whether we love alcohol or not.”

“That’s been the cornerstone of our ad campaign. The seductive bean that unites us all. Most of the world drinks some form of coffee.”

Knowing that more than thirty expert baristas debated every word we spoke, dissecting our plan, I felt nervous going into my final presentation, summarizing our strategy with supporting marketing and ad campaigns.

The costs of our initiative were simple enough, but the timeline to winning new or improved revenues was challenging—eighteen months. My plan primarily invested in setting up a bulk inventory, discovering new, exotic, or indie sources of coffee beans and the equipment needed to increase retail sales, ramping up finished products, and getting our message to the ears of every coffee lover in our chosen target cities.

And all of that while expanding geographically.

When I finished talking and our final slide, “Any Questions,” was on the wall, Jenny took control of my electronic wipe board and paired it to her phone. I turned and smiled when I saw her only slide.

Question 1 - When do we start?

I felt jubilant when a room of people, united by a common cause, erupted in cheers and applause.

We are on our way.


Chapter Twenty-Three

Dinner With A Narcissist

◆◆◆

I left my office feeling deeply overjoyed and buzzing excitedly, almost to the extent of intoxication, such as a business deal can provoke that condition.

In a single meeting, our new coffee republic passed a significant milestone, gaining comprehensive buy-in from all players in both teams—no small matter. Having met a small number of Erik’s barista army, I was stunned by how effectively they mobilized technology. The small team adopted a swarming approach over their vending network and outreach to innovate a great product, meaningfully enhancing people’s lives while acquiring and sharing wealth.

My dinner meeting with Elaine was a brief stroll away, which I made even briefer by walking briskly. As I approached the cafe, I saw her through the tinted floor-to-ceiling windows. She sat at a table, waiting and fidgeting impatiently with a Moleskin notebook, rolling it end over end while staring into emptiness, probably questioning its right to exist simply as air.

Elaine doesn’t strike me as a fidgeter.

Something is wrong.

When a server escorted me to Elaine’s table, she stood and shook my hand pleasantly, not at all what I had expected upon arrival. She wasn’t being guarded and didn’t look like she was prepared to attack me with a loaded gun, so I sat physically comfortably, albeit emotionally uneasily, nodded politely, and lifted the menu to browse.

What a great meeting with Erik’s people.

What the fuck is going on here?

“I ordered us a bottle of sparkling water, Emma.”

“That’s fine.”

“Thank you for agreeing to meet me.”

“You were very insistent, and I don’t like creating ill feelings.”

“Technically, you would be furthering them.”

“Okay.”

Clever asshole.

“Sorry… words matter. How do you avoid the occasional bump in the road, Emma?”

“You and I had a derailment. We didn’t hit a speed hump going marginally too fast.”

“Okay. That’s fair.”

Whoa. Where is Elaine Bradbury?

I glanced around as though my question were real. Elaine smiled, possibly guessing what I was thinking. She was clever, capable, and very well-tuned to the ways of devious people and the cut and thrust of a corporate world, so I couldn’t underestimate her. The girl gave birth aged fourteen, and to her rapist no less - then, well, tragedy struck, but she survived and that counted for something.

My heart pounded, and anxiety crawled across my consciousness, not because I was scared but because my boyfriend’s heart was as much at stake as my feelings were vis-a-vis the woman who sat before me. I must control myself and preserve some friendship with Elaine, if only for Greg and for the sake of his future relationship with his birth mother.

You didn’t just survive - you thrived.

“Did Sam fix the problems about your lease termination?”

“He did. Thank you.”

Why are you being so nice?

I wasn’t a fan of the strategic, long, silent pause many executives and salespeople use to force a discussion they can control. It wasn’t my favored tactic to coerce someone at a meeting to talk, and talk, and keep talking until they said the things they didn’t want to or revealed their cards prematurely. Elaine was masterful in that regard, and I also noted that she used neurolinguistic cues to elicit responses she might not otherwise secure.

I smiled and eyed her like a wildebeest watches a lioness, conveying my thoughts so she wouldn’t read them.

You can have a big bucket of fuck you’s, Elaine.

I could weather Elaine’s silent storm, being as good at defending myself from Jedi-manipulative mind tricks as she was at using them to attack me.

Tall glasses were delivered, ice and a slice of lemon were added, and sparkling water was poured - all in utter silence. Elaine studied me carefully, never smiling or doing anything with her stony face other than sitting contentedly, waiting, stalking me. We were engaged in high-stakes poker, and although I didn’t know the pot size or rules of the card game version, I was sufficiently competent in business to play a good hand.

I studied the menu and decided a Caesar salad would bridge me past dinner to a late-night pancake with coffee.

I could call Greg later, talk dirty, and rub one out.

Just fuck him already, Em.

It’s too soon.

After pointing to my meal choice for a server, I glanced at my watch, slowly uncrossed my legs, and then recrossed them. I knew the sight of a bare knee and partial silken thigh, maybe a sliver of white panties at the end, would attract Elaine’s attention and throw her off balance.

That’s a disgraceful thing to do, Emma.

Fuck her. Two can play this game.

I glanced up and saw Elaine’s raised eyebrow, indicating she’d spotted my alluring flirtation or, at the very least, knew what I’d done and why. Then, I reminded myself of who she was in the context of my boyfriend, and I stopped playing games. Elaine kept our server waiting for a minute too long for my liking. When she finally asked the girl to return for the rest of our order in five minutes, I knew she was playing for time - mine.

I looked at my watch, then at the woman toying with me.

“I don’t have a lot of time, Elaine.”

“More is the pity.”

“Why?”

“I hoped to build bridges between us.”

I stared at her in utter disbelief. Her inscrutability worried me, as did the reason behind it - she wouldn’t give me the time of day were there not a big payoff out there for her somewhere. She looked as unhappy as a synchronized swimmer might be when holding on to a painted-on face far too long.

I shook my head and sighed heavily.

“What the fuck is going on, Elaine?”

“I have some questions for you about my company.”

“Go ahead.”

“Based on your understanding of the market, do you believe Bradbury PLC is following the correct long-term strategy?”

“Oh fuck, not this again? I’ve had this conversation with Simon for multiple years.”

“Simon is gone, as is Parker… disappeared - together it seems; who knew my nephew swung both ways. Humor me, please, Emma.”

“Hold on… Parker and Simon are bisexual?”

“Let’s move along, shall we? There is no need for more scandal - you’ve done me enough favors in that regard already.”

No… I’ll fucking bet you want to keep this quiet!

I pondered the matter of Parker and Simon momentarily. The men might have defrauded Elaine and run for the hills, hand in hand. That might be a vast exaggeration, bearing reality only in my head, but it was a distinct possibility. I was a stable link to Elaine’s company strategy amid a void of disastrous management by Parker and Simon.

I groaned and leaned forward, barely whispering.

“Did they embezzle from you?’

“Yes, but I can recover the money. Ignoring and misreporting your strategy advice is causing far greater harm to my company. I had no sight of your warnings.”

“Wow.”

I sighed, piecing together Simon’s reluctance to pivot when I suggested he should. For years, my message wasn’t making it to the boardroom. I felt somewhat vindicated now but unhappy because the company we discussed might one day belong to my boyfriend. There was some pleasure to be enjoyed in knowing that I unknowingly had Greg’s best interest at heart for many years.

Elaine sipped her water, placed the glass down dead center on the small mat, and gave me the look of a headmistress who demanded to know what I’d done behind the bike sheds.

I’m not fucking telling you.

“You are making a lot of money following the strategy we have helped advise, Elaine. Your sales into the automotive component sector are ramping up massively.”

“Why?”

“Partly because you manufacture high-quality components but also because competitors are falling away.”

“Why… again, please, Emma?”

“Your competitors can’t beat you on factory automation, which assures you can win contracts on quality and price, so others either go bankrupt if they try to beat Bradbury or move into new engineering sectors if they are wise.”

“While Bradbury sits on the nest?”

“You read that in my report?”

“The report that never made it to the board? Yes. It was discovered in Simon’s private files and handed over to me at the weekend - I didn’t sleep. Parker and Simon kept all these facts from me and the main board members.”

My inability to change minds at Bradbury PLC finally made sense. I briefed Simon Henry and his management team every year, cautioning them that the golden goose would stop laying eggs once electrification took hold in the automotive sector. He waved my warnings off, believing American V8 muscle cars were as unbeatable as icebergs.

“Simon loved using the analogy of the Titanic in reverse, Emma.”

“I told him that icebergs eventually melt.”

“Yes. My CEO didn’t listen to you and that analogy is total horseshit by the way, but worse than talking crap, Simon amended your annual market report to deny the truth before forwarding it to me and the main board.”

“It sounds like you have a problem.”

“I do.”

“I can’t help you pivot.”

“Says the girl who just pivoted from engines and gearboxes into coffee.”

“Yeah… we have nice partners now.”

It was a mean comment that ran like water off a duck’s back where Elaine was concerned. She even smiled, beckoned the server back to our table, pointed at something on the menu, and finally got our order underway.

As the girl left, I nodded at her.

“This is why you are not likable, Elaine. Everything with you is a game, a power-play that you must win. That girl has a job to do, and you made it harder, also making me wait longer so you can play out whatever fucked up nonsense you have in mind - it’s all about control with you.”

“Have you ever completely had control taken away, Emma?”

Elaine looked vicious, and I understood precisely why. I feared she knew about Greg and me and our visit to Marsha. I slunk back inside, showing her a brave face and positive demeanor, but if I could have run from the table, I wouldn’t have stopped until I reached home.

“Err, no. I haven’t had control completely ripped away, although my estranged husband tried frequently.”

Oh fuck, let’s get off this subject.

“I have had all control stolen from me, Emma - everything was taken in a moment. It’s not nice, and it won’t ever happen to me again.”

I can’t talk about this.

“Okay… just spit it out. What’s going on, and what do you need from me?”

“Simon Henry and Parker Mason have jointly set a course for Bradbury PLC that will bankrupt us in ten years. We will run out of market to service, plow lots of money into an ill-fated, poorly timed pivot, and fail to compete against mature suppliers.”

“This is what I said in my last report verbatim.”

“Yes. Clever girl, Emma. I can read.”

Fuck you.

“What will you do about it, Elaine? There is still time to act if you do so decisively.”

“I will.”

“What’s it to be?”

“I want you to take over the job as CEO of Bradbury PLC. Replace me, please, Emma.”

I choked on my sparkling water, coughing violently with a napkin covering my mouth. Other diners were momentarily concerned about my well-being, but once two servers arrived at our table to see what was happening and render aid, everyone else moved on with their meals and conversations.

I politely waved away our servers, controlling my breathing and stifling my coughs. My eyes felt bloated as I stared at Elaine, barely stopping myself from laughing at her. I leaned forward and spoke through gritted teeth.

“That’s not funny, Elaine.”

“I am not a comedian.”

“You are playing me again. I fucking hate when you do this.”

“Where do you think CEOs of big companies come from? They sure don’t come directly from Harvard or Wharton. People like us grow our own massive companies, or we are grown in smaller companies before crossing over to upper tiers of management in larger ones where we are promoted.”

I sat back, chuckling, wafting a finger while processing Elaine’s dumbest idea.

“This is the dumbest idea I have ever heard. We are two steps away from stabbing one another in the eye with a fork. You need to see a doctor, Elaine.”

“I already did. I am severely sick and might die.”

“What do you mean?”

“I have a hereditary illness. It skips the men and goes after the women in my family line. It seems my sister is fine, but I am not. My mother killed herself because of it.”

Oh, fuck no! Sally!

Elaine’s eyes looked sad and suddenly drained of color. She was exhausted, holding things together because she probably thought I had little empathy for her bad news. I was struck down entirely with fear and sadness, as though someone had slid a hand around my heart and was throttling it. I choked up and wanted to cry, running every scenario that might play out for her, Greg, and especially Sally.

Oh, fuck no!

“My illness might be treatable, but at best, it will incapacitate me for a lengthy period. At worst, I’ll die within twelve months. If only I’d caught it sooner.”

Why, oh fucking why is this happening.

Tell her about Greg.

Fuck no!

“Oh, dear god. I’m sorry, Elaine.”

“I don’t want sympathy. Perhaps it is good that I have no children who might become affected.”

You have Sally!

“I need Bradbury PLC fixed, and you are the person to do it.”

“Why not just sell it and pay for treatment?”

“I don’t want to sell my company. Inheritance is important to me for reasons I cannot discuss. I built Bradbury PLC for a purpose, and no, it isn’t for Parker fucking Mason.”


Chapter Twenty-Four

Joy Of My Life

◆◆◆

“What is it to be, Emma?”

Elaine stared at me over the rim of an enormous white porcelain coffee cup. She managed a smile as warm as any injured viper could muster, but I recognized a vulnerability that had gone previously unnoticed. If a person knew how to look into her eyes and saw the right corner of her mouth flinch, they could discern emotional exposure in her expression. I saw and felt it.

While we ate, I tried to learn more about Elaine’s medical condition through casual conversation about good health, hoping to gather information to share with Greg. However, my dinner guest was unyielding, evasive, and steadfast in her agenda. I could have been more assertive in my questioning, but without explaining my concern for Sally, I had no justification in doing so.

Elaine’s question hung in the air, unanswered, irritating her.

“I will help you, Elaine.”

“So, you’ll fill the CEO position?”

“Not immediately, but I will help you find a way out of this situation. Once we agree on a plan, a discussion about its execution can follow.”

Don’t jump into bed with this tiger.

Elaine revealed her impatience with a fleeting expression that I could best describe as petulant. Her need for me to do her bidding was so intense that it seemed imperative to her, and as far as she was concerned, I should cave in to her will now, saving myself a great deal of trouble that I would otherwise incur. I was necessary to Bradbury PLC, and I knew why. Nobody had my company’s depth of knowledge about their business and the markets they currently addressed.

“I won’t be bullied, Elaine, nor will I become your minion. I think you know that. It’s time to accept you can’t manipulate everyone you meet.”

“Yes… you are… well, you are… I don’t know how to describe what you are, Emma. Fucking annoying and obstinate seems unfair when you are paddling your canoe in the direction you wish.”

“You did the same.”

“Yes, but I had to.”

“Why?”

“I already explained. It’s about inheritance, and I won’t say more. Planning is fine, Emma, but someone needs to act for Bradbury PLC when I cannot, and I want that person to be you.”

I forced back a bout of sorrow like the darkest of days. I constantly worried about Sally and couldn’t help but draw a direct line from Elaine to the granddaughter she knew nothing about.

“Is there any chance of a cure?”

“Some, but it’s highly experimental.”

“Are you pursuing it?”

“With the vim and vigor of a dying woman and the resources of a billionaire - I can assure you of that.”

All that could be done to cure Sally was being done, albeit with all parties unknowing. The only question that remained in my mind was how crucial early intervention of her medical condition might be. Whatever Greg chose to do about meeting dear old Mommy, the clock was ticking.

“Why me, Elaine?”

“Your coffee pivot is much more than an exercise in solid marketing and research, my dear. You created and implemented a detailed plan with lightning speed. As I understand it, the new business model is being pushed forward at pace.”

“How do you know that?”

“I know things… admittedly not as many things as I once did. I didn’t hear about or see your pivot into coffee coming. I thought GD would be your next call.”

“Kate and Jacob wouldn’t have gone for it. Not with you nipping my heels. They don’t like a scene or to become embroiled in someone else’s scandal or troubles. Those two are very cautious people.”

“GD is not to be crossed, Emma. Not even by me.”

“I agree.”

I sipped my coffee, which was good enough to enjoy but not significant enough to remember. It wasn’t an over-extracted bitter brew that set your teeth on edge; it was more like the slightly weakened version of a great coffee, leaving you wanting more but not wholly disappointed.

Elaine pointed at her cup.

“Do you like the coffee here, Emma?”

“It’s not garbage, which is what pleases most consumers these days.”

“Are you saying people come here because it isn’t shit?”

“The best cafes are not national chains for a reason - they are exceptional because the owner-operator makes them so. Sadly, those places you could return to time and again are as common as finding hen teeth, so people frequent the national chains because they’ve never had a bad meal there. However, they’ve never had a great meal, either.”

“That’s philosophical.”

“It’s called playing it safe.”

“It’s called being unexceptional and unadventurous if you ask me.”

“Most people find greater joy in their family and friends than in the finest coffee or club sandwich. Not being shit is good enough if it means they can spend time and money doing stuff that matters.”

I’m wasting my fucking breath.

“But surely wanting the best matters too. Bradbury PLC is built on that principle.”

“Some service businesses strive to be good enough, Elaine. Being better than good enough is often pointless. It pressures the workforce, adds overhead, and does not positively impact the bottom line. The coffee here is good enough for me to return for a business meeting meal but not great enough for me to become a regular visitor because of it.”

“If one of Erik’s vending carts was open now, we might be there.”

“That’s the thing, though. People go to Erik’s cart for great coffee, alone or with friends, usually during a break - because it’s fun. We came here for an acceptable business meal to negotiate with someone we don’t care about. Coffee is ancillary.”

“Nobody cares about this place, then?”

“That’s why it’s closed all weekend. No business workers are in the area as captive or passing trade - no custom means no point in opening the doors and incurring cost.”

“So, you wouldn’t expand Erik’s coffee reach into these cafes?”

“There is no point. It would diminish our brand. Lifting this cafe’s coffee brand makes our carts slightly more redundant.”

“And what about Bradbury PLC?”

“You must service existing markets while reducing the costs of doing so and defining new ones - it’s mostly in my reports. Don’t worry, we won’t follow the crowd, Elaine.”

“We?”

“I said I’d help.”

Elaine smiled, enjoying our conversation far more than I did. I’d resisted the urge to call or message Greg the news I had gathered because neither means seemed appropriate to explain an unknown illness that might affect his daughter. Even if I could stand before my boyfriend right now, I’d be flummoxed.

Getting closer to Elaine felt necessary, creating the only route to discovering what medical risks Sally faced until Greg decided on what to do about his birth mother. I was entering the dragon’s lair unprotected, knowing I was in love with her son and that I loved her granddaughter. It was a dangerous strategy, and part of me wanted to shirk the whole thing over to Greg, washing my hands, but love drove me onwards.

Love?

How do you tell a father that his daughter may have a hereditary disease passed on from his mother, whom he hasn’t met?

I’d provoke a medical emergency.

“Are you in a relationship, Emma?”

I had drifted off while Elaine watched me. She’d probably gleaned something from my thoughtful lapse, fear perhaps, but she wouldn’t know it was a fear for her granddaughter’s health and life.

“Yes, I do have a boyfriend.”

“That’s a shame.”

“I don’t like girls that way, Elaine. No offense intended, but you wouldn’t be my type even if I did.”

“Too cold and heartless, am I?”

“Yes. Your partner must have eyes in the back of her head.”

“I don’t have a single partner, my dear, but that’s another story.”

I was intrigued for the few seconds it took me to suppress a gossiping urge. Elaine had drawn me closer throughout our conversation, sharing a truth about her terminal illness and Parker Mason’s betrayal, then adding a personal detail about her sexuality that naturally drew my interest. She had complimented me too, polishing the sheen on my ego, and now she wanted me to know she found me attractive.

I giggled, covering my mouth for the sake of politeness.

“What are you laughing about?”

“You would fuck me just to drag me inside your web, Elaine.”

“Yes, I would, but we’d have a lot of fun in my doing so.”

“Why can’t you be a nice person?”

“I can be nice - I just can’t trust people, Emma.”

“Can’t you trust anyone?”

“Not even Parker Mason, it seems. I barely trust his mother, my sister.”

“Why not?”

“She let me down when it mattered most, and I won’t forgive that.”

Her face flickered into a stormy rage, almost frighteningly quickly. The expression passed like all storms, or at least the terrifying image in her face dissolved, but I knew, somewhere deep down inside Elaine Bradbury, rage burned furiously for the baby stolen from her.

“It sounds like you haven’t forgiven your sister.”

Come on, Emma, she is obviously talking about her son.

Leave it the fuck alone.

“Does anyone ever really forgive those who harm them, Emma? Honestly, have you forgiven Steve for wasting so much of your life, or have you brushed the matter aside, turned the page, and moved on?”

“I have two wonderful children from Steve.”

“Which took a few pleasurable minutes for him to give you.”

“He gave me a lifetime of pleasure regarding my children. Steve and I have a bond, a shared place in the human story, and that’s not nothing.”

“But you won’t ever forgive him for all the letdowns of your daughter and son. The moments he was supposed to be there like any stand-up guy for his wife and kids.”

Steve is not a great man like your son.

But your son is nothing like you, either.

“I won’t forgive Steve - no. If I had or could, we’d still be together, but there is a place where we can be friends and let go of the bad times.”

“Exactly.”

“Exactly what, Elaine?”

“That’s where I am with my sister. That’s where you and I should get to.”

Every fiber of my being wanted to flee the cafe, but if I did, Elaine would be curious to know why. By whichever means I chose to support Bradbury PLC, she knew it would be very lucrative for my company. Nobody with staff and overheads walks away from earning relatively easy money. Her proposal meant staff bonuses, a better 401K for everyone, improved medical and dental plans, funded training for my staff, better equipment, nicer furniture for my new offices, and less pressure on my finances.

We could grow our business as I’d always wished, coffee being the priority.

But what about Sally?

Sally is far more important than anything.

I have to help find a cure for whatever ails this fucking bitch so Sally will be okay.

“I have to leave soon, Elaine.”

“Are you seeing a boyfriend?”

“Don’t follow me anymore, okay? You know about my husband, daughter and son. Leave me and my family alone now. I’ve said I’ll help you, but come anywhere near my boyfriend, it’s a fight to the death.”

“Okay, okay!”

My vehemence shocked her, but I couldn’t risk Elaine blundering into Greg and Sally, then carving their emotions wide open with her chainsaw approach. She smiled apologetically and raised her hands in mock surrender.

“Full disclosure - I know about your daughter’s lover too.”

“They aren’t lovers. It’s an innocent romance that must play out how they deem fit. They are dating as they should at their age. Don’t soil teenage love with a nasty label.”

“Maybe they aren’t lovers yet, but they soon will be.”

I couldn’t tell if Elaine was deliberately provoking me to establish my boundaries and flash points, so I snapped, backing her off.

“If I even sense you sniffing around my family, our agreement is over, and I will put all of my energy into damaging you.”

“What have we agreed to, Emma?”

Elaine laughed, clearly enjoying the vigor of our exchange.

“You will pay me up front to start helping fix Bradbury’s problem beginning tomorrow. We are moving offices, recruiting staff, uplifting employment contracts, and starting a secret planning project.”

“Must you still move from my building? We could do a deal on the rent.”

“You’ll never own me, and once bitten, twice shy in your case, Elaine.”

“It sounds costly… to me, that is.”

“It will be costly to you - count on it. I won’t milk my staff by working them longer hours for a few dollars of overtime pay simply because you took your eye off the ball.”

“That’s harsh.”

“The commitment you need must be worth it for them and me.”

I slid a business card across the table. Elaine picked it up and checked out the blank side, chuckling.

“Your bank details?”

“Yes.”

“And you want half a million dollars deposited tomorrow?”

“A drop in your ocean. What would a drowning woman pay for a liferaft?”

“That’s still a considerable amount of money, Emma.”

“You came looking for me. That deposit gets us moving. I won’t do a stroke of work for you until money arrives in my bank account. You toyed with me once - never again.”

“Okay. Consider it done.”

Amid a monsoon downpour outdoors, I finally broke free after two hours of hell. Those who excessively enjoy business dinners and lunches have fewer friends than they need and must get among their family more often. People genetically connected to me are far more fun to drink water with than dining at a Michelin Star restaurant with my favorite client.

Elaine had offered me a ride home, but it would only be possible once the rain stopped. The cafe was in the middle of an all-pedestrian and bicycle business district, but I couldn’t wait, unable to abide my dinner date a moment longer.

My car was at our office’s underground parking lot, and I had no time to spare. At the cafe front door, much to everyone’s shock, I slipped off my heels and ran across the concrete slabs of our business district, weaving through porticos and around high-rise tower pillars, sprinting through a small grassy park, and using any shelter I could find to stay dry.

It was like a cross-country race, and I loved it.

In the end, with a ride-hailing stand in sight, I abandoned my efforts to keep dry and sprinted across an open, soaking wet, puddle-strewn concrete plaza, savoring the freedom and exhilaration of my escape from corporate hell.

I was drenched when I slipped inside the lime-green Toyota Prius, but my driver smiled and tossed me a clean towel from a pile he had stacked on his passenger seat.

“I expect a tip.”

“You’ll get one. Thank you.”

While I dried my hair, my driver handed me a small bottle of water, and I grinned, temporarily relieved from the emotional burden I carried. Sally was my priority, my everything, because she was my daughter’s beloved and the daughter of mine. I was as crystal clear about what to do next as with anything meaningful in my life.

We almost got there, but my driver stopped suddenly. The road ahead was blocked by flooding, so my driver shrugged and looked sympathetic, but there was nothing he could do to get me closer. We’d had unusual weather lately, something to do with heat elsewhere developing areas of low pressure that clung to our State. It happened occasionally, but I wished it could have been on any other day.

I paid the driver far more than he expected and exited the car amid lighter rain than when I entered. I was a mile away and desperate to reach shelter, so, with a shoe in each hand, I sprinted along the rural sidewalk, skimming above the ground and puddles, barely able to see the grass verges on either side.

Oily, charcoal skies swirled above me like a dark, menacing maelstrom. The air felt electric and smelled damp and grassy. The openness of an expensive suburban housing neighborhood created a theater-like space with only one show playing today - my nightmare on this street. Thunder rolled in the distance, and darkness was cleaved where occasional shards of lightning danced.

The puddle blocking our road slowed me down to a wading pace, but I laughed through the struggle, pumping both fists, forging my way through like a child who lives to play in water, regardless of the laundry consequences. My dress was muddied when I emerged from the temporary ocean caused by blocked storm drains, and I picked up my pace, sprinting to the finish line as though I were on the home straight of a track race.

When I slammed my fist on the solid wooden front door, panting and wheezing out of breath, I looked like a street urchin or someone recently escaped from being held hostage for months in the basement of a suburban serial killer’s home.

The door opened, and my heart sang joyously.

“Jesus Christ, Emma. Are you okay?”

I stepped back, arms wide open, beaming with the most joyful smile of my life.

“I love you, Greg. I love you with my whole heart.”

“What did you say?”

My boyfriend blinked, with an expression suggesting he could scarcely believe his ears. Then he smiled, and I saw tears in his eyes that gathered like pools of love before rolling down his cheeks. I danced and splashed in the puddle outside his front door until he joined me, and I stared deeply into his eyes.

“I love you… I love you… I love you with my whole heart, Greg.”

Despite my drenched state, Greg gathered me in his arms and lifted me, his face jubilant, as though the most fantastic prize ever was handed to him. He kissed me, but I couldn’t enjoy it much because my running pace had exhausted me.

When he set me down, I kissed him properly, soaked to the skin.

“I needed to see you, Greg.”

“Why?”

“Because I finally realized I love you deeply, and holding that back is pointless.”

“You’d better come inside.”

But I have my period.

Oh fuck.

Sally cried because she’d seen my romantic scene, which gripped her emotionally. She wobbled on uneasy legs and staggered into my arms, not caring that I was soaked and covered in mud, grit, and other roadside detritus. I held her far too tightly for a woman who only knew her as my daughter’s girlfriend, so I held back my tears because that might have been too hard to explain.

When Sally went to change her clothes and call my daughter to tell her what had happened, Greg stared at me in wonder.

“Do you mean it, Emma?”

“I love you, Greg. I utterly, unequivocally love you.”

“I love you too.”

He stared at me as though there must be more. I would ease my boyfriend down a little because no matter how much I wanted to make love to him, given my period, that was a little awkward to suggest right away. I had planned my revelation poorly for a woman who plans for a living, but I needed to express my love before we dove into the tragic matters that confronted us.

I wanted to be there for Greg as he had been for me during my race.

“Did you meet with Elaine, Emma?”

“We must talk about her, honey.”

“Okay. Why don’t you have a shower first? I can find you a bathrobe that fits, and we’ll open a bottle of wine. We have plenty to celebrate.”

And we have plenty of problems to fix.

But they can be fixed.


Chapter Twenty-Five

Opening The Floodgates

◆◆◆

I want to make love.

But I can’t.

Can I?

My emotional floodgates were flung wide open. My heart fluttered; I felt youthfully exuberant and wanted to throw caution to the wind. Greg was beside himself with joy, watching me constantly while I towel-dried my hair.

I had another towel wrapped around my body, reaching mid-thigh. I could have picked a broader towel from his airing closet, but I wanted to tease him even though I had my period.

I’m definitely sucking your cock at the very least.

Fuck. I need a tampon.

The fear of being in a strange place and realizing you need to insert a tampon surged, and my cheeks burned. I reached for my handbag, rummaged inside, and froze. On the sprint to Greg’s house, I’d dropped my bag several times and dragged it through the puddle that barred my taxi’s way. I thought I’d gathered my things each time I fell, but when I searched inside now, the small zip-up pencil case that safely stashed them was gone.

Oh no.

I froze with one hand in my bag, praying the pencil case would materialize, wearing a panicked look that Greg noticed.

“Are you okay, Emma?”

“Slight problem.”

“What is it?”

“Can I speak to Sally, please?”

My voice was at a squeak, my stomach was knotted and I narrowed my eyes to slits as if that might camouflage or hide me. It didn’t.

“She left while you were showering.”

“Left where?”

“Sally went to your house and said she’d see us in the morning. Umm… look, she thought we would like some privacy - it wasn’t my idea…”

“No, that’s fine.”

It would be anyone’s natural assumption that we would make love.

Sally is being discreet.

Oh, wow, the period conversation is about to happen then.

“Are there shops nearby, Greg?”

“Do you need a tampon, Emma?”

I stared goggle-eyed at my boyfriend, who wore the cutest, most loving smile. My phone buzzed repeatedly, and I glanced at the screen, saw it was a stream of messages from Chloe, and decided I could walk her through my declaration of undying love later.

After I get tampons.

“How did you know, Greg?”

“I raised a daughter. I have seen this panicked expression you have a few times, and it usually means I have to run out to the store.”

“Will you? Sorry. Mine are in a pencil case somewhere between here and a huge puddle a mile away.”

I cringed, but Greg didn’t. He came to me, cuddled and kissed me so softly, my whole body begged me to make love to him immediately.

“No need to go out. I keep spare for Sally in my nightstand. I can fetch them.”

“I’ll come with you.”

Wow, what a great father.

I was surprised by how homey Greg’s bedroom was. His thick, handmade drapes were just the right shade of burgundy to melt nicely into the deep brown, highly polished wooden floorboards on which they rested. Opposite the bed, he had an immense wall-mounted TV with a modern style walnut cabinet below, which I figured hid his streaming and cable hardware.

His two walk-in closets were side by side, one crammed full, the other empty. Greg saw I noticed and smiled shyly.

“I’ve remained optimistic.”

“Good.”

His bed was immense and covered with a cream and chocolate brown striped duvet cover. At the head, pillows were perfectly plumped, even more than mine. I pointed at them.

“Do you have a maid?”

“I have Sally, and she has mild OCD.”

“Ahh.”

“When Chloe visits, they take over my bedroom.”

“I see.”

I pointed at the enormous wall-mounted TV, and Greg smiled and nodded. It never occurred to me that a daughter living alone with her father might naturally gravitate toward helping more than she might in a nuclear family home.

I glanced around the room and smiled at Greg.

“Chloe is very messy.”

“So Sally tells me frequently.”

“She doesn’t help much around the house either.”

“Chloe cooks and has Sally for the rest. They make it work, and… they will make it work - I am sure of it.”

“Yes. They make a great couple.”

We had an awkward moment when I needed a tampon. Greg had them somewhere, but I wasn’t sure which nightstand they were in or whether I could reach inside. He remembered the task, breezed past me, opened a drawer, reached in, and handed me a small box.

My size, too.

“I can rush to the store if these aren’t the right fit, Emma.”

“These are perfect. Can I use the bathroom?”

“Right there.”

I was half-sprinting when he pointed to the closed door, which was his ablution haven. Inside, the cream-colored marble floors, beautifully tiled mosaic walls, and brilliant white ceramic Jack and Jill sinks caught me off-guard, and I gasped.

“Wow!”

“It’s nice, right?”

“Beautiful.”

“Do you need underwear, Emma?”

“Yes… please.”

While I inserted my tampon, Greg left to fetch me fresh panties. I felt embarrassed but held on to my dignity throughout because my boyfriend made sure of it. When he returned and handed me a brand new five-pack of black cotton briefs through a crack in the door, I thanked Sally’s OCD and her father’s knowledge of where she kept things.

Greg has done what a mother would have done for her.

Fuck! All those late-night tampon runs.

“Are you okay, Emma?”

“Yes… all good. Give me a minute, please.”

After slipping on fresh panties, I hand-styled my hair as best I could, even though it was slightly damp. When I felt it was enough, I puckered my lips into a hilarious pose, wished myself luck, and went into Greg’s bedroom where he stood, holding two glasses.

“I thought you said wine?”

“I had champagne chilling especially for this moment.”

I dropped my bathrobe and tingled all over from Greg’s look. He scanned my body as if dissolving it into pixels that he could store in a special place as a memory kept forever. I smiled and glanced down to where he was staring.

You’ve seen me naked before.

But it still feels like this is your first time seeing me.

“Do you mean this precise moment, Greg?”

“No… but yes, yes. My god, you are a beautiful woman, Emma.”

“And I am all yours.”

Greg bit his bottom lip. His cheeks were speckled bright red, burning, rippling, and twitching from overloaded emotions. His wide eyes sparkled, and I saw fireworks while his body tensed, coiled, ready to fuck me.

His voice was parched dry, so he licked his lips but still croaked.

“Champagne.”

“After I swallow something else.”

I marched to him and stared deeply and seductively into his eyes. He looked sexually excited but also tense, like a man who hadn’t made love in a long time.

Oh my god, you haven’t made love in years.

“I planned this poorly, but I intend to make up for it by draining your seed and swallowing every drop.”

“Swallowing?”

“Yes… every drop.”

I saw a surprised expression and frowned.

“Have you never had… has no girl ever swallowed your semen?”

“No.”

“Wow… I am a first.”

While holding his gaze, I unbuttoned Greg’s shirt. I reached into my panties, rubbed my clitoris, coating a finger with the sticky hormones there, then I rubbed both of his nipples, massaging my flavor in. When I licked and sucked both of his nipples, Greg gasped and cupped the back of my head in both hands while I tasted my sweet cream.

I crouched slowly, planting soft kisses down his perfect six-pack abdominals until I reached his jeans. I unpicked each of the six buttons in a row, tugging off Greg’s pants until he kicked them away. When I rubbed his thick, long cock through boxer briefs, I felt his thighs tense and the moan he released reached into my heart, squeezing gently while whispers of the love it carried wafted through my womb.

I peeled Greg’s briefs down to his knees but no further, wanting him to feel tawdry. His cock bounced out, solid, pneumatic with monstrously bloated blue veins that I thought pumped hard for me.

“What an amazing cock, Greg.”

“Thank you.”

I stroked his cock gently, enjoying a light trembling that felt almost like an electric charge running through a cattle prod. My womb begged for his cock, but my tongue got there first and I carefully licked the sticky veneer coating his bloated circumcised head. The helmet rim was so pronounced that when I drove my lips down his glans, I made a perfect seal around it, sucking hard to create a vacuum.

My taste buds exploded as my acquaintance with a man’s salty precum was renewed. I moaned noisily while being branded and hard-wired to my lover. His fingertips gently stroked through my hair, and when I drove my lips down his shaft, cramming it deep in my throat, his knees gave way. I reached around, gripping an ass cheek in each hand, deliberately cleaving his crack wide open with clawing, talon-like fingernails.

He cried out ecstatically while I choked on his cock head, pushing my face further along his shaft until I kissed his pubic hair. I fucked his cock with my throat, bobbing up and down half of his shaft, determined to unload his seed and swallow every drop.

He caressed my ears lightly, not trying to force his cock down my throat or make any attempt to dominate. As I face fucked my beloved, I felt a more profound connection growing between us. I glanced up, caught Greg’s eyes as I bobbed up and down a complete stroke and felt his cock twitch vigorously.

He’s cumming down my throat.

And I love it.

There was something raw, personal, and spiritual about swallowing a man’s semen for me, and now, as I took every drop of Greg’s, I felt a transition fully into his life. I hadn’t done this for years, but the gagging, choking and stream of saliva dribbling from the seal between my lips and my boyfriend’s cock lit me up.

After I cleaned Greg’s cock, hungrily slurping and devouring every drop of seed, I kissed it from tiny eye that fed me to the wrinkly balls that I hoped would soon slap against my thighs while he fucked me.

Greg lifted me, and I showed him my tongue, coated in what was left of his seed. I smiled and was about to swallow the last drops when he kissed me so powerfully that I was taken aback.

This is new.

I love it.

We kissed passionately for ages, and I noticed Greg was still rock hard in the cock department. I felt mildly disappointed but gripped his shaft and began wanking him.

“I have a practically nonexistent refractory period.”

“Fuck! So, I can have lots of cock?”

“Oh yes.”

“Awesome.”

I was shocked when Greg reached into my panties, more so that he quickly found my sticky nub that he gently squashed and rotated it with an expert index finger. I gasped, pulled my bottom lip, frowned disgracefully, and smiled, curious about where we were going.

“What are you doing, Greg?”

“I’m making sure you are well lubricated.”

“I have my period, honey.”

“I want to make love… I’ve never-”

“Neither have I.”

“Do you want to, Emma?”

“Oh, fuck yes.”

“I want to remove your tampon.”

You want to fucking what?

“Umm… okay. That’s a first.”

Greg quickly kneeled and thumbed my panties down around my knees more expertly than a trapper eases a wolverine out of its coat. He stared at my pussy, a tousle of hairs I should have shorn off entirely and would at my first opportunity. I imagined the tiny mousetail dangling from my trembling pussy, a body part my boyfriend seemed to worship.

Nothing moved when he tugged gently on the string, so I knew Greg hadn’t done this before. With wide, excited eyes, he pulled harder, easing out a tampon I knew would be streaked with blood. Almost in a single move, he lifted my gusset, gathered the tampon, drew my panties down and off my feet, wrapping everything and shooting for a wastepaper basket.

“Good shot, Greg.”

“Thank you.”

“What about bloody stains on your bed?”

“I don’t care, Emma. I must have you.”

“I must be had by you, Greg.”

“Can I cum inside you please?”

From a kneeling position, he stared up at me. His expression pleaded, his eyes lit up like the morning sun, and I felt deeply excited.

“Damn fucking right you can… no, sorry… you better had.”

Greg threw me onto his bed, then crawled up, straddling me. His first kiss took my breath away. He attacked my neck and shoulders with a loving tongue and lips, eating me until he reached my nipples, which he seemed to revere, suckling them as though breastfeeding.

My entire body trembled as I rode wave after wave of hormonally induced pleasure that rid me of all inhibitions. I had never felt this aroused, knowing that the stickiness leaking from my pussy would be a messy concoction.

Greg helped spread my legs wide, and I wrapped them tightly around his waist, gently prodding his upper thighs with my heels. I stared into my boyfriend’s eyes daringly, like wanton slut who needed to be well fucked.

“Are you spurring me on, Emma?”

“Fuck me hard please, Greg. I need it so much.”

You’re a fucking slut, Emma.

Yeah, but only with him.

So, it doesn’t count.

His cock nuzzled between my swollen, sticky pussy lips while the tight hole beyond quivered and leaked more lubricant. I panted, stared at him quizzically, frowning and wondering why he didn’t fill my pussy.

“I’m savoring this moment, Emma. I want to remember your expression the first time we did it.”

“Me too, honey, but please, don’t wait too long. I desperately want your cock inside me.”

When Greg slid his immense cock deep inside, stretching me, I never blinked, nor averted my eyes from his. His was the first cock to fill my tight, sticky hole in years and I felt proud that his expression was so overjoyed.

My period cramps, mild as they were, had already gone, washed away by an ocean of oxytocin that lifted me so high I could see across the rooftop of the world. I gasped, stared admiringly and utterly in shock at my boyfriend, making sure he knew I was full of cock and wildly enjoying it.

My clawing fingers raked deep welts across his tight ass as Greg fucked me hard, filling my tightness even as I squeezed my pelvic floor, milking him. I wanted more of his cock inside me, and to be fucked harder and faster. I got his cock plentifully as Greg raised my legs until my knees touched my ears and he fucked my creamy slit, making sure each forward thrust bottomed out hard and deep inside me and his balls slapped lasciviously against my thighs.

“Oh god, I love you, Greg.”

Greg sounded incoherent, swept into a rampant lion’s rage as he fucked me hard. I felt the bloated veins, every gnarl and the thickness of his long cock pressing deep into my soft tissues, massaging me into a deeper, more profound pleasure than I had ever felt.

When my orgasm came, it was unlike any other - a first. My muscles tensed like steel, I screamed noisily, drew blood on my fingernails from scars I left on his ass cheeks and my orgasm trembled as I rejoiced the man’s cock I would savor forever.

Greg stared at me, his cock pumping me with seed, planting himself deep inside me, right where I wanted him.

We were silently locked in coitus for minutes as our bodies melted into one. We both panted, coated in sweat, kissing whatever skin we could reach on the other. My orgasm diminished and Greg’s cock finally softened, having twitched its last drop of seed deep inside me.

There were no streaks of blood on the bed when I checked as we rolled off and ran for the shower. As I stood under the hot, steamy jets and glanced down, I saw pink semen dribbling down my thighs. My boyfriend cradled me in his arms and kissed me lovingly.

“I have never felt so intense when making love, Emma.”

“Me neither.”


Chapter Twenty-Six

Post Lovemaking

◆◆◆

He came inside me.

Wow!

I have Greg’s seed inside me.

If only I wasn’t using birth control.

I shook that idea right away. I was on birth control and only weeks into a new relationship. Although I was in love, there were hundreds of hoops to leap through together and separately before we arrived anywhere close to marriage and babies.

I’m not even divorced.

That must get underway soon.

I lay in bed, snuggled closely into Greg, soaking up his heat and the deep love his body conveyed even while sleeping. We had made love four times before he dozed off, first holding my hand, then gradually wriggling closer until my skin tingled when it touched his and a deep sense of satisfaction radiated inside me.

But I couldn’t sleep. It wasn’t my bedroom, and I’d become a creature of habit. As comfortable as Greg’s bed was, the goose down pillows were not as firm as mine, and his bed linen thread count was less silken than mine. The darkness wasn’t as absolute as my blackout curtains provided, leaving an eerie feel to the room, although the journey to my boyfriend’s bathroom was easier, needing no light.

There were also no trip hazards along the way to the bathroom, closets, or window, such as the ottoman mine had at the foot of my bed for extra blanket storage and an occasional table where I drank coffee and made notes for work before going to sleep.

I would need to find and dust off the extra chair for that table, having stored it in the loft years ago to discourage my estranged husband from joining me.

But it is a lovely bedroom.

Just not as lovely as mine.

Chloe expected me home the next day, which, technically, it was - the silent clock on Greg’s nightstand confirmed it, having passed midnight minutes ago.

Hang on, whose side of the bed is this?

Is this my nightstand or his?

Bed territorial rights had seemed unimportant when I was on all-fours being fucked hard and beautifully by Greg. Every time his cock slid deep inside me, my orgasm started and, he delivered for me before himself. I put that down to love, determination, and the kind of staying power no girl should take for granted. After coitus had diminished to a pleasurable memory, I realized I was on the wrong side of the bed.

It didn’t seem to matter which side of the bed I slept or was fucked on because it was Greg’s room, all his and this was all his bed. I was a guest, but I couldn’t help wondering how he might react when I asked him to sleep on the right side… no, honey, the right side as you look toward the headboard, not the other right side.

I stifled a giggle, half enjoying my neurosis, half dreading how to ask Greg not to leave his underwear on my floor overnight. I resolved to wait until he slept, collect all laundry, and have it clean and dry by morning.

But what do you know about him, Emma?

Fucking loads more than any other guy by this stage in a relationship.

My god, what stage of the relationship are we at?

“Are you overthinking, Emma?”

How long have you been awake listening to my thoughts?

“No… yes… yes, I am.”

“Don’t worry. I hardly ever murder my girlfriends.”

“Not funny.”

“Sorry.”

“I just… well, it feels like we have moved on to a new stage of our relationship, and I’m considering what that means.”

“We are in love - that’s what it means.”

“Yes, we are.”

Is it really that simple?

Not for me, it isn’t. Not until you meet your mother, and she discovers her granddaughter.

“I usually sleep on the right side of the bed, where you are now, Emma.”

Thank god!

“I don’t mind which side I sleep on.”

“Yes, you do.”

“Yes, I do.”

“When I say I sleep on the right side, that is when you look at the headboard - so where you are now.”

Hallelujah!

“Shall we swap sides, Greg?”

“No problem.”

As I rolled his way, Greg clambered over me as lithe as a gymnast. I glimpsed his loving smile as we moved and felt happy to be righted on my side of his bed.

“Are you happy, Emma?”

“Exceedingly.”

“Shall we spoon?”

“I’d love to.”

“Will you be the small spoon, Emma?”

“Yes, please.”

We melted into one another, me comforted by the semi hard cock that nestled against my clean panties. We were both silent, me pretending to fall asleep, him staying quiet and motionless, trying to help me.

I hid a deep, dark secret that might be nothing but could be something. Greg lazed in bed, concerned only about how close he could get to me, how many times he could kiss my upper arm without disturbing my sleep, and whether an arm across my midriff and his hand cupping my stomach was pressing too hard.

His hand was pressing on my bladder, but I only moved it so I could roll out of bed to use the bathroom.

“You’re awake?”

“I’m excited.”

Could I explain to Greg the risk of Sally’s hereditary illness without giving away what Elaine told me? I couldn’t remember anything significant noted in the documents Dad gave me for Greg. I hadn’t reviewed everything Marsha handed him, so I couldn’t pinpoint any suspicion of illness passed down from his mother in that bundle either.

Nothing Elaine said to me opened the door for a candid discussion with my boyfriend about a serious medical matter that may be nothing at all—at least it might be nothing for Greg and Sally—but it was already a big deal for Elaine.

“I’m at a loss.”

“What’s that, Emma?”

“Sorry… I was talking to myself.”

You’ll have to stop doing that.

“Are there problems at work?”

“Yes, honey. Your mother.”

“Oh.”

I know, right? The matter we have stopped discussing.

“Can we discuss my birth mother, please, Emma?”

“Of course. Where would you like to start?”

“Can you please explain what’s happening between you and her?”

I rolled over to stare into his eyes and read his expression, another benefit of his lighter weight curtain choice.

“There is nothing much to say, honey. Your Mom took her eye off the ball the last few years and retired too early and completely. Parker Mason and Bradbury’s CEO, Simon, were having an affair that spilled over into the workplace. They ignored the company’s needs, stole money, and disappeared when Elaine returned to work all guns blazing.”

“Fucking what?”

He bolted upright and sat with his back against the solid wood headboard, staring at me goggle-eyed, looking terrified. I soothed him, stroking a thigh, noting his cock was semi-hard.

How the fuck are you staying hard?

It’s like you are supernatural.

It must be excess testosterone… or just enough, because I fucking love it!

“Simon and Parker have ignored my advice for years. They doctored sections of my annual reports to make it look like the company was staying on the right course, but it wasn’t, isn’t, and now Elaine has discovered it she… she, well… nothing… sorry, that’s all I can say.”

“There is more, Emma. Please tell me.”

Oh, for god’s sake, don’t do it, Emma.

Greg stared at me with an agonized eagerness to devour every morsel of information related to his birth mother. I tormented myself, wrangling over whether I should, could, or couldn’t reveal anything and, if I did, how much was ethical and decent and what was potentially destructive.

I had several concerns all mapped out by my subconscious mind while my consciousness enjoyed Greg’s cock plunging balls deep inside my trembling pussy. You’d be surprised what a girl can fathom while screaming in ecstasy. The mind focuses on essential things, such as family, friends, babies, and people, not material things. With his semen swimming around somewhere in my reproductive organs, I could deny my boyfriend nothing.

I eyeballed Greg, looking for his reaction before I spoke. He seemed pensive.

“Elaine asked for my help.”

“Oh, wow. That must have choked her.”

“Don’t get me wrong, Greg… I know she is a savage beast when it comes to corporate warmaking, but honestly, her reason to live, to save the company, is so she can hand something meaningful to you at the end of her life.”

“Are you being serious?”

“You saw her will, baby? It all goes to you.”

“Yes, but Bradbury PLC couldn’t be run by me. I like Jazz, my club, discussing our next menu with the chef, and booking bands. It’s enough for me, and it’s not easy, either. I want to expand - but not into the corporate nightmare you thrive in.”

“What about Sally?”

“What about her?”

“Decades from now, she could be the Bradbury PLC CEO.”

“Yes, okay, that’s true. But would you recommend this lifestyle to her? It’s probably like yours plus a magnitude of ten.”

“That depends on how she runs it and who helps her.”

Greg inhaled deeply, brought his knees to his chest, laid his cheek on one, and wrapped his arms around both—no small feat for a kid and a testament to his retained suppleness in adulthood. He was the sort of man that other men wanted to look like and be like, who professional photographers wanted to snap black-and-white shots of, perhaps while he posed naked, as now, but in an Indonesian jungle, amid giant mahogany trees with Orangutans curiously looking on from high branches.

You are a beautiful man.

And I love you.

He smiled and nodded, having weighed the situation. My heart pounded because we were about to have the conversation I wanted, but I had no control over where it would lead.

“She offered you the job as CEO, didn’t she, Emma?’

“Yes.”

“Wow!”

“Why, wow, honey?”

“Oh, she can spot talent for sure.”

“Who me?’

“Oh, God, yes, Emma. You’re a genius in business.”

“I think not.”

I scoffed at my boyfriend, shocked that he would say such a thing, worried he had because I never wanted to be a corporate drone. If I was too good at my job, I must be a horrible person, and that thought tormented me to my core.

Greg nodded and smiled, not sarcastically, more like he was immensely proud.

“You told Bradbury PLC for years that they were heading the wrong way, then, when they screwed you, you changed your company direction in an instant. Now Elaine wants you to be her CEO so she can retire again and have you solve all the problems. Face it, Emma, you are brilliant at this.”

No!

“No.”

“Please, Emma… no self-deprecation. Not with me.”

“I-I-I… I can’t take the job.”

“Why not? You could do it in your sleep. You’ve figured out every move Bradbury PLC must make to right the ship, and you have the talent to implement that. It won’t even disrupt your new coffee empire, which will undoubtedly be an enormous success.”

“Bradbury PLC is your birthright, Greg. Your mother created it for you. She needed something in her life that connected her with you… a reason to go on after everything was taken away, and now she is panicking because it might be lost.”

“She can sell Bradbury and have a great life.”

“That would be like selling you honey; I think she would die before doing that. After you were taken, Bradbury PLC became her baby.”

“Oh my, Emma.”

“What is it?”

Greg’s eyes sparkled in the darkness, and his smile touched my heart, cuddling it, warming me. His fingers reached out, and he stroked an arm, sending signals to my nerve endings that his was not mere boyfriend’s touch but the touch of a divine and eternally committed soulmate. I tingled and shivered, the duvet falling off me, revealing my nakedness from the waist up.

I have goosebumps.

“You have goosebumps, Emma.”

“Yes, I do.”

“You like my birth mother, don’t you?”

“I respect her.”

“No… It’s more than that, isn’t it? Be honest, please.”

I shook my head halfheartedly and glanced down. Greg cupped my chin, raised it, and stared lovingly into my eyes, his expression expecting an answer.

“Elaine loves you, Greg.”

“And despite all her efforts to destroy you and your company, you can’t hate her?”

“I can’t hate anyone, especially not someone who loves you as much as I do.”

“Do you feel that from her? Did she mention me to you, Emma?”

“No… no… I would have told you immediately. She shut down the conversation when she strayed too far that way. Elaine explained why she couldn’t sell Bradbury PLC. Her reason was inheritance.”

“Parker Mason?”

“No, she absolutely ruled him out, and I know from my research that she only has Parker and her sister. Something awful happened between the sisters.”

“Me?”

“She never said it. I am assuming that Elaine’s sister let her down regarding you.”

“I would take your assumptions and guesses over anything anyone else said was gospel, Emma. I trust you implicitly. Don’t ask why; I don’t know, and it’s not some childish, beguiling love or lust that has ensnared me. I know I can trust you.”

But I’m holding back a secret.

“What should I do, Greg?”

“I can’t answer that sweetheart. I’m happy to offer tips from the sidelines and help in an emergency, as I expect you to do with me and my club, but my club is mine, and your business is yours. I won’t ever influence your decisions.

“I will give you the same respect.”

“I know.”

In one moment, Greg had fixed any future work-related problems between us. I would not interfere with his club, and he would not step over any imagined lines into my business. I felt happy about that clarity and separation, but it didn’t help me much where Elaine was concerned.

“I’ve agreed to help Elaine as an advisor for now, Greg. We’ll see what follows.”

“That sounds wise. My mother doesn’t share the empathy you have for her because she doesn’t have a clue who you are dating.”

“Exactly.”


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Like A Dark Cloud

◆◆◆

“Are you sure about this, Emma?”

“Yes, Dad. Please call Steve and let him know he has a job on the Cartwright high-rise construction site. He can start anytime within the week in the maintenance bay. He’s good at repairing plant and machinery.”

Just not great at fixing my car.

“I thought this might be an opportunity to move him on, Emma. Cartwright’s site is in town.”

“I want Steve to have every chance to be with our kids, Dad.”

“Okay… it’s just that he was never much of a father.”

“He deserves a chance, as Chloe and Jack should know their Dad. I hope Steve will make things right.”

“But not with you, Emma, right?”

His voice sounded edgy, as though afraid I might relapse back into my estranged husband’s arms. I hadn’t fully explained Greg to Mom or Dad because I wanted to discuss the matter of my new boyfriend with my children first.

“No, Dad… there is no turning back.”

“Are you with Greg permanently now?”

“Yes. Sorry, but I have to go. I’m arriving at my destination.”

“Okay. I will speak with Steve today after he is discharged from rehab and let him know what you did for him.”

“It never came from me, Dad. You spoke to Joe Cartwright personally on another matter, and he mentioned he was hiring. Steve is hired on merit - it’s as simple as that.”

“It’s only simple if he stays dry, Emma.”

“I believe he will.”

“Okay, sweetheart. Have a great day.”

“I will.”

There was no way I would tell my father I was arriving home after a night of passionate lovemaking with Greg. I had showered after the last time my boyfriend fucked me doggy style in the early hours, reaming me hard and deep. I was still full of my lover’s semen, still having my period, and I needed fresh clothes.

Chloe covered for me with Jack, but I resolved to speak with him soon to explain myself and agree on boundaries.

Mr. Cartwright, our city’s most prominent property developer, was breaking ground on a new project and hiring quickly because he was behind schedule. A few days ago, I called him to beg for a favor and received an email contract offer for Steve, as long as I agreed to meet Joe for dinner and a catch-up.

Joe Cartwright was a long-time friend of our family and one of my first clients, so I immediately agreed.

Now, as I took the walk of shame through my house at 6 a.m. in complete darkness, I felt naughty, like a teenager coming home late. No sooner was I inside my bedroom, slipping off my heels, than two teenagers in love flew in, giggling madly and diving onto my bed.

Chloe and Sally eyeballed me as judgingly as any concerned parents might view their absent daughter.

“Mom… you’re home so late.”

“Sorry, honey. Thank you for looking after Jack.”

“What are your intentions with my father, Mrs. Winchester?”

Neither of the girls could keep a straight face and burst out laughing. Rather than usher them out of my bedroom, I headed for the shower, taking a towel and bathrobe with me. I was obsessed with being clean, and even though I’d showered at Greg’s home, I needed to ensure no embarrassing mishaps later. I covered my hair with a plastic cap and took a more leisurely shower, reminiscing about the most fabulous night of sex I’d had.

Steve was on my agenda today, followed by a meeting with Erik and a small team of his baristas to discuss some initial branding ideas. I messaged Anna with instructions to email everything we had on file for Bradbury PLC so Elaine could do her homework before we met, hopefully in a few days, but I doubted she had the patience.

My intention to meet Steve at a nearby cafe was agreed upon with him, so my morning was packed.

I was sure there would be fireworks around Elaine’s office all day, maybe for the entire week, and I figured that Elaine’s investigators would soon unearth Simon and Parker, exposing another can of worms. I wondered what she had in store for her hapless idiot nephew once he was plainly in her sights.

It troubled me that I knew nothing about Greg’s birth mother aside from the information I gleaned online and from the brief exposure I’d had to the files I’d seen that Dad gave me. My boyfriend hadn’t hidden Marsha’s files from me, but I’d seen less than half of them to date.

It’s none of your business, Emma.

Yes, it is. You must help.

And to help, you need information.

I struggled with how to help Greg and Sally, caught between the proverbial rock and a hard place. When I finished showering and drying, I was still figuring that out. I was pleased that the girls had gone to Chloe’s or separate rooms to dress and prepare for school because I didn’t want to answer embarrassing questions just yet.

We all congregated downstairs for a hastily prepared breakfast of pancakes, coffee, and toast with strawberry jam. Jack approached me for a hug, then wouldn’t let go of my hand while he ate, which was slightly unusual, but I assumed he felt insecure because I’d been out.

My son asked for a private word once Sally and Chloe were in the car.

“Can you stay here at nights, please, Mom?”

“Yes, of course.”

“I know Greg is your boyfriend.”

“You and Chloe are more important to me than anyone in the world, honey.”

“Greg can stay here too, Mom. I’m not a dumb kid, and I know what’s going on between you and Dad, and I realize that Greg is now with you. I don’t mind that you have a boyfriend - I want you to be close by in case…”

“In case of what, honey?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

I crouched low, feeling scared. Something was wrong in Jack’s life, and I had missed it. He looked subdued and reluctant to share a matter intensely private with me. I saw tears in his eyes, his bottom lip trembled, his fingers felt icy, and my fear rose.

“What’s wrong, Jack?”

“Dad is messaging me constantly, and it’s starting to scare me.”

“What’s he saying?”

“Dad wants to see me, wants us to go on a camping trip and spend time together, fishing, maybe hunting, and to hang out. He’s talking about coming over tonight.”

“Okay… well, I’ll be here, but please remember your father loves you deeply and probably missed you while he was getting better.”

“He told me not to share our chats with you or Chloe. He says he despises both of you.”

“Did Daddy actually say that, son?”

“Yeah.”

With tears streaming down his cheeks, Jack opened his palm and unlocked his phone, showing me hundreds of text messages between him and Steve. Sure enough, the last message before my son said goodnight confirmed that his father had told him he despised Sally and me.

Fuck!

Fucking wanker!

“Okay. You take my spare phone to school in case you need me or anyone else, and I’ll give you yours back tonight. Dad doesn’t have the number.”

“Thanks, Mom.”

There might be a reason for what my son described as his father’s unreasonable behavior, but I wasn’t getting to the bottom of it now. Steve was temporarily cut off from his son, and I switched off his phone, having no desire to hear it buzzing all day. I would have the cell provider change my son’s number, then take Steve to task over what appeared to be some very toxic messages.

We were hours away from our first meeting in weeks, on the day Steve was leaving rehab. Already, things were not looking great.

I reached my office amid organized chaos. The packers were in, and a few projects were being kicked off in meeting rooms, the most important being between my people and Erik’s. Under Anna’s strict gaze, another small team assembled everything we had on Bradbury PLC to send to Elaine. My Chief of Staff dealt admirably with the mayhem except for the bull in a China shop who charged through the door, silencing everyone - my enraged, estranged husband had come to my office.

Amid utter silence, Steve strode through my main office looking mightily pissed. I cringed, rueing the fact that I never revoked his security pass. He marched toward me, finger wagging, rage filling his face. I stood my ground, hands on hips, my patience shredded, one hand in front, barring his way.

“One step closer, and I’ll file charges. The police will take you from here, and I will set about destroying your life.”

“I want my son!”

“Get in my office right fucking now!”

I pointed to my office, eyeballing Steve, bubbling with the most venom I’d ever felt. He saw something in my face that shocked him and suddenly became sheepish. With his head bowed, my estranged husband walked past me like a scolded child as I stood my ground, prepared to deliver on my promise to call the police. I was incandescent with rage at his shabby, confrontational behavior, but more so because he had dismissed his daughter in a toxic message to his son.

I faked a smile at my staff, grimaced at Anna when she drew a finger across her throat, then followed my estranged husband into my office. Steve tried to dominate the conversation after I closed my door, but I muttered a frightening salvo and waved a finger in the air like I could cast a witch’s spell.

Steve was silenced and looked intimidated as I stared at him like a vicious fox eyes a lonely chicken out of the coop after dusk.

“After you leave today, I will tell my lawyers to begin our divorce proper. This bullshit is over between us, and I want you completely out of my life. Do I need a restraining order, Steve?”

“No… but-”

“Shut up and listen.”

“Emma-”

“I said shut up.”

Steve did as he was asked. I gained no pleasure from speaking to the father of my children in a way I would not shout at a dog, but his behavior deserved no less. I paused for a minute, settling myself, judging his readiness to have an adult conversation.

“Are you dry, Steve?”

“One hundred percent.”

“Are you in a group yet?”

“Yes, and my first meeting is tonight.”

Steve was still surly, but at least he was talkative. He wasn’t the man I had known and loved, not even in his looks, which were jaded. His bulbous red nose, speckled cheeks where blood vessels had burst, and a permanent frown made him look unwelcoming. There was only one compliment I could pay him.

“You lost weight.”

“I was sick a lot. Your Mom helped me. Thank you.”

“Thank her, not me.”

“I want to see Jack, Emma.”

“You have scared our son out of his wits. If I showed a judge the messages from you on Jack’s phone, you wouldn’t see him for months, maybe not ever if our son willed it.”

“Are you saying Jack doesn’t want to see me?”

“No… I’m telling you he is scared of you.”

“Nah… that’s bollocks.”

“Have I ever lied to you, Steve?”

My question hit Steve hard, and he blinked, flinched, then looked like he might leap out of the chair and run away. At that moment, Anna brought us coffee, set them down, and left. It was a lengthy and much-needed pause for Steve to think.

“No… You never lied, Emma. I did.”

“That’s not an issue anymore. What is a problem is how you re-engage with your children.”

“I’m not interested in Chloe. That ship sailed a long time ago.”

My heart was crushed, and I wanted to cry, but I held fast, buffeting myself against Steve’s angry squall. His life was a train wreck, and now, he was latching onto Jack for comfort, thinking that what he once had and lost in a family who loved him was recoverable in part at least.

“Your daughter is a kind angel, Steve.”

“Yes, an angel who hates me.”

“Angels rarely love demons.”

“Wow… I’m a fucking demon now?”

“You fucked other women, Steve - how do you expect a morally decent woman to react when you do the dirty behind her mother’s back.”

‘That’s between you and me. There is and was no reason for Chloe to get involved. She shouldn’t have turned on me and taken sides.”

“Oh, that’s cringeworthy on so many levels, Steve.”

“Chloe despises me.”

“If it were true that Chloe hated you, she wouldn’t be explaining to Jack that your illness is a disease you can’t entirely control. She has compassion for you, but I’ll agree, her patience is worn thin. How do you think she felt going to school and hearing gossip about which slut you fucked the weekend before.”

“I’m the parent.”

“No, dear… You are the drunken, womanizing bastard who let his family down. Jack and Chloe know you have been god-awful - your daughter has suffered that poor behavior far worse than your son. You let that girl down so badly when she needed you most so don’t you fucking dare push an ounce of blame on anyone, not least of all Chloe.”

“Oh god!”

The tears streamed down his cheeks, and Steve sobbed like a baby, but I had no sympathy for the first time in my life, lifting my coffee and sipping it. I stared at my soon-to-be former husband, feeling nothing but disdain. The only reason I never threw him out of my office then and there was because I loved my kids with all my heart.

As Steve slowly, theatrically bowed, rolling out of the chair and onto the floor, I leaned over my desk, snarling at him. Rarely had I ever wanted to tear anyone apart, verbally or otherwise, but I’d had my fill of a selfish man, especially one who would attack his loving daughter.

I jabbed a finger at him, my eyes rage-filled, my voice terrifying.

“You should get down on your fucking knees and beg both of those kids for forgiveness, you tragic fucking loser. How dare you speak of your daughter that way!”

“I’m sorry.”

“Aren’t you alcoholics supposed to do the rounds and visit all of the people you harmed to ask for forgiveness?”

“Yes… yes. That’s why I asked to meet you today.”

“Then fucking do it and start with your daughter. Bring flowers to my house and get on your fucking knees for the baby girl you fathered and ask forgiveness.”

When I sat upright and glanced out of my office, heads snapped away faster than the front row crowd at a tennis match. I felt better having unloaded my true feelings on my asshole husband and sat back, sipping coffee. I left Steve to cry his eyes out until he eventually realized I wasn’t coming to comfort him or lift him off the floor.

When he sat in his seat again, I pointed at the coffee.

“Drink up and fuck off!”

“We must talk.”

“We can do it after you have apologized to our daughter. Until then, you are fucking dead to me, Steve - I mean it!”

“I have a job.”

“I don’t care.”

“I’m in a halfway house.”

“I still don’t care.”

He sniveled pathetically, his eyes swimming with self-pity. I wasn’t sure he should have been released from the rehab clinic but being no doctor and untrained in the treatment of alcoholics, there was little I could say and even less I could do.

“I need money, Emma.”

I reached into my purse and took out a couple hundred bucks, slamming them on my desk within his reach. I resisted the urge to toss the cash onto the floor because my rage dissipated quickly, as was my nature. Over Steve’s shoulder, I saw Erik looking wholly shocked.

“Thank you, Emma.”

“I’ll send more money to your bank in a few hours. See Chloe when you can and on her terms. Make things right or lose her forever. Don’t call me and think carefully about Jack. Put him first, for once in your selfish life.”

“I will.”

“Please leave, Steve. I have meetings.”

Steve was a shambles of a man running through my office, wailing miserably. I felt ashamed, as if his fall from grace were partly my fault. It was a self-defeating part of my psyche that I had to overcome. Erik approached my door, smiling as though nervous that he was entering the lion’s den, so I laughed, meeting him with a handshake.

Steve got the brunt of my period ire, something that was less inflamed than usual because Greg had eased my cramps with a resoundingly solid, thick and long cock that I wanted more of. While Anna fetched coffee for Erik, I visited the bathroom, noting that my usually heavy flow was much lighter. It seemed, in keeping with many glossy women’s magazine articles, that period sex agreed with me.

I returned to my office and smiled at Erik.

“I’m sorry about that scene.”

“Breakups are never easy, Emma.”

“No, they are not.”

“The same goes for corporate breakups.”

“Ah.”

He studied me carefully, with the eye of a spy who spent his day watching and listening to corporate types in his coffee line. I sipped my coffee while fathoming a response. Erik’s first item on his agenda was my commitment to our project.

“You’ve heard about Bradbury PLC, then?”

“Elaine offered you the job as CEO. The gossip is all over the city.”

“Yeah, that figures.”

“What about us, Emma?”

“I haven’t accepted her job offer, but I will help Elaine right the ship. My priority is us - you, me, our initiative- and to the extent that I will walk away from Bradbury PLC if needed.”

“I wouldn’t ask you to do that.”

“I will, though… because I want to. I want our coffee empire to succeed.”

“But Bradbury PLC is many magnitudes greater in value, Emma.”

“Only if you measure that in monetary terms.”

“That’s true. So, are you saying we are going full steam ahead?”

“Yes, we are.”


Chapter Twenty-Eight

Decisions, Decisions

◆◆◆

Greg slept over at my home that night, and Alice stayed too. I knew the girls were sleeping in the same bed - they always had while growing up, but I wasn’t sure they were making love until I heard passionate screams coming from down the hall. I blocked the sounds of their lesbian love out, pursed my lips, buried my face in a pillow, and bit deeply while screaming joyously.

My boyfriend was fucking me hard, and I was enjoying the best sex ever in my new bed and all the linen I’d hastily shopped for.

My back was arched steeply, and my pussy was full as I pushed my ass back onto my boyfriend’s massive cock, enjoying every millimeter of his thickness that stretched me wide. Greg was desperate to go down on me, but I was spotting, with a few hours left to go until my period was finished, so instead, he was fucking me again and for the first time in my bed.

While I stifled my joy into a pillow, my boyfriend crouched on the bed, feet planted flat into the mattress on either side of my legs, plowing my pussy so hard, I utterly lost control. Greg was a fantastic lover, constantly telling me how tight my pussy was while he fucked it with metronomic pace and piston-like accuracy.

When I orgasmed, my entire body shuddered joyfully, and I wallowed in a chasm of endless effervescent love and lust. I violently tore the bedclothes off my new mattress with sharp talons, frantically writhing as Greg’s cock pressed solidly against my pussy walls, vibrating pleasure into them while I squeezed back tightly, milking him.

After my beloved squirted his final drop of seed, he stood up, hands clasped to his hips, panting like a marathon runner after his race. I rolled over, equally out of breath.

“Fuck!”

“What’s wrong, Emma?”

“That was amazing.”

“Your pussy is so fucking tight.”

“But your stamina, Greg… it’s on another level.”

With a pussy full of my boyfriend’s semen I fled to the toilet, not wishing to have brand new messy sheets and wet patches while we slept. Greg laughed, followed me, and stood at the bathroom door while I sat on the bowl.

I mockingly waved a dismissive hand, and my cheeks flushed brightly.

“Go away, Greg. I’m having a pee.”

“And I’m watching the show.”

“Jesus… I am embarrassed.”

Nobody ever watched me on the toilet.

This guy wants to talk while I pee.

“You’ll feel less conscious after I go down on you and you cum in my mouth, Emma.”

“I look forward to that, honey… tomorrow. Now, go away.”

“You’re meeting Elaine tomorrow, right?”

“Yes. I managed to avoid her today. Steve’s visit to my office knocked my day for shit.”

“Are you taking the job as her CEO?”

“I’m still undecided.”

“I want you to.”

I stared at Greg, more than a little surprised. We hadn’t discussed the matter too much and didn’t know each other well, and now here he was investing absolute trust in me.

“Why, though, Greg?”

“If Elaine gets a tragic, useless tosser in to do the job and retires, there will be nothing for Sally if and when she wants it. That was your suggestion, right?”

“Hoisted by my own petard?”

“Somewhat, yes. You solve a lot of problems for Elaine and me. I won’t run a company like Bradbury PLC now or in decades to come because getting down in the weeds is everything I am about. That’s why the minor details in my club work so well.”

“You like the weeds?”

“I am an engineer at heart, Emma.”

Accepting Elaine’s job offer was a dilemma. On the one hand, while she remained in the workplace, I could probably do it by acting through her authority and being the detail and strategy that guided all agendas. If something awful happened to Elaine unexpectedly, I would be royally screwed, forced to choose whether to step fully in as Bradbury PLC’s CEO or let the company suffer while pursuing my coffee empire with Erik.

For Greg and Sally’s sake, I can’t let Bradbury PLC fall.

“Elaine needs your fullest attention, Emma - don’t take your eye off her for a second. Where are you guys’ meeting?”

“At lunch in a nearby, averagely okay business type cafe with acceptable coffee.”

“Is the food good?”

“It’s okay. Classic cafe fare but not setting your world on fire.”

I can’t tell you the name.

Don’t tell him the name of the cafe.

“Well… good luck, Emma.”

Cuddling closely, we fell asleep quickly, but I noticed the teen lovers down the hall didn’t. I worried slightly about how our lovemaking might impact Jack, so I donned a bathrobe in the early morning hours and checked on him.

Jack was soundly asleep, so I sat in the chair beside his bed, from which I had read to him thousands of times. His relaxed sleeping face was attractive, and he was a peaceful boy, never one to rattle anyone’s cage, name-call, or bully - something I was proud of. The other kids called him Best Boy, a nickname derived from his gentle nature and prowess on the sports field. My son captained almost every sports team in school, and his hobby, soccer, was his passion outside the home.

Jack rolled onto his side, and his eyes opened. I smiled, and he grinned back.

“Hi, Mom.”

“Did I wake you?”

“No. I felt you were nearby, and it made me feel happy.”

“Are you okay?”

“Yes.”

“You are safe here, Jack.”

“I know.”

I kissed Jack’s forehead and turned to leave. I still hadn’t had the talk with him I wanted to about Greg, and now, with Chloe and Sally compounding that, I wasn’t sure where to begin.

“Chloe says she and Sally are in love.”

“I know.”

“I’m glad, Mom. I hope Dad can be happy again, too.”

“He will be happy, son. Your Dad loves you very much, and he is getting back to good health.”

“Good.”

My son’s eyes closed, and I left his bedroom. At his age, I was sure he knew more about sex than I realized, but that would be based on his vision of our family, which must still involve his father. His acceptance of Chloe and Sally was pleasing, but he hadn’t mentioned Greg much.

When I woke, Greg had an erection, so I cleaned his cock with a moist wipe and sucked his morning wood until I drained his seed. His cock was the biggest I’d ever played with and cramming it down my throat was impossible, so I wanked him hard and focused on licking and sucking the bloated, salty glans that filled my mouth.

“Has your period finished, Emma?”

“Are you that desperate to go down on me, honey?”

“Yes.”

“Would you mind telling me why?”

“I feel like getting down on my knees and praying between your legs is a spiritual matter that draws us closer.”

Wow, that’s a new one for me.

But I love it!

“Yes. My period is finished, but I need a shower before you go down on me. Can we wait for tonight?”

“Of course. It will be something for me to look forward to all day.”

Being wanted emotionally, physically, and intimately was a deep and refreshing joy. The stormy, inky black clouds that swirled around my marriage were gone. After Steve ran from my office, I did as promised: I had my lawyers activate every dormant motion to divorce us and create a custody agreement with a pathway to co-parenting for Steve with Jack once he was settled.

Chloe was a done deal regarding custody. At seventeen, no court would compel her to spend time with Steve against her will, but I wanted our daughter to know her father as the man he was before the drunken womanizer took hold of his soul. After showering, I briefly checked my emails for anything urgent and saw one from a marriage counselor. It seemed my husband hadn’t given up on our marriage as I had, and she wanted to schedule a couple’s meeting for us.

I forwarded the email to my lawyer, who would deal with it.

Fuck you, Steve!

The girls had prepared food. At one end of the breakfast bar, a woman and two girls discussed redecorating bedrooms, while at the other, a boy and a man discussed soccer. My life was balancing out favorably, but there were still some sensitive discussions to be had.

I arrived at our offices while my staff were halfway into our move. Project meetings were still held at our old offices, while less busy staff set up our new corporate home. I took phone calls and answered emails all morning, mostly agreeing to schedule PR huddles about our coffee initiative with the press and book exhibitions based on our growth plan.

Some journalists inevitably asked me about Bradbury PLC and Elaine’s job offer, but I fended those questions away by saying we were negotiating a new contract to support our client. After one particularly gossip prone reporter asked me, I set the phone down feeling concerned she would make shit up, not letting the truth get in the way of a good story.

Maybe I should have said we were supporting our former client.

That would set the hares running.

At midmorning, Anna appeared at my door, grinning broadly, pointing at me.

“Someone had sex.”

“Did you?”

“Well, of course I did. I’m having lots of makeup sex, making amends for cheating, spending time on my knees, as is my husband, also apologizing in the kinky way, but I’m talking about you, Emma. I haven’t seen you smile, inadvertently twirl your hair with a pencil, or glow this much since… well, since I can’t remember.”

“It’s going well with Greg.”

“I fucking bet. Did you change the bed?”

“Yes.”

“And all of your linen, too?”

“Yes.”

“So, it’s fucking serious then?”

“I’m in love, Anna.”

“Oh, sweetheart. I am so happy for you.”

Eventually, with the inevitable Elaine meeting dragging down my morale, I headed for the small, averagely okay cafe, where I could look forward to a salad or bowl of soup. Eating more food than that would be unwise because I had skipped a couple of days of running, and in no time, I would start gaining weight.

Tomorrow, I shall run.

Hopefully, with Greg.

Greg was not moving in; he was staying over for one or a few nights at my house. However, he and I had not discussed how long he would stay, how that included Sally and Chloe, or whether he would go to his home at night to sleep and then return in the morning for a run. If he did that, my boyfriend would shower at my place after we trained, so leaving for the eight hours between lovemaking and running seemed unnecessary and wasteful.

I’m not ready for him to live with me.

It’s been just over two weeks.

And I still haven’t met his parents.

Why haven’t I met Greg’s parents?

I considered the irony of that question while waving at Elaine through the cafe window as I approached. I’d met Greg’s biological mother, whereas he hadn’t, but I hadn’t met the parents who had loved and raised him.

They have met Elaine, though.

The fact that Greg’s parents had met Elaine while she was in a coma bothered me. I would have thought that they might have figured out who she became in time. No official records existed online or in the media of what happened to the fourteen-year-old pregnant girl beaten senseless by her father, but still, Greg’s adoptive parents sat beside her bed promising to love her baby.

Did she hear them?

She fought for Greg even as a child.

Fuck! Does she know his parents? Has she discovered them?

It was chilling to consider every possible connotation of how Greg’s adoption played out, but I never had the time to consider any because an arm linked through mine and a smiling face shocked me.

“Hello, Emma.”

“Hi, Greg.”

I stuttered. My boyfriend grinned and kissed my cheek while a server held open the cafe door. I was stunned by Greg’s appearance.

“What’s happening, Greg?”

“You said your meeting was at a small cafe, honey.”

“Yes… here - this small cafe.”

“This is a restaurant, honey.”

“Forget splitting hairs over definitions, Greg. Why are you here?”

“I came via this route to avoid Sip Happens and Interstellar, both of which are actual small cafes, and I came this way to avoid you. I’m on my way to a meeting at the Rotunda. There are only three ways to get there from my club, and this one has a restaurant on it.”

“I see.”

I mapped all that out in my head, instantly realizing that Greg was right. I hadn’t mentioned the name of my meeting venue with Elaine specifically because I didn’t want to tempt him to fly by, meeting his mother out of curiosity. My mild mistrust and poor definition of what I had to agree with Greg was a small, not great restaurant had created precisely the conditions I wanted to avoid.

“Sorry Greg, I fucked up.”

“No, you didn’t. I haven’t looked at the person you are meeting, so I don’t know who it is, and I won’t come inside, but I couldn’t walk past you without saying hi and kissing you.”

“Thank you, Greg.”

I smiled, relaxed, wrapped my arms around his neck, and kissed him fully. With his essence on my lips and mine on his, Greg parted from me and smiled before walking away. After about ten meters, he turned, waved, bowed, and disappeared into the crowd.

When I reached Elaine’s table, she pointed outside.

“Boyfriend?”

“Yes.”

“He’s very handsome.”

“I love him.”

“I’ve met him before somewhere.”

“Probably at the Jazz club downtown. Have you been?”

“Yes! That’s it, of course. He’s the owner.”

“He is.”

Oh, fuck that was close.

Does she know about Greg and me? Oh, Christ, this is too much.

We had a cordial meeting, primarily focused on Elaine pressing me to sell my company and work for her. I didn’t want to be mean-spirited and explain how much I would prefer pulling out my toenails with pliers, so I stuck to my steadfast desire to chart my course independently.

But in the back of my mind, I knew I wanted to be Bradbury’s CEO because it was a way to help Greg and Sally.

When we got to the coffee-drinking stage of our meeting, I stared at my cup unenthusiastically, desperate to go and hang out with Erik for a far more stimulating conversation and an infinitely better brew. As I pondered Elaine’s shit choice in restaurants that had forced me to define it as a cafe, she leaned forward, reducing her voice to a whisper.

“So, what will you do for me, Emma?”

“We will carry on as before on a five-year contract, renewable at my discretion annually. I’ll need that increased price offer, too. The contract must allow termination without cause with three months’ notice.”

“Termination by either party?”

“Yes.”

“Anything else?”

“In three months, I will deliver a ten-year strategic plan. Then we will talk.”

“So, you might accept my offer to be Bradbury PLC’s new CEO?”

“I’m not ruling it out.”

I’ll do it to protect Greg and Sally.

“Good. Thank you, Emma.”

“There is a condition.”

“Okay… go ahead.”

“I want to be read in on your medical condition. I want access to your consultants, medical history, prognosis, planned treatments, their efficacy, and to know your chances of survival as that situation develops.”

“Wow! Fucking wow, Emma. Don’t you trust me?”

“No, but that’s beside the point. You are pushing me into your fight to protect an inheritance I know nothing about. Compromising my business, giving up my time, and diminishing my quality of life isn’t worth any salary you could pay me. If you are about to fall sick or become sicker to the extent of incapacitation, I want to know before it happens.”

“So you can eject from our agreement?”

“If needs be, yes.”

“As CEO, you’ll have terms of reference that enable you to function in my company. Executive authority will be delegated to you, and you’ll answer to the board, even if I am not part of it. There seems no reason for you to pry into my medical history. There are private matters in my files.”

“There are private matters in everyone’s medical files, Elaine. I want to see the ones that relate to your current illness. The changes in my life you are asking me to make is the justification.”

Elaine looked dangerously testy, so I relaxed and waited for her to decide. I could be persuasive if needed, but if this path I’d chosen wasn’t to her liking, I could also walk away feeling no guilt, knowing I did everything possible to help Greg and his mother.

I fully expected Elaine to decline my offer, making my next call to be Greg so I could tell him everything I knew so far.

Please say no.

Please.

“Okay. I’ll agree to your terms if we call you a temporary CEO. We will need a contract to cover your role, and I will remunerate you well. I need assurance of your absolute confidentiality, especially regarding my medical situation. My company needs stability.”

It’s a fucking trap.

I have trapped myself.

I was inwardly terrified. I was convinced that Elaine knew about Greg and Sally, so she must know about me, too. If that were true, maybe the wily fox had lured me into completely understanding her medical condition so I could share details with her son, my boyfriend. Elaine would keep her powder dry with Greg vis-a-vis her medical issue and the promise to never contact him. If I shared her private information with him, I would contravene any confidentiality agreement, stated or implied.

She fucking owns you if you agree, Emma.

Is this her way of telling Greg without telling Greg herself?

Is Marsha involved in this charade?

“Will you tell me about your inheritance plan, Elaine?”

“Come on, Emma, please don’t press me any further. I have never told a soul, not even the ones I sleep with.”

“Okay.”

“What’s it to be? Will you accept the position as temporary CEO?”

“Yes.”


Chapter Twenty-Nine

Revelations

◆◆◆

I stared across the restaurant table at a woman who convincingly concealed her victory. Either smugness was not Elaine Bradbury’s style, or she believed our cordiality might dissolve if she displayed it. She smiled warmly and reached across the table to shake my hand.

I shook hands with a viper.

“I wasn’t expecting you to agree to help me, Emma.”

“I’m not sure this is the right choice for me, but I can leave anytime.”

“You still see me as a vicious bitch then?”

“I don’t think we are similar, that’s all.”

“Sometimes opposites attract - I mean that purely from a business perspective. Sorry about teasing you when we first met. I was probing. As much as I’d love to know you sexually, I don’t dabble in the workplace - unlike Parker.”

“Why did you tease?”

“Knowing a person’s sexual motivations gives you power over them. A spurned wife can be offered a lover who compromises her, or a busy executive away from his wife might cave in for a pretty girl in a bar at a business hotel. And a lesbian might succumb to a woman’s wiles whilst being the pointed spear tip you need to negotiate with a man.”

“You are looking for exploitable weaknesses in the people you are dealing with?”

“Somewhat, but I am also looking for the weaknesses in people around me that my enemies might exploit.”

“That’s where Parker gets it from, Elaine.”

“Aren’t you doing the same thing to a lesser extent when figuring out someone’s likely behavior when dealing with them?”

“Not to the extent I would blackmail or use other manipulations to control situations.”

I debated morals with a snake - a waste of my time, but in some ways, Elaine was right about knowing your friends, enemies, and the likely source of betrayal. I was trying to figure her out so that I might have a winning advantage if we fought.

“Imagine if I had known Parker was bisexual, Emma. And imagine if I’d known Simon was bisexual too. I wouldn’t have lost money and we most likely wouldn’t be eating in this shitty cafe.”

I knew it was a cafe.

“Some say this is a restaurant.”

“A shitty one of you ask me.”

“People are entitled to privacy. Probing so deeply into their lives for reasons of controlling them is abominable.”

“You would do the same thing, Emma. You just haven’t had cause to yet. Working for me will test your boundaries.”

“I won’t lose my soul.”

“You could lose more than that by thinking you know a person when you don’t, Emma.”

She means Steve.

When I left the restaurant, Elaine seemed mildly and politely jubilant, but I felt less content. I had entered the lion’s den out of my love for Greg and concern about his daughter, or at least I told myself that. I called my boyfriend and asked if we could meet. He was at home and invited me there.

I felt deeply comforted when I stumbled through his front door into my boyfriend’s arms. He made coffee, but as I sipped the oxidized, over-extracted double espresso, I made a mental note to buy him a grinder and a few bags of Erik’s beans.

My expression gave me away.

“It’s not great coffee, is it, Emma?”

“No, but in fairness, Erik’s coffee spoils anyone who tries it. I’ll hook you up with a supply.”

“You sound like my drug dealer.”

“Coffee is addictive, honey.”

Greg eyed me carefully, probably reading from my body language that I was shaken up. I wanted to unburden my soul and tell all about Elaine’s medical condition, but doing so might thrust me further into the lion’s den.

My boyfriend smiled and seemed happy.

“You accepted the job, didn’t you?”

“Yes, but I can back out at any time.”

“I am glad you took the offer, Emma. You were destined for greatness.”

“I want to be a good person, and I’m not sure working for Bradbury will allow me to be who I want to continue being.”

“You’re overthinking this CEO deal, which is precisely why Elaine wants you.”

“I have a condition, Greg.”

“Ahh… okay.”

I sipped coffee, wishing it was wine, not that I was a lush, but the occasional glass relaxed me. Too much alcohol left me feeling tipsy and interrupted my training. Also, it was midweek, and I had a rule not to drink on working days. In any case, I still had to drive home.

“I’ll help Elaine for now, but if you aren’t going to meet her, I want to leave Bradbury. There is no rush, so I am not forcing you into a quick decision, but I won’t be Elaine’s lackey unless she knows about you being her son.”

I’d played a planned move - one I had decided upon before accepting Elaine’s job offer. In forcing Greg to reveal himself to Elaine, she would explain her medical condition, and Sally could be tested and treated early if she were found to suffer the same condition as her grandmother. It was my best move, aside from telling Greg myself, something that might explode in my face.

“Why would you do this if not for yourself, at least a tiny bit, Emma?”

“I want to help you and Sally.”

But not for the reasons you think.

“I get it, Emma.”

Greg led me into his living room and sat heavily on a plush leather sofa, which I found a few pantone shades too far towards luminous green. Had it been darker, the furniture would have looked regal, but as it was, the color was too loud for my eyes and brain to enjoy.

Greg pulled me into his lap, and I felt like a young woman again, wooed by a man who seemed to love her.

“I appreciate your commitment, Emma, but I’m not entirely convinced you did this for me or Sally. Are you saying you have no aspirations for wealth and power?”

“I do not, honey.”

“Okay. It seems I have misjudged you.”

“How so?”

“You are outstanding in the corporate world, Emma. It seems a waste not to pursue a high-powered executive career.”

“Money, power, and corporate bullshit means nothing to me. I am a good Mom, at least I hope I am, I make a mean apple pie, I run well and hope to get better, and I’d like to think I will make a lucky guy a great wife - these things are far more important than working for Bradbury PLC.”

But are they really, Emma?

Aren’t you the least bit seduced by this world?

No, fuck that! Look at Elaine.

“I am not ready to meet Elaine yet, Emma.”

“Why not?”

Greg’s eyes filled with tears, and his cheeks rippled in the frightening way that happens when someone is overwhelmed by deep emotions. I wrapped my arms around his neck and pulled my boyfriend closer, kissing him softly.

“What’s going on, Greg?”

“Let me show you.”

I stood up, and Greg led me to his basement, where he unlocked a room door. He waved a hand for me to go ahead, but I felt a little nervous. Elaine’s words about whether or not you ever know a person rang in my head.

“Go in, please. There is nothing sinister inside the room. I just don’t want Sally to see what’s inside here.”

I strode confidently into what appeared to be a windowless study. Greg had a desk with a computer and a comfortable swivel chair. A large, circular wooden dining table had documents scattered across it. I approached and saw that the papers were those Marsha had handed over, so I sat down and began reading through them.

“I’ve studied every one of them several dozen times, Emma. Shall I save you the bother?”

“Yes, please.”

“Read this one first. It is a deliberate breadcrumb trail that leads to facts not presented to us so far.”

Greg handed me his adoption paperwork, which seemed perfectly in order. I read over it twice, wondering why this specific document had captured his attention.

“I don’t understand, Greg. The dates of birth seem correct, the dates of adoption too, and the parents’ names are Frank and Elizabeth.”

“I don’t know who Frank and Elizabeth are, Emma.”

It was an unexpected bombshell, and I stared agog with bloating eyes at Greg. I gasped as though he’d said something preposterous, but my boyfriend grinned weakly, tears streaming down his cheeks. I pulled him into my lap and held him tightly.

“What the hell happened, Greg?”

”I read that document so many fucking times, Emma and then I took it to my parents.”

“Okay.”

Oh shit.

“We quarreled, and some truths came out.”

“What truths?”

“The couple sitting at Elaine’s bedside in the hospital while she was in a coma were not my parents. They were Frank and Elizabeth. My parents are Jack and Sandy, and I love them dearly...”

“But?”

“It seems Jack and Sandy bought me from Frank and Elizabeth for one hundred thousand dollars on the day I was brought home.”

“Oh fuck!”

“Yeah.”

“Jesus fucking Christ, Greg.”

“Yeah. I promise you, Emma, there are few words you can utter that I haven’t already screamed out.”

“But… but… why?”

“Marsha has arranged the sale of babies this way for a long time. I drove back to see her and confronted her. She told me everything, unsurprising when you consider the bitch has stage four ovarian cancer and a few weeks to live.”

I was stunned to the core, holding Greg like a wounded child, protecting him. He trembled, and I stood, dragged him upstairs, and headed for the kitchen.

“How did you find all of this out, Greg?”

“I haven’t been to work for days. I come here when I’m not with you or at your home, and I sleuth, trying to figure out every fact that has been obfuscated for decades. It’s miserable work; in fact, it’s so horrible I had to drive into town today to see you, even if only for a few minutes.

“You need more coffee?”

“I must tell you everything, Emma.”

“Sit on a stool and tell all.”

While I made coffee, Greg gathered his thoughts. As I suspected, his brewing method and stale beans were to blame because when I sipped my effort, it was as poor as his.

“Marsha was the instigator of my adoption. It seemed she believed Elaine would either never wake from her coma, or, if she did, then she wouldn’t want to be a teenage mother. She cared and wanted to find the best possible home for me. She did the same for other kids, too.”

“It’s illegal.”

“I know. Marsha knows Frank and Elizabeth well. They were her friends emigrating to Australia for work, never to return. Marsha also knew Jack and Sandy well, a childless couple desperate to adopt.

“Okay. I don’t understand why the switch was done, Greg. Why couldn’t Jack and Sandy adopt you? They were wonderful parents, right?”

“The best, but they were just outside the optimum age range and considered low priority for a baby.”

“Okay. This still makes little sense. Are you saying Frank and Elizabeth were a cover for Jack and Sandy to adopt you?”

“Yes. Marsha was concerned that if Elaine woke up, she would fight for her child - me and that I might become a ward of the court while that battle ensued, meaning I would go into foster care.”

“Elaine did fight for you and lost and gave up, satisfied to have no contact at all.”

“Marsha lied to us. Elaine never gave up. While my biological mother was in the foster home system, Marsha secretly countered every attempt she made to fight for me.”

“And those attempts failed.”

“Yes, but only because as far as the court was concerned, I was legally settled in Australia. Frank and Elizabeth were perfect for the switch because they left the country a few weeks later. They have a son my age whose name was changed from Simon to Greg in return for one hundred thousand dollars. I discovered that through the records office.”

“So Marsha handed you to Jack and Sandy free and clear with no connection to Elaine?”

“The court told Elaine her baby was outside the country. She gave up fighting because the courts couldn’t reach into Australia with a judgment without stirring up a long, legal battle, and the adoption paperwork was conclusive. Greg… not the real one was settled.”

“And why did Elaine reach out to Marsha?”

“She needed a shoulder to lean on, so she went to the nurse who tended to her. Marsha told Elaine she knew where her son was, and that’s how they created a pact.”

“Marsha did know exactly where you were, Greg.”

“With Jack and Sandy.”

I mulled over the deceit, which left me speechless for a few minutes. Each player in the game faced a dilemma. Marsha wanted what she deemed best for Greg, so she set up such a dangerous play that she must have known might land her in prison one day. Everyone had deceived Elaine, including two sets of parents, with an adoptive decoy doing it for friendship and money and adoptive real ones acting out of love and desperation.

However well-intentioned they may have been, this was massively illegal and immoral, regardless of how lovingly Greg was raised.

“Frank, Elizabeth, and Marsha should face the full force of the law, Greg.”

“If they do, so will my parents, who bought me illegally.”

“Oh, sweet Jesus. What a mess.”

“Yes. You see why I can’t tell Elaine any of this?”

“She will go after Marsha, bring the lie crashing down, and your parents will go to jail.”

“Exactly.”

I convinced Greg to come home with me because he needed comforting, and I wanted to be that emotional support. We talked as I drove, and the rain got heavier again. I stared up at the swirling darkness above with utter disdain.

“Have you ever known it to rain this much, Greg?”

“It’s the southern oscillation, El Niño. We will get the cold phase soon.”

“I prefer our usual warm weather.”

“The rain messes with your training regime, Emma, but my old coach always told me that running when the conditions are bad or when you don’t want to defines the runner you will become.”

Lessons in running and in life.

When I reached home, I feared the worst because Steve’s car was parked outside. My heart thumped hard, and I felt panicked, but I never said anything to Greg, not wishing to stir up an unnecessary confrontation. I asked my boyfriend to wait in the car and stand by while I leaped out and slammed its door, running up the garden path at full speed.

Steve was milling around looking tortured, having rung the doorbell. He’d seen my car drive up and watched me run toward him. I noticed he held something behind his back, and I prayed that this wasn’t a moment of madness.

“Are you okay, Steve?”

“I’m probably not Emma, to be honest. My life has come crashing down around my ears, and I don’t know what to do.”

“Why are you here?”

“I know it’s not my home anymore, but everything I love is here or started here. No matter how I try to move forward, I have unfinished business here.”

“What business, Steve?”

“I need to speak with Chloe. Will you allow me that, please, Emma?”

“Of course. Don’t scare her.”

My front door was suddenly flung wide open. Chloe glanced at her father, and I saw her fear. Then she looked at me and seemed better.

“Dad? Why are you here?”

“I came to see you, baby girl.”

“Okay.”

Steve was soaked to the skin when he dropped to his knees, holding up a bunch of flowers hidden behind his back. I breathed an enormous sigh of relief, leaning against the wall to support myself.

My daughter wiped tears from her cheeks, as did my almost ex-husband.

“I am sorry, baby girl.”

“What is happening here, Daddy?”

Steve glanced at me and nodded, asking for my permission to continue. I smiled eagerly, waiting pensively for what I hoped would be a life-changing moment for a father and his daughter while we all got soaked. It was the most touching moment I could remember between Steve and Chloe since the day she was born.

He looked up into her smiling face, contrite as he should be, thankfully regaining his dignity. Steve cleared his throat and considered his words carefully. My heart exploded joyfully, and I cried as much as he and Chloe did.

“I came to apologize for letting you down, Chloe. I’ve been such an awful father, and I’m begging your forgiveness. Please give me another chance to be better.”

Chloe burst into tears, ran to her father, and dove into his arms, hugging him tightly. I was overjoyed and danced in the rain, kicking up a puddle. As my daughter and her father reunited, the rain stopped, and oily black clouds hastily moved on, letting rays of sunlight bathe our neighborhood in sparkling joy.

Steve declined Chloe’s invitation to come inside, citing many things he needed to do to set his life up properly. He promised to call her soon and arrange a daddy-daughter date. When she hugged her Dad goodbye, Chloe looked overjoyed.

As he passed me, Steve smiled genuinely.

“I’m sorry for what I did to you, Emma.”

“I know you are.”

“Thank you for bringing me to my senses.”

“That’s what family does for each other. Jack’s playing soccer this Saturday, as is Chloe’s girlfriend.”

“I’ll be there.”

“Good for you, Steve.”

I cried tears of joy and reconciliation. Steve and I had our day, and he knew we were done, but we were still family, sharing two children who bore his name and our DNA. That was important; I’d always known it, and by his expression of conciliation, I believed Steve realized it now, too.

“Thank you for sending over the money, Emma.”

“There is more if you need it.”

“Nah. It’s time I stopped freeloading off you. I started that job at Cartwright’s yesterday. I know you got me in there, and I am thankful you never gave up on me.”

“You’re welcome, Steve.”


Chapter Thirty

Anointing My Knight

◆◆◆

Steve’s loving gesture to Chloe and what seemed to be a transformation overjoyed me, but I wasn’t naive enough to believe he had made a complete life u-turn. He’d drawn a line in the sand, setting the first boundary his daughter needed from him for them to have any future relationship. It would take time, his fervent discipline to stay away from booze, and our understanding before he fully recovered. Even then, my soon-to-be ex-husband would never be anything other than a friend to me.

But he could still be a father.

I waved for Greg to come inside my home. He kissed me, hugged and spoke briefly to Chloe, who was crying, and then ran upstairs. I watched from the front door until Steve disappeared into the rain, driving too quickly through a puddle.

As I shut the door, I tapped my head against it, gasping with relief. I finally felt free from a disastrous marriage.

Our dormant divorce petition was active and underway courtesy of one phone call to my lawyers. Steve was beginning to make restitution and seemed to understand that he and I were done, which brought some closure to my marriage travails.

Overwhelming emotions swept me because at least one problem that plagued my life was heading in a positive direction. I turned and leaned against the inside of my front door, dripping wet, watching Chloe and Sally hug and cry. Greg bounded down the stairs, carrying a towel. When he handed it to me, I saw genuine love and concern in his wide eyes, and I laughed hysterically before falling into his arms.

“I thought you could use this.”

“I am a bit damp.”

“Everything is okay, Emma.”

“I can’t imagine what’s coming next.”

“You will deal with it.”

I am not so sure.

Greg carried me upstairs, where I peeked in on Jack, who wore headphones. He was engrossed in an online combat game on his computer. My son spotted me from the corner of his eye, smiled, turned off his microphone, kicked his feet off the desk, and jumped from his chair to dash across the bedroom floor for a hug.

He stepped back and stared at me, shocked.

“Wow! You’re soaking wet, Mom.”

“We got caught out in the worst of the rain.”

“You should dry yourself.”

“Are you playing online with your friends?”

I pointed at his desk, where a large, curved LED screen flashed images of people dodging around tanks and oil barrels, shooting each other. Jack glanced over his shoulder and nodded.

“Yes. We started an hour ago. All homework assignments are done.”

“Get back to it then and have fun.”

“See you at dinner, Mom.”

“Greg is here.”

“Cool.”

Jack ran back to his online world, blissfully unaware of his father’s visit and the emotional storm that ensued outside our front door. I was glad my son coped so well with the turbulence of our life, but I wasn’t entirely convinced all was well with him.

I watched Jack from his bedroom door, shivering while wrapped in a towel over soaking wet clothes. He laughed, joked, and played with friends in a trusted circle I had approved of. Greg hugged me as I watched my son play for a few minutes. He was the husband I wished I’d always had, but if he were, Chloe and Jack would be someone else, and I definitely didn’t want that.

“Jack will be fine, Emma. You must shower and change into dry clothes.”

“I know.”

Greg hugged me, placing his chin on my shoulder and wrapping his arms around my waist. His presence felt comforting, and his breathing was regular, like confident soldiers marching on concrete. He gently cupped my stomach, his fingers pressing precisely where my baby bumps had been, as though it soothed him to touch me there.

I turned into his arms, letting my son’s bedroom door close, and I kissed my beloved, enjoying the taste and searing touch of his lips against mine.

“Shall we shower together, Greg?”

“Yes, please.”

“You can do what you wished for while I had my period.”

“I want to worship you, Emma.”

“Do you mean to get on your knees?”

“At your altar - yes.”

“That’s a lovely name for it.”

Greg and I showered together with my bedroom door locked. Somewhat sooner than expected, I felt excessively aroused, a state I ascribed to the excitement and emotional over-burden I’d experienced all day. As I soaped my boyfriend’s cock, staring into his eyes, a lewd thought occurred to me.

I smiled at Greg and reached across to a shelf for my shaving cream and safety razor. He looked confused when I stepped out of the water jets, so I turned and faced him. I squirted cream into my cupped palm and rubbed it into the tufts of my pubic hair, shooting him a sultry expression.

“I think an altar should be smooth as marble, right?”

Greg was goggle-eyed and managed only a grateful nod.

“It will be a rough job for tonight until I get to the beautician and have every last hair removed, but I don’t want anything coming in between you and a well-deserved meal.”

“Wow, Emma. You have such a naughty side.”

“Yes, honey. How naughty would you like me to be?”

“Can I lick everything down there, please?”

My heart raced. I gulped, and my eyes widened because I knew precisely what my boyfriend asked me for. We were two weeks into the relationship and about to do something I never had. Greg glanced at the floor, unsure how far to expose himself sexually to me, so I cupped his chin and raised his eyes until they gazed into mine.

“We all have a kinky side, Greg. Why don’t we be completely honest like we said we would?”

“I’d like that too.”

“Do you mean to rim my anus?”

“Yes… please.”

“It’s never been done before, Greg.”

“I want to be the first… and the last man to do that.”

“I want it too.”

“Have you ever cum in a guy’s mouth Emma?”

“Do you mean like squirting?”

“Yes.”

“No, I haven’t.”

“Will you squirt in my mouth?”

He licked his lips, and I paused, pretending to consider the sleazy request, enjoying his sexual torment while I did. Asking me for such a kinky thing was hard for Greg, so it was safe to say we were both new to this behavior. From my perspective, I wanted my new boyfriend to explore me, and honestly, I wanted to lick his anus right now too, down on my knees while I reached around and wanked his cock - but he’d asked first, so it was only fair Greg went before me.

I nodded coyly.

“Yes, Greg, I would love to cum in your mouth.”

“Oh, thank god, Emma.”

While my boyfriend watched, I shaved my pussy, taking extra care when tracking the safety blade around my swollen labia. I wanted to give Greg my best, and even though I had always held on to my bladder and hormone glands during orgasm when any man went down on me, with him, it felt different. A slut, or perhaps better put, a woman with no inhibitions burned deep inside me, desperate for Greg to tame and own.

With eyes so eager they burned into my womb, Greg watched my pubic hair sluice down my legs and into the drain. He stooped low and lifted a few locks, placing them on a shelf. I was startled.

“Can I have those, please, Emma?”

“What for?”

“I have a locket with your photograph in it.”

“How did you get a picture of me?”

“I cut it out of a newspaper article from your podium moment after the race.”

“I think we can do better than that, Greg. I have a locket too. Mom gave it to me when I was a little girl. We can have photographs taken together in a booth and cut out one each for our lockets.”

“I’d love that, but can I keep a lock of your pubic hair, please?”

“Yes, but only if I can have yours, too.”

After shaving my pussy, I handed Greg the razor. It wasn’t the best tool for the job, but he managed to secure me a thick lock of his black pubic bush, setting it beside mine on the shelf. I kissed him tantalizingly, rolling my tongue softly into his mouth before stepping back and pointing to my bedroom.

“Get dried, kneel at the end of my bed, and service me with the same care I gave you.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

I wanted to be the submissive one in our relationship, at least in the bedroom, but it seemed Greg considered licking my pussy was an important milestone and ritual, so I would put on any show he needed. His ass looked delicious as he strolled away from me, every muscle super taut, his legs flexing as a runner does. His poise was excellent, his cock swayed like a weighty pendulum from side to side, slapping each thigh like a bell toll begging for me to suck and fuck it.

As I followed Greg into my bedroom, drying myself, my entire body shivered like ripples on a morning lake warmed by the sun’s first rays. Goosebumps rose along my arms and legs like iron filings to a magnet passed overhead, and a chill from the air conditioner licked my unprotected, engorged clitoris and bare, creamy pussy lips.

While Greg kneeled and rolled his neck as though limbering up for a race, I climbed onto the bed, collected a pillow, and shuffled my feet until I stood before him. I spread my legs wide and dropped my pillow, kicking it into place where I would sit.

Greg stared up solemnly, looking like a warrior waiting to be knighted by his queen. I smiled benevolently, then lovingly when I couldn’t maintain the facade. He inhaled deeply, devouring my perfume, a combination of lavender soap and my pussy juices that leaked liberally from a tiny hole pulsating, desperate to be fucked.

An errant bead of my shame dripped in a zig zag, racing down my silken thigh, curving around to the back of my knee where it clung. Greg saw the droplet, pressed his finger against it, then licked my shame. I tingled like the embers of a fire waiting for the slightest breeze for it to explode.

His eyes were wide, almost childlike in wonder.

“Can I fuck you first please, Emma.”

“Oh my… do you mean to clean me up afterward?”

“Yes.”

“Nobody ever did that to me before either, sweetheart.”

“First, can I stretch your pussy - fuck it for a while and then lick you.”

“Of course.”

I love it.

How could I refuse?

I dropped my ass onto the pillow and lay back, spreading my knees wide apart. Greg stood, pulled my quads until my pussy draped over the end of my bed. His cock was rock hard and the more I stared, the more desperately I needed him to fuck me solidly, then lick me, finally fill me with his sticky load and clean up his mess.

Greg’s emotional and sexual energy was off the charts. His eyes burned, scorching a blazing path into my heart, pouring rivers of love that pleasured my entire body. My muscles repeatedly tensed and relaxed and my pussy trembled anticipating an onslaught from the huge cock head nestled between my swollen lips. I stared up; Greg was my knight, and I was his queen. He was dominant as the giver of pleasure, while I was precisely where I wanted to be - receiving it.

As my boyfriend slid his cock balls deep inside my throbbing, tight pussy, I saw his eyes light up, his expression soften and everlasting love dance freely on his beautiful face. I was full of his cock, enjoying that feeling of being taken as his glans pressed hard against my cervix. My soft tissue walls stretched and tingled pleasurably while I powered my muscles, clenching Greg’s iron hard cock tightly in my warm, sticky sheath, milking it deep inside me.

Greg frowned as though confused, worrying me.

“Is everything okay, Greg?”

“No, darling… everything is wonderful. Your pussy is so tight it feels like I will cum in a few minutes.”

“You’d better fuck me hard and drop to your knees for the crescendo then honey.”

Is he really going to eat his cum out of me?

Fuck, I hope so.

Greg placed a palm on each of my knees and pushed me off his cock, then he hauled me back on it again. I was being fucked hard, each stroke of his cock bottoming out deep inside, filling me perfectly. Greg’s balls slapped against my upper thighs in the sleaziest way, driving my longing for more of his cock higher.

My boyfriend never averted his eyes from mine until he was done, almost cumming inside me before he slid his cock out and dropped to his knees, staring at my well fucked hole like it was a new tomb he’d opened in the Valley of The Queens.

He licked his lips with eyes only intended for my pussy, frowning so profoundly you could swipe a credit card through each slot across his forehead. I gasped, instinctively reaching down with both hands to spread my pussy lips wide open, offering the best possible access. Greg got there first, peeling away the sticky, swollen skin around my trembling clitoris so he could kiss, then curl it with his tongue before sucking softly.

I cried out, stifled my voice, giggling, terrified our daughters might hear us, but nothing deterred Greg. He plowed my anal whorl with vim and vigor, licking the ridges around the tiny hole as though paying me a tribute. When he palmed my ass cheeks wide apart and used his thumbs to claw open my anal sphincter, I was lost in a heady, sleazy dream world, knowing my boyfriend was about to tongue inside my most private and taboo place.

I stared down at him with my anus stretched wide, Greg’s tongue tip licking the tiny pink hole and I panicked.

“Are you sure about doing this, Greg?”

“Never more so.”

“Okay. Go for it!”

When my boyfriend’s tongue probed inside my back passage, I instinctively clenched every muscle down there, blocking his access. I had to give credit to him. With Greg’s thumbs opening my back passage and his index fingers rolling my sticky, throbbing clitoris between them, I relaxed and enjoyed new pleasure sensations I never realized existed.

I raised my head, stared down, and gulped.

“You’re fingering and rimming me?”

“My tribute to the woman I love.”

When I relaxed, Greg’s tongue reached inside my rectum, and he licked the soft tissues, bathing sensitive, erogenous, sizzling nerve endings there. I gasped, wondering what being fucked in that hole would feel like, resolving to suggest it someday soon.

Buy some lube and be ready, Emma.

Accidentally leave it on the nightstand to prompt Greg.

No… Jack might see it.

My mind drifted while Greg softly rimmed my anus, simultaneously working my clitoris with two fingertips. My body increasingly ascended, trembling through a pre-orgasm, shimmering in rapture until my climax broke, and I felt an ocean of unicorn pee break free from a bladder that was too tightly constrained.

I stared down, amazed and unabashed, watching my boyfriend’s cheeks blow out to bursting point until he swallowed, his Adam’s Apple jerking in his neck. His eyes met mine, and all I saw was a desperate plea for more, so I squeezed my muscles and bladder, squirting hard, filling Greg’s mouth with my orgasm while my body shuddered wildly.

I had never cum so hard before, but it wasn’t over yet. Greg puckered his lips, sealed my pee hole and sucked as I forced out every drop for his anointing.

I cupped the back of my lover’s head, making sure he cleaned every part of my pussy until my orgasm became so intense I needed him to stop. Greg kept going, rising back to his feet, sliding his cock balls deep inside me continuing to fuck me senseless.

My orgasm was extended, and wave upon wave of joy shook my world while my body burned, boiled, shimmered, and toiled to contain the utter ecstasy that I didn’t want my kids to hear. My heart was owned in the moment Greg’s cock twitched deep inside me and he orgasmed, squirting hard, filling me with his hot, sticky seed. I wanted to hold him, but he was far too busy pummeling my squelching hole.

When he was done, Greg’s cock jerked delightfully inside me, the top of his glans, slamming into the upper wall of my pussy. He decanted every last drop of his seed deep inside me and then glanced down at the creamy hole he withdrew his cock from before looking at me.

I shook my head.

“You don’t have to do it, Greg.”

“Why not?”

“I know that after men cum, the sleazy passion that drove them runs dry quickly.”

“Not mine, Emma.”

“Oh, really?”

He grinned like the cat that got the cream as he dropped slowly to his knees, licking his lips, eyeing me as though I was dessert.

I was about to enjoy another first.


Chapter Thirty-One

Sickness

◆◆◆

Greg ran with me in the morning, but he was sluggish. From his excessive and labored panting, I knew he must be carrying a virus - one of those twenty-four-hour infectious nasties that grips you slowly, churns your body into mush, and then leaves you feeling jaded for a couple of days after it’s gone.

I pulled up halfway home, having edged ahead for no reason other than my boyfriend being unable to keep pace. When he caught me, I stopped him. He looked mildly dazed and caught in the throes of an illness.

“Let’s walk home, Greg.”

“You’ll be late for work.”

“Your health is more important than a few phone calls. You can stay in my bed all day.”

“Are we doing that now, Emma?”

He stared at me, wanting to say something but struggling for the words. I held his hand, inhaling deeply to catch my breath while Greg labored for his, leaning backward, wheezing. His face was as white as a bleached bed sheet, and he stared at the gravel as if holding his head high was too laborious. My boyfriend was gripped by the virus ailing him, which happened so quickly that it shocked me.

“Let’s walk, Greg.”

“Okay.”

“Do you want to discuss something?”

“Yes. I want to talk about us. Sally and I seem to be living in your home.”

“Our daughters are sleeping together, as are we, Greg. We must live together to some degree or lose control of our kids. I don’t want Chloe and Sally living alone in either of our homes, playing house, and I won’t leave Jack alone.”

“So it’s a practical measure?”

“Whatever it was until now, we must quarantine together until this illness passes. I guess it will take each of us in turn.”

“Sorry.”

“Don’t be. It’s the nature of illnesses.”

“Are you ready for us to live together for days at a time, Emma?”

“I don’t know, honey - we will find out in a few days if we are all still alive. I don’t think we can move in together yet - it feels far too early, but yeah, practicalities are forcing us together.”

“Are you worried about Sally and Chloe?”

“Not about them being together, but I’m not keen that their relationship progresses too quickly. If they have a house to themselves, it might create pressure on both of them.”

“Then I should take Sally home.”

“And what then? We prevent them from coming to one another’s houses? They won’t be parted so easily, Greg, and I don’t think it’s a good idea to separate them either because that might stir rebellion. One teenage daughter is bad enough; taking on two would be a war we can’t win.”

I know this from experience.

“I agree, Emma, but it feels like I am moving in, and we are living together.”

I hated having the whole moving-in-together discussion with Steve before we were engaged. It was like we had decided to get married without the full wooing, down-on-one-knee proposal, engagement period, and actual wedding. When those events happened between my estranged husband and me, it felt unsurprising. Each phase seemed like a natural progression, silently foretold, lacking the sparkle and joy others spoke of.

This is how modern partnerships are often formed, and I fully understood the need to try each other out, especially in the bedroom and cohabiting. I had begun to feel Greg and I were being sucked into the same pathway, and I was pleased he felt similarly.

As we strolled along the river, I glanced sideways, judging whether Greg was in the proper condition for this conversation. He must have read my mind.

“I need this talk, Emma. Forget my illness for a moment.”

“Can I say something controversial?”

“Yes.”

“It may sound selfish of me to say, but I want to be wooed. I think it’s the natural order of our genders; you chase me, I tease you a little, and we ease into our relationship.”

“I wholeheartedly agree. We have slammed into each other at a serious pace.”

“Do you think that might partly be because of Sally and Chloe?”

“Maybe, but also… I am insanely in love with you, Emma.”

“We can’t lose that spark. Love has hit us like an oncoming train, but if we don’t nurture it, all could be lost. Greg, I have been here before.”

“Steve?”

“Yes.”

“Maybe we all agree on a rule - the girls too. Weekdays in our own homes, weekends shared at yours or mine. I can make a spare bedroom look very cool for Jack.”

“For his sake, we are better staying at my place for weekends, but otherwise, I agree.”

I felt relieved because, although I didn’t want to put the brakes on our relationship too hard, my life was complicated enough without immediately swapping out one husband for another. We had lit the spark of love that now needed careful tending, but that was better done with some absence between us.

As I recalled my romance with Steve, I remembered the day he suggested we marry. Two days after he mentioned it, without a proper proposal, he showed up at my house with a ring, handing it over as a courier would. I was so delighted that the man I’d fallen in love with wanted to be my husband that I forgot how it all came about and took the ring.

Steve had never actually proposed, and I never said yes. Now, as I assessed it, our love seemed to have been transactional from the very beginning.

Yeah, and look how that turned out, Emma.

You have great kids. Always remember that.

Greg appeared happier, and I wondered if the heat in our relationship was too much for him as well. He initiated and drove our discussion, concluding that we were rushing into an intensity we might not maintain. I wasn’t concerned about why my boyfriend wanted to slow things down because the recent revelation about his birth mother would have given anyone pause to reflect on all matters of life and love.

“Can we date midweek, Emma?”

“That’s an excellent idea.”

“I want to work hard to have you.”

“Honey, you have already had me in ways no man ever has.”

“I want to keep you.”

“Thank you, Greg.”

“What for?”

“For wanting me so much and being sensible.”

By the time we reached home, my schedule was already ruined, so I called Anna, explaining my potential infectiousness and that I would work from home. Greg showered alone in a spare bedroom and then ensconced himself in that room’s bed, allowing everyone a slim chance to avoid his virus.

I worked from my bedroom until lunch, which was a DoorDash pizza and salad delivery. Since Greg was sleeping, I had a motherly chat with Sally and Chloe. Surprisingly, the girls missed their privacy too, and although their love was undaunted, having weekdays apart so they could focus on their studies, part-time jobs, and social lives worked out well.

Feeling pleased with myself, I ate a slice of pepperoni pizza, and a small portion of the cob salad Chloe had ordered. That smugness didn’t last long, as I felt my right ear blocking up, a warning that illness was coming.

For three days, my entire house was bedridden. Jack was the last one to fall ill and the first to get better, tending to the doorstep food deliveries, making coffee, and generally being an angel. I barely saw Greg through the daytime because he was struck down worse than me, but after I struggled through my workload, we managed to snuggle in the same bed at night watching TV.

Everyone felt much better on the morning of day four, suffering only mild symptoms. Muscle and joint aches and twinges were most unpleasant, but stretching off helped, as did paracetamol and lots of water.

When someone knocked on my front door, I assumed it was a delivery, so I headed there. When I opened the door, I was utterly shocked.

“Hi Elaine.”

“Hello, Emma. I came to see why you are in hiding.”

“You can’t be here.”

Before I could stop her, Elaine hugged me, kissing both cheeks before strolling into my house. She saw my family gathered in the kitchen and headed over, smiling as though she were related, introducing herself to Chloe, then her son and granddaughter, while my heart palpitated and squeezed into my mouth.

“You can’t be here, Elaine. We’re all sick.”

“Yes, yes… we need to talk.”

Greg and Sally looked horrified, knowing precisely who just introduced herself, but unless Elaine was a five-time Oscar winner for Best Actress, she was oblivious as to whose hand she had just shaken. My new boss, business partner, or whatever she was, looked kindly upon our daughters, saying nothing about why she found them fascinating.

Then, Elaine turned her attention to Greg, and terror gripped my soul. My heart felt like it would explode and tear a hole through my ribcage, my brow was sticky and damp with perspiration, and for the first time in four days, I felt sick from a cause other than the virus afflicting us.

“So, you are the lucky man?”

Greg stared agog, jaw dropped, eyes out on stalks like a cartoon character while he processed the situation. I fleetingly wondered if Elaine was here to investigate my family and judge my home, but I had warned her not to play games, and it seemed unlikely she would, given her victory in securing my support.

Greg had a lightbulb moment, smiled weakly, and wagged a finger.

“Ahh… you mean because I am dating Emma?”

“Yes, of course, Emma. Why else would you be lucky?”

“I am surely a wealthy and fortunate man in that regard.”

“You never mentioned your name.”

“No, I didn’t.”

“Ahh, I see. You don’t want to tell me who you are.”

Greg glanced from Elaine to me like a deer caught between a truck’s headlights crossing a road. His nostrils flared, his eyes bulged, and the sickly color that had prevailed all week became an even more worrying ashen gray.

Please, tell her she’s your Mommy.

Put me out of my fucking pain.

“I’m Simon.”

Fuck! Another lie told.

“Okay. It’s nice to meet you properly. I seem to have provoked a terrible reaction from you, Simon. Has Emma told you what an awful person I am?”

“She wouldn’t ever do that, even if you were.”

Hmm, that’s not entirely true.

Elaine eyeballed Greg, using her flawless intuition to assess and judge him. As a woman with an acute ability to read body language, I knew she could tell something was wrong, but I couldn’t leap in to help my boyfriend without fueling any suspicion she might be developing.

Amid a stunned silence, Elaine carefully studied my boyfriend, then Sally, and returned her stare to Greg again. I felt awful and almost tearful because even though I found her to be a problematic businesswoman to deal with, Elaine Bradbury was standing before a baby she had defended with her life, then jeopardized herself for several times after losing him.

She must fucking know.

Or she suspects.

Please tell her, Greg. This can’t go on.

Elaine smiled and broke our silence.

“You look so familiar, Simon.”

“I run the best jazz club in town.”

“Emma told me about that, and I have been there, but something about you seems very familiar.”

“You’re mistaken.”

We were all perched on the precipice of a life-changing moment. I prayed Greg would reveal himself to his mother, even though this was an imperfect time and place. For Sally’s sake, I wanted the problem of Elaine’s illness to be out in the open, even though when that moment came, it would start a whole fresh crisis.

I gasped, then held my breath, my temples bursting with pressure as an anxiety attack loomed. We all waited, watching Greg’s expression change from horror to something far worse.

“Are you sure we haven’t had any business dealings, Simon?”

“Ye-”

Greg came up with the perfect solution by natural causes: turning sideways, he projectile vomited, much to everyone’s horror. My floor tiles were suddenly splattered with a sea of congealed barf that was half digested food mixed with water.

Oh, fuck!

Elaine leaped back, stunned, checking the extent of Greg’s splatter on the floor before ensuring no speck had stained her Holland Cooper trench coat or the designer shoes she wore. Her head snapped my way, and she stared at me quizzically.

“Jesus Christ, Emma. What’s going on here?”

“I was trying to explain several times that everyone in this house has been sick for four days with a virus, and now, you’ve blundered in - I don’t fancy your chances of staying well.”

“Okay… okay… I’m gone - out of here, but we need to talk urgently. I will call you later.”

“Make that tomorrow.”

“It can’t wait, Emma.”

“It will wait.”

When my front door shut, I rushed to Greg and guided him around his misfortunate spillage, heading to the stairs, shouting back.

“Girls, please clean that mess.”

“No problem, Mom.”


Chapter Thirty-Two

Bombshells Everywhere

◆◆◆

“Oh, my god. I have never been more embarrassed in my life.”

“Are you okay, Greg?”

“No.”

I had just asked a man who projectile vomited across my kitchen floor, now with his head in my toilet bowl, if he was okay. Of course, he wasn’t okay, but I was as panicked as it seemed Greg was by Elaine’s sudden appearance in my home.

Greg retched again while I kneeled beside him, stroking his hair as though I were comforting Jack. As a mother, I was immune to vomit, having cleaned enough off the toilet seat, every floor in my house, the back car seat, duvets, and pretty much anywhere else a child could be sick. I thought I’d seen every plausible reason for a barfing session - too much soda, excess food, jerky car motion, a fever, or just because kids love to do things that cause moms to act like a triage nurse.

But I had never seen anyone throw up because they just met their real mother.

Greg took his head out of the bowl and stood unsteadily. I handed him a glass of water and a capful of mouthwash, pointing at the sink in the most motherly manner. I giggled and shook my head, drawing parallels between my boyfriend and son. After he rinsed, I unbarred his escape route and led him back into my bedroom, where he sat on my bed.

I watched him, feeling slightly uneasy that he sat on my new bed linen.

“Are you still feeling sick, Greg?”

“A bit. My stomach was full, and then Elaine showed up and well… Oh, fuck!”

“What is it?”

“I was about to tell her that she’s my birth mother.”

“Oh, my.”

I wish you had.

We could move on to the Sally problem.

“The words were forming in my mouth, Em, and then… Jesus, can you believe I threw up?”

“Yes, but only because I saw it. That was some spectacle.”

“I need to clean up my mess.”

Greg leaped up and panicked again, but I stayed his dash for the door with a firm hand against his chest, forcing him back onto my bed.

“Our daughters are taking care of it.”

“You mean Chloe is. Sally runs from all household chores.”

Hmm, Chloe won’t like that.

The Elaine situation shocked me. The intense moments when she observed Greg, inspecting his face like he was someone she knew, were terrifying. If I could pick anywhere for Greg’s big reveal, my home would be at the bottom of the list, and especially in front of Sally. It might have been her grandmother’s worst moment, where the woman snapped and had a departure from reality, finally reunited with the baby she fought tooth and nail for.

Greg rolled back on my bed, groaning, so I pulled the duvet over him and held a clammy hand until he fell asleep. Our illness was mostly gone, but the weary phase that follows while our bodies return to normal lingered in both of us but not our kids. My boyfriend needed a few hours’ sleep and would undoubtedly return to his usual lively, fit, and healthy self.

While Greg slept, I went downstairs to an empty, clean house. The kids had gone to school, deciding they were well enough and had been sufficiently punished through incarceration for having been sick all week that they must get out. My car was gone, with Chloe driving, which wasn’t a problem because I was too jaded for a spell in the office.

I made coffee and returned upstairs, briefly checking on Greg before sitting at my computer. While staring at the screen and watching the boot-up process, I sighed, sipping a much-needed caffeine fix before settling in for a work session, first checking my emails.

There was one from an unknown medical clinic, so I clicked and opened it.

Dear Mrs. Winchester,

My name is Dr. Viktor Dearborne. Miss Elaine Bradbury has instructed me to provide access to specific parts of her medical file (attached) and asked that I summarize my prognosis.

My patient suffers from a rare incurable neurodegenerative disease that was inherited at birth. I expect my patient could live for up to two years, by which time she will have lost her ability to function in every physical and mental sense.

It is, therefore, concluded by the patient that she will seek end-of-life services while she can still do so independently. I estimate she will do this before six months from today’s date.

Oh fuck!

No fucking treatment?

I opened the medical file, which was a binder. My heart boomed as panic rose, and I felt sick. I craned my neck and checked on Greg, who slept like a baby.

The treatment file was my starting point.

As far as I can ascertain, the patient’s earliest symptoms were subtle problems with her mood and mental/psychiatric abilities. She reports these began in her early twenties and remained improperly diagnosed for decades, attributed at the time to issues relating to a childhood trauma she will not freely discuss. Therefore, I cannot report it here.

Currently, the patient suffers a general lack of coordination and an unsteady gait, which she manages well. She is prone to bouts of confusion and increasing frustration with her condition, which manifests as anger. Since coming to me, the patient began exhibiting hyperkinetic movement disorder, best described as chorea. Her lack of outward symptoms is due to self-discipline supplemented with heavy doses of tetrabenazine and deutetrabenazine, both FDA-approved medications for treating chorea, the involuntary movements usually associated with Huntington's disease.

“Huntington’s disease?”

The patient does not suffer from Huntington’s or Parkinson’s diseases, for which her condition can frequently be mistaken in its late stage. Many of her symptoms are treatable with the same drugs.

As the disease progresses, uncoordinated, involuntary body movements will become more apparent. Her physical abilities will gradually worsen until coordinated movement becomes difficult, then impossible until she cannot talk. The patient’s mental abilities will generally decline into dementia, depression, apathy, anger, and impulsivity at times.

If the patient’s experimental treatment regime does not work within the next six months, she will begin an end-of-life journey in Switzerland.

As her physician, I can only say that it is a miracle the patient has survived this long with her medical condition undiagnosed.

A single purpose drives her, and I cannot help but feel saddened by the demise of this noble woman.

“Are you okay, Emma?”

I clicked off the medical file, blanked my screen, and spun in my swivel chair. I tried my best to crack a smile, but it was hard. My heart wept for Greg, Sally, and especially Elaine.

She’s angry because she’s sick.

And I know exactly what drives her. I’m staring at him.

This is a fucking dilemma.

I smiled at Greg, choking back my tears and the selfish need to unburden myself. Marsha’s benevolent deceit, the actions of my boyfriend’s parents, Elaine’s rape and battle to keep her baby broke my heart, presenting the worst circumstances I’d ever known for anyone close to me.

“You’re awake, honey. How do you feel?”

“Much better, thank you.”

“Good.”

“You mentioned Huntington’s disease, and I woke up. I wondered why. Is everything okay?”

“Yes. It’s for my health insurance. I have an annual confirmation of what is covered and what isn’t.”

“Ahh, okay.”

Greg rolled out of bed and came to me for a cuddle, which I happily gave. I empathized with him in many ways, but it was time for some hard talk. Reading Elaine’s prognosis terrified me, and I was barely able to contain myself over the fact she had already planned the end of her life.

“Before nodding off, you said you were about to tell Elaine she’s your birth mother.”

“I would have said it had I not vomited, Emma, but I’m not sure I am ready.”

“Honey, as an adopted child, you decide whether or not to reveal yourself to your birth mother. What happened to Elaine is an utter outrage, but you owe her no truth about you. Your parents may have acted illegally but did so out of love.”

“I know, but I was stolen from her, and I feel like she deserves closure and, well… maybe I want to know her too, even though she appears to be a spiteful bitch.”

I don’t think Elaine is a bitch.

“Telling Elaine that she is your birth mother is something you must do on your terms, not in a moment like we had downstairs. She had no right to come here and stroll in like she owns the place.”

“But I must tell her, Emma.”

Yes, you must.

“That’s your choice, honey.”

I didn’t like the duplicity of my situation. I was the nexus of all lies and tried desperately to shield Greg so he could make choices on his own terms. Also, being so new into a relationship, there were layers of substance missing for me to dole out such potentially bad news as I might have. For the rest of the day, Greg worked in my kitchen from his laptop while I did the same from my bedroom desk.

I had a call with Erik that brightened my day. He wore the new barista apron sample I had sent him to test before we produced more in the right colorways for our refreshed brand. From an extensive workwear catalog, I selected a blue denim design with brown leather cross-back straps to ease neck pain.

Erik used the web camera mounted to a vending cart temporarily connected to his phone to call me while serving coffee. He grinned and waved at me, then smiled at a customer, handing them a tasty-looking double espresso with a luxurious coating of golden, delicious Crema I could have dove into and bathed in.

“Are you feeling better, Emma?”

“Yes, much. I’ll be back in the office tomorrow.”

“Great. We can catch up properly, then.”

When he finished serving, Erik leaned back, sliding both hands in his apron pockets and grinning broadly. He looked happy, possibly the only millionaire businessman I knew who was living his dream, serving coffee to people who passed him by as though he was never there. Every other wealthy person I knew was engaged in the same daily corporate cut and thrust as I was.

“I love these new uniforms, Emma. We have four pockets now - look.”

“It is so simple to make some people happy. Just a more comfortable and utilitarian work uniform that looks cool.”

“It’s essential - four bellows pockets offer us enough space to keep barista tools and accessories within arm’s reach and easy to pick up conveniently. Also, I love the anti-rust brass buckle fasteners & metal rivets.”

“We now need to commission our new embroidered logo designs and change colorways to burgundy from blue.”

“But we keep the denim, right, Emma?”

“We keep the denim.”

I giggled when he danced and posed, twirling for the camera. Erik was so pleased with his new apron sample that his enthusiasm lifted me. His blue Levi’s 501s were a carryover from the previous uniform design, working across generations and always fashionable. My design team kept the jeans but modernized everything else in the ensemble, including a wet-weather jacket and warm fleece with summer and winter headwear options. Everything came in male and female variants.

Of all the projects in my business life, this coffee initiative with Erik most excited me. Watching my staff thrive with his team, innovating, energizing each other, and moving forward at pace was thrilling. He was a positive man with no hidden agenda, a stark difference from all things Bradbury PLC, a company that felt like a dull, wet weekend in July.

Even though my heart bled for her and Greg, I wish I had not committed to working for Elaine, but I had agreed, and for what I believed to be a noble cause. Being sullen about a decision already made served no purpose, so I shook the matter from my mind and smiled at my new business partner.

“I am over the moon with everything, Emma. We ran the focus groups you asked us to and showed the new range of coffee equipment without branding. Customers love it.”

“What about our new coffee beans?”

“Only four of the seven varieties have been delivered. One scores lower than our current offer; two are roughly the same, but one far exceeds our current user satisfaction score. Once the other three varieties are in, we can select on a new range and prepare stock.”

“Will we be ready for the Texas show in April, Erik?”

“We have six months to prepare everything and run adverts for new franchisees so we can sign them at the trade expo. I am sure we can do it.”

“Great. Next week, we can run through the ad concepts and down select them. They will be ready for another beating up within a month.”

He beamed from ear to ear, nodding at a customer, taking their order, and servicing that while talking to me.

“Honestly, I’m thrilled, Emma.”

“Me too.”

“All we have left is to convince the bank next week.”

“Shall we discuss that in person tomorrow?”

“Sounds great.”

I was concerned about our bank meeting. The business community in our city was tight-knit. Lawyers, bankers, and accountants were an untrusted layer of an overall suspicious and cutthroat professional community. Other PR and marketing companies would help spread rumors of discord between my company and Bradbury PLC, adding titbits of exaggeration and pure fantasy about what had passed between Elaine and me.

I wouldn’t be surprised if the bankers we approached already reached out to contacts in bars and restaurants all over the business district, filling in holes on files with my name on top. My credit score was excellent, and I had no debt, but our bank relationship manager would be concerned with and focus on loan serviceability. His judgment on that score was highly contingent on whether he considered my long-term prospects good enough.

If the bank rejected our proposal, I still had the financial means to back my side of the deal, but a loan rejection would be a personal blow and a significant smear on my reputation—one that my competitors would celebrate and endlessly gossip about.

In the PR world, bad press is a killer.

We ended our call on a high note and scheduled meetings for the next few weeks. After I shut down the video call, I stared at my computer screen and pondered my recent lousy press - a pure invention of tabloid media, online business blogs, and my competitors.

What would you tell a client to do, Emma?

But I don’t want to do that.

You fucking must.

I cringed, staring at my phone on the desk. My problem was time-sensitive: Even as I agonized over making a phone call, somewhere, banking wheels were turning, performing searches on me, downloading statements, and checking company-filed accounts.

I had the power to turn the tide in my direction with one call, so I lifted the phone, my fingers trembling.

She picked up on the third ring.

“I thought you said I couldn’t call you later. You were quite adamant about that.”

“I never said I couldn’t call you, Elaine.”

“Okay… I tell you this now - we must stop playing games with each other.”

“I want you to hold a press conference tomorrow morning announcing and backing me as Bradbury PLC’s new CEO.”

The line went silent, aside from Elaine’s breathing. Her announcement would instantly demolish all my critics, and the bank would have no choice but to grant my loan application or see me fuck them back across the CEO desk of our regions second most powerful company behind GD.

“That’s great news, Emma, but why the sudden change of heart?”

“You don’t have a lot of time.”

“You read my medical file?’

“Yes.”

“The doctor isn’t hopeful my treatment will work, so I am at your mercy, which I utterly hate. I have never relied upon anyone, ever.”

“I won’t let you down as long as you don’t toy with me, Elaine.”

“There will be no more games played - I promise.”

“Okay. Will you announce me tomorrow?”

“Yes, but you must be beside me at Bradbury PLC Plaza at noon. I’ll have someone arrange everything if you get the press there.”

“I can do that.”

There was another pause while my whole body silently sighed. I felt relieved. Even knowing that I was dealing with the devil and stepping further into their cavernous realm amid a mess of lies, it felt good that any negativity about me or my company would be blown away by tomorrow afternoon.

Greg came into my bedroom, gesturing to ask if all was clear. I nodded, beckoned him in, and smiled, so he approached me, kissing my cheek before sitting on my bed.

“Goodbye Elaine.”

“One moment. There must be a reason you need me to announce your position tomorrow. I won’t probe, but I have a personal favor to ask.”

“Go on.”

“You asked me about inheritance once. I have your signed non-disclosure agreement, so I can reveal a confidential matter to you that no other person knows. You cannot repeat this to anyone.”

Oh please, for the love of god, no!

“Do you want to discuss this tomorrow, Elaine?”

Please say yes.

“I want you to visit a woman. I’ll arrange everything. She has files I want you to read. You must take over from her as the executor of my will because Marsha is dying.”

“Oh, dear.”

“I have a son, Emma. His name is Greg, and I love him dearly. He was stolen from me as a baby and now lives in Australia with adoptive parents. Everything I have must go to him and only him.”

“Okay.”

“Are you understanding me?”

“Yes.”

“You must promise me that you’ll meet Marsha, gather what she knows. Then, after I die, you’ll find Greg and faithfully execute my will.”

“I promise.”

“See you tomorrow, Emma.”


Chapter Thirty-Three

The Cobra Strikes

◆◆◆

“How do you know I’m dying, Emma?”

“How do you think?”

“Greg told you?”

“Of course, he told me. What did you expect, Marsha?

I sat on her deck and sipped coffee, staring at Marsha over the rim of a beautiful porcelain cup, seething with rage at her nonchalance and utter deceit. She had the demeanor of someone confronting their last days on Earth - no fear for what she’d done or the consequences of her actions, just a sullen arrogance for my perceived impudence in questioning her motives and means.

I had discovered the whole truth.

Even in the week since I’d met her, the former midwife’s health had deteriorated. Impending death was evident in her tired, gray, stony eyes, from the wrinkles on her brow and around her cheek bones that resulted from rapid weight loss. Surprised by what I knew, she stewed silently after my initial attack, glancing everywhere except at me.

I’d just about held myself together the previous night when Elaine revealed her hidden truth and blurted out that she had a son. My new boss had spectacularly body slammed me with a truth that was another descent into more lies for me, this time to my boyfriend, whom I should have said something to. After my call, Greg commented on my pale complexion, which I passed off due to the illness we’d all suffered, not having entirely left my body.

But I wasn’t sure if my boyfriend believed me when I told him Elaine wanted to discuss my new position as CEO at Bradbury PLC.

Marsha sighed and stared at me, desperately trying to salvage her reputation and preserve a version of the truth around Greg’s adoption that I had destroyed. I leaned forward, wearing my most toxic and enraged expression, evil eyeing a dying woman.

“It was all about money, you greedy cunt.”

“You came here very early for a fight, Emma.”

“The early bird catches the worm.”

“That’s unkind, as is calling me a cunt.”

“Oh, but I know what you did, you dirty, dirty woman.”

“Everything I did when Elaine was in a coma preserved Greg’s childhood. He has wonderful parents in Jack and Sandy. Frank and Elizabeth are kind people who were desperate to get to Australia. It all fit perfectly because they had a baby the same age as Greg, almost to the day.”

“You lied and lied… so many fucking lies… wow… fuck! You sold a baby and swapped two children’s identities, then lied to a birth mother and then Greg. Now you’ll take the secret to your grave.”

I was shaking, desperate to throw the fast ball I hid - a massive revelation that might well end Marsha’s life in a heart attack before my eyes. She shook her head as though chiding a lying child.

“You are full of shit, Emma.”

“Oh, we’ll see about that.”

“I left a trail of breadcrumbs for you and Greg to discover in the files you took away. I wasn’t shocked when he visited, but I thought our conversation ended the matter. Your boyfriend left happy, and now you….”

“You took the coward’s way out, leaving Greg believing a lie. He may never know why you did this to him. But I know perfectly well.”

She sighed, inhaled deeply, and coughed alarmingly into a handkerchief. Ordinarily, I would help with some comforting words, but they escaped me, such was my horror of the woman caught up in a web of deceit she created over three decades ago. Marsha coughed again, then rocked back, staring at the roof covering her deck, shaking her head.

She has no idea that I have the truth.

“You see, Emma… I wasn’t sure about Elaine. I hardly knew the girl. You wouldn’t believe how hard she fought to have Greg and then keep him. The doctors put her chances of waking up from the coma as slim, but I feared if she did, that willful child would move mountains to reclaim her baby.”

“So you made it impossible for Elaine to find her real child, who lives in the same city. You created a decoy who went to Australia.”

“Yes.”

“Greg and Elaine have bumped into each other at least twice to my knowledge.”

“There is no way either would have known the other until you and Greg came here. He had no clue Elaine Bradbury was his mother until your father let that cat out of the bag.”

That’s true.

“And that happened without your prompting. Meaning, you would have died without telling Greg the truth had he not decided to research who his birth mother is.”

“I made a provision for all the files to be delivered to Greg on my death. A lengthy letter explains everything I have already told him. I can go in peace. A letter also explains to Elaine that Greg, who lives in Australia, is not her son.”

“You only did that because we visited here and wrecked your plans. Had we not, this whole matter would not be exposed until Elaine Bradbury died.”

She looked frightened because I was tugging the lie like the tiny thread in a jumper that soon unravels as it is pulled on. I smiled inwardly, enjoying how Marsha stewed, wondering what I knew and how I might treat her dirty secret.

“Yes. I’ll admit your visit changed things.”

“Greg’s inheritance would have gone to a guy in Australia. You only left breadcrumbs of the truth for him to find after we visited, which is why you took so long in the basement. Frank is your brother, and Greg, who lives in Australia, is your nephew. I know his name is Simon, by the way.”

Marsha’s jaw dropped, and she gasped. Her empty cup slipped from her hand, the handle of which smashed off when it hit the wooden deck. The truth was finally out. She groaned loudly, leaned forward, cursed me effusively, and then sat back.

“How the fuck do you know all of this, Emma?”

“Once your first lie was exposed, it was a matter of time and digging. Sleuthing through genealogy websites and making a few calls to the city records office did the trick. I had a few days at home, so I spent my time wisely. You’ve been very naughty, haven’t you?”

“Yes, but…”

“But?”

“How did you dig out the change of name?”

“Greg discovered that, and I know how much this burdens him because when he bumped into Elaine, he introduced himself as Simon. Why did you try to steal an inheritance, Marsha?”

“Greg is wealthy, my family does okay in Australia, but…”

“You were willing to steal everything a woman built for her child, supplanting her family for yours. I dare say it never started that way, and you were morally honest to a point, but when Elaine got rich and Greg became moderately wealthy anyway - you thought, what the hell, they owed you and you couldn’t miss the opportunity to help out your folks.”

“I agonized over it for decades, Emma.”

“But then you became a thief, doctoring records, lying, conniving with your family to disinherit Greg.”

“I am owed something. Elaine and Greg have glorious lives because of me.”

Her face was contorted, and the narcissist hiding inside was finally fully exposed. Marsha looked vicious enough to attack me, but she couldn’t; such was her weakness that degenerated daily. I was glad she had failing strength, realizing I had walked myself into danger.

Marsha looked desperate, defeated, and resigned to an awful fate. Heaven knows how Frank, Elizabeth, and the fake Greg, or whatever his name was now, would take the news that the riches expected after Elaine’s death would not be coming.

She tried desperately to reach me with a plea.

“Can’t you see my family deserves more for me helping Elaine?”

“No… and definitely not at the cost of her son. Tell me, do Jack and Sandy know about this disinheriting plan?”

“They never knew anything except for paying money to adopt Greg. This plan is all mine.”

“And your family is complicit?”

“They know about it.”

Marsha looked sick because I’d discovered the whole truth. She fully intended to let Elaine believe her son was in Australia to the end and beyond, disinheriting him and dishonoring the woman who trusted her. Had my father not exposed the truth about Greg’s mother, whoever distributed the Bradbury estate after Marsha died would never have known about the actual adoption and swap of babies.

They would see the adoption Marsha wanted the world to see, and an unrelated family would benefit from Elaine’s life’s work.

“And now you have changed your mind, Marsha, but only because my father made the truth known to Greg.”

“Damn your father. He fucking stole those records.”

“He bought them and thank god he kept them. Have you identified the real Greg to Elaine in the letter you will send her?”

“No.”

“So, even now, you are still trying to steal her wealth.”

“Not after today. You’ve made sure I can’t.”

“You lied about everything, Marsha. You told us Elaine never wanted to know where her son is and that she wished him peace and love with an adopted family, but in truth, she thinks she knows Greg and his whereabouts, right?”

“I provide Elaine photographs and occasional updates that Greg… I mean, Simon is doing well.”

“I feel fucking sick. You are a monster.”

Marsha looked surprised and a little concerned, but I genuinely felt sick to the pit of my stomach and needed to tell her. The lies she’d told were breathtaking. Her attempt to steal billions was the culmination of a hubris that had built as she jealously watched the pregnant child she helped become more successful every year.

I pointed to the house.

“You’re religious, right, Marsha? When I made coffee here during our first visit, I saw a cross on your living room wall indoors.”

“I believe in god, yes.”

“So how do you think your god will view all of this… your lies and deceit in Elaine and Greg’s lives? I mean, you almost pulled off the crime of the fucking century.”

“It turned out well for everyone.

“Except for Elaine. Oh, and Greg, of course, but blood is thicker than water, and neither of them is yours.”

“Oh hell, you aren’t being sympathetic toward Elaine, are you? She’s a billionaire who believes her son is doing well and that he’s happy. Which in reality he is, by the way. Greg is wealthy, and he has you, arguably an outcome that wouldn’t have been achieved but for me.

“Wow! The end justifies the means, then?”

“Of course it does.”

‘“So we should be thanking you?”

Marsha’s rage was sparked and she tried to rise from her chair but her strength sapped rapidly and she sank back down, looking severely pissed that she couldn’t reach out and strangle me. Instead, she wagged an accusatory finger at me.

“Let me tell you something, Emma… the adoption system back then was fucking horrible. Elaine’s baby could have ended up anywhere, and how would that benefit him or his mother? She would have become broken, trying to retrieve Greg from a system hell bent against her with an awful family who might fight her just for the hell of it.”

“He could have ended up with his actual birth mother had you let the system do its work.”

“Are you fucking high? Elaine couldn’t have cared for Greg with that beast of a father hanging around. Even her sister begged me to have Greg adopted.”

“What? Why?”

She stared sideways, shaking her head, tears rolling down her cheeks.

“Elaine’s father raped her sister repeatedly. It was only discovered after he was arrested.”

“Wow… fuck! Fuck! Fuck.”

“Is he the…”

“No, he’s not Greg’s rapist father but he’s just as monstrous. It seems Elaine’s Dad stuck to sleeping with only one daughter. But my point is… that child could not care for a baby. Her sister begged me on her knees to have Greg adopted.”

“Elaine built a billion-dollar business. I wouldn’t put anything past her.”

“Hah! You like her.”

“Yes. I do.”

“She’s fucking horrible.”

“No. That’s you.”

Marsha grew angry, most likely because I had messed with her neat departure plan into the afterlife. She’d intended to shuffle off this mortal coil with a clear conscience, having created a peaceful, loving narrative in her mind that everyone was happy and got what they deserved. But that fantasy story wholly depended on a tissue of lies that were now wearing thin, more so because Elaine was dying and had become focused on her inheritance - a matter she believed rested in Australia.

With my non-disclosure agreement signed and on Elaine’s desk, I couldn’t mention her prospects for life or death, but I could manipulate, maneuver, and start an unholy war that would drag out the truth.

“It’s time you left, Emma. I’ll speak to the person coming here about all of this. You have my word.”

“What person?”

“Because I told Elaine that I am dying, she has selected a new executor of her last will and testament. I am to meet them next week. I shall explain everything.”

“And then what will you do?”

“I’ll travel to my sister in Louisiana, where I will be surrounded by family when I die. Nobody will find me; even if they did, my family wouldn’t let them get close. They all have guns, so don’t try.”

“What is it like to be so heartless, Marsha?”

“I did everything out of love.”

“But you lied and deceived everyone. How can you live with it… How can you die with this on your conscience?”

“I started lying, and there was no way back. After reading my letter, Elaine will understand and forgive me once she has time to simmer down. I leave with a clear conscience.”

“I won’t forgive you.”

“I don’t care.”

While Marsha shot me a - what the fuck business is it of yours look, I stood and collected my bag and phone from the table. She turned white as a sheet when I tapped my screen and smiled.

“You recorded our conversation?”

“Yes.”

“That’s deceitful.”

“Oh, Marsha. You have no idea how fucked you are. That person taking over as executor of Elaine’s will is me.”

“Fuck off!”

“I took the CEO position at Bradbury PLC to get closer to Elaine and untangle the web you spun. I was as shocked as you are now when she and I spoke yesterday on this very matter. The truth will be out, Marsha. I’ll ensure it.”

“You malicious, treacherous bitch!”

“Don’t go there. Visit Elaine today and undo your lies, or by 5 pm, this recording and my version of the story will go to every journalist I know and the police. You’ll be arrested and spend your last days in a prison infirmary, handcuffed to a bed.”

“You wouldn’t do it, Emma.”

I stared at her, testing my will. I snorted and smiled like a starving cobra eying a fat rat. In a few weeks, my personality had changed, the major part of that transformation coming last night as I lay mulling over every discovery I’d made. I planned this very moment while my beloved boyfriend’s semen swam inside me. We’d made love, and I felt an overwhelming urge to protect and honor Greg to my dying breath if necessary.

“I will fuck you up, Marsha. Do not doubt it.”

“I can’t tell the truth now.”

“You don’t have to tell Elaine who Greg is, but undo the Australia lie and explain how you stole and sold her son. Then you can tell her about your relationship with the family she believes adopted son and how you schemed to defraud her and Greg.”

“I can’t do it.”

“Then suffer a soiled legacy, arrest, the inevitable gossip about you for decades to come, and face your god for judgment with all these lies and sins burdening you.”

As I turned to leave, tears welled in Marsha’s eyes. I felt a pang of regret for being so cruel and wrecking the end-of-life plans of a dying woman who had done some good in the world. I didn’t consider what I would do in her place when confronted with the same problems when a fourteen-year-old girl came for help, but I wanted to believe I wouldn’t have lied for more than thirty years.

And I would never steal someone’s inheritance.

From my car, with the engine running, I composed myself and watched Marsha slowly crack, leaning sideways on her rattan sofa until her face was buried in a cushion. It was 8 am. I had snuck out of my house while Greg slept, leaving a note saying I had to get to the office early.

His messages and missed calls were racking up on my phone.

I stuck my gear shifter into reverse, hit the gas, and squealed my tires angrily as I exited Marsha’s driveway. I had no plan to finally solve this problem so we could all focus on Sally, still desperately wanting to leave Greg’s options open concerning coming out with his mother. The Australia lie and the plot to disinherit Greg were too immense for me to sit on. It was impossible to reveal anything to Elaine because she would immediately ask how I’d come by the information before she arranged for me to meet Marsha. Everything would be unpicked, leaving Greg exposed.

My heart was in my mouth because I was lying to Greg and Elaine by omission. I prayed my gamble and threats would work on Marsha, opening up some options for me to resolve the problems confronting everyone. Signing a non-disclosure agreement had been necessary to receive Elaine’s medical files, but now, that signed document assured my silence on matters relating to her.

I answered Greg’s call.

“Are you okay, Emma?”

“I’m fine, honey, but I have so much work and left early.”

“I’m at your office, and you haven’t been here.”

Another lie

Fuck!

“Please let me explain everything later this afternoon, Greg. After the press conference, I will meet you.”

“Of course, darling. I am worried about you. I love you very much.”

“Don’t worry about me. I love you too.”

I drove carefully, knowing my mind wasn’t entirely on the road. Marsha might crack and give in to my demands, or she could run, sending everything she had on the matter of Greg and Elaine by courier to the woman who had trusted her. I couldn’t blame her for washing her hands and running away from the debacle.

At my office, I strolled through a scene from a dystopian movie. What furniture hadn’t been packed and moved was disassembled and strewn across the floor, waiting for attention. It felt like my soul was rendered from a place of meaning, and a ransacked office was left behind where innovation, love, and achievement once reigned. Only two of my staff remained, helping eight removal men and women work hard to complete our move, covering all open spaces with bubble wrap, polystyrene chips, and cardboard boxes.

Anna stood in my empty office, where I joined her. Looking morose, she stared out my window, so I hugged her.

“Why are you looking so sad, Anna?”

“It feels like part of me has been stolen away. Also, you’re moving on without me.”

“Ahh, the rumors about my new job have swirled already.”

“Yeah… journo’s have called all morning asking for quotes about you becoming the new CEO at Bradbury PLC. I heard you planned a press conference at their company plaza to announce.”

“This isn’t the end, Anna. We are just getting started.”

“I won’t see you every day. I’ll miss that moment we shared an occasional coffee and gossip.”

“You can come with me.”

Anna gasped and stared at me in disbelief. Her eyes filled with tears, and she leaped at me, hugging me tightly.

“I want that, Emma. I’d much prefer being your assistant than a Chief of Staff. I’m not cut out for it.”

“Okay. We can manage everything from my new office.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yep. Let’s make it work. You finish up here and meet me at Bradbury Plaza at noon. Don’t be late.”

“I’ll be there.”


Chapter Thirty-Four

The Big Show

◆◆◆

Bradbury Plaza was a public access square in front of the first building Elaine bought as her company Headquarters. It featured meandering raised and ground level walkways, ornamental trees and shrubs, a few bronze statues, and many places to sit in the shade or sun.

A few small shops in the main building were accessible from the Plaza, selling convenience items, luggage, computers, phones, and travel accessories. It was a pleasant place to hang out for a short while amid the hustle and bustle of corporate drone existence, but it didn’t have enough grassed area for my liking.

I arrived early by design, hoping to catch a quick meeting with Elaine before the press consumed us, but I diverted from my direct path to her building’s immense, well-guarded glass front doors when the aroma of great coffee wafted into my nostrils, summoning me to a vending cart.

I saw Erik and smiled. He looked spectacular in his new barista uniform, and my day immediately brightened.

“Are you here by coincidence, Erik?”

“I wouldn’t miss your press conference for the world, Emma. I arranged my rota around being here for you.”

“Thank you.”

He smiled and handed me the cappuccino he knew I needed but never asked for. I sipped, instantly felt revitalized, and followed Erik to a bench while his colleague took over. Something occurred to me as we sat enjoying the sun on our faces, staring at the immensity of the Bradbury PLC behemoth home.

“Were you always in coffee, Erik?”

“Not originally. I used to work here.”

He pointed at the Bradbury building, cringing as though it were his interpretation of hell. I laughed because it made sense that anyone who had spent time in one of the office buildings in our business district would understand the commercial travails involved in coffee.

“What did you do at Bradbury, Erik?”

“I manned a cubicle for four months and pretended to work mostly. When Elaine started it, the company wasn’t very efficient, and she was a very different person - incredibly nice. She has no idea that I won salesperson of the month three times running.”

“She doesn’t know who you are? That you worked for her?”

“Maybe, maybe not. She was busy back then, and I was only employed briefly. Elaine plays games these days. On her infrequent visits, she comes here with people to buy them coffee from the great vending cart that you really must try. They stand in line and drop gossip. Some snippets are useful, but most are propaganda, which we ignore.”

“It’s a spying game.”

“Many people from Bradbury PLC are gossiping in my line, Emma. The company has changed immensely since I won best salesperson.”

“In your opinion, how is the company these days?”

“Bradbury has become so efficient it has a workplace suicide every year.”

“Shit!”

“Yeah. It’s not good.”

“I guess overworking is the root cause?”

“The former CEO, Simon Henry is an asshole. The stress of looming performance reviews, monthly sales targets and a generally oppressive working environment where people quit, work themselves into ill health or…”

He didn’t need to say any more. I glanced up at the roof, forty-five floors above the Plaza where we sat, then stared at the concrete slabs, low walls, and bronze statues in front.

“That’s grim.”

“Like I say. It wasn’t always like that. Can you see the carved inscription above the main doors?”

I squinted and read the words inscribed deep into the stone in Latin.

“Nam nos qui liberos perdidimus.”

“It means: For we who have lost our children. I could never figure out its significance, whether it’s personal to Elaine or generic to all parents who lost a child. She’s a mysterious woman.”

Oh, Christ, the entire building is a monument to Elaine’s sadness.

“This company needs you in so many ways, Emma. A kind, decent boss who will create a working environment where people can thrive. That’s how Elaine had it until those idiots took it over when she retired.”

“Is that why you aren’t raising objections about me taking on too much work?”

“I want to see happy people at my cart, drinking lots of coffee and having conversations, but also, in your new position, our loan will be a simple matter, as will all regulatory approvals, and the gravitas that comes with you helps us.”

“I took the job partly because of the loans and my current bad press. I couldn’t stand the thought of being rejected.”

“Sometimes rejection is good, Emma. It teaches us humility, not that you need it.”

I smiled and glanced at my business partner, a friend and mentor. His age was about right to be an experienced, level head I could turn to for advice.

“Did I do the right thing accepting this job, Erik?”

“It’s not for me to say.”

“But I’m asking you.”

Erik stood up and smiled at me. He pointed into the distance where Elaine Bradbury strolled around the Plaza, grabbing a few peaceful minutes before the press would arrive and take up their position at the other end in a makeshift seating area with a small podium and lectern.

“What’s Elaine doing outdoors?”

“She comes out here at the same time every morning when the Plaza is empty aside from those people going from somewhere to another place. This is the sweet spot between midmorning break and lunch.”

“Is she relaxing?”

“In a manner of speaking. She will walk for a bit, then sit beside the statue you can see next to the bench she now lurks around. Now is a great time to see Elaine if you need a word, if that’s why you arrived early.”

“Maybe I came here for great coffee and to see you.”

“Maybe you did… now, get to it, chop-chop, young lady, or you’ll miss an opportunity.”

I stood and hugged my business partner. I wasn’t usually so familiar with colleagues or business contacts, preferring a handshake to the hug so many guys felt obliged to give. In recent years, the practice had declined, considered sexually inappropriate or COVID snuffed it out. I saw hugging and cheek kissing less and less outside socials and mixers, unless a relationship was sufficiently robust, long-lived, or based on a form of flirting, initiated by one party or both.

I never flirted in the workplace, but I did like Erik as a friend and business partner, so I hugged him, and he whispered.

“You did the right thing accepting this job, Emma.”

“Thank you.”

With half a cup of treasured cappuccino in hand, I headed for Elaine Bradbury, who had sat down. Her lips were moving but nobody was there. She smiled and looked serene, happy even, and not at all like the shark I knew she could be.

When Elaine saw me, she smiled, stood, and shook my hand before inviting me to join her.

“You got here early, Emma.”

“I came for coffee and to chat with my business partner.”

She smiled wryly and pointed toward my business partner, who had returned to serving customers at his vending cart.

“Is that what you told, Erik?”

“You know him?”

“He won the award for salesman of the month three times running. He only worked for the company for four months.”

“And you let him go?”

“People who perform that well always leave, Emma. Erik could have sold sand to the Arabs, and I wasn’t in a position to promote him quickly enough back then, so I reluctantly let him go to thrive, which he has.”

Somewhat as you did with Greg.

“And now you ignore him?”

“Not at all. I pretend not to recognize Erik; he believes he hides in plain sight. If I want to get gossip out, I can take someone with me for coffee and talk while standing in line.”

I laughed inside, keeping a straight face, then glanced thoughtfully at Elaine.

“How are you feeling?”

“Oh, please don’t start that, Emma. I take enough pity and sadness from well-meaning friends and my doctor. At least let me feel normal with you.”

“Done.”

“Shall we chat in the office… your new office?”

“Yes.”

When she stood, Elaine half turned to a small walled-off area with shrubs. She smiled lovingly and kissed her fingers before tenderly touching the forehead of a little boy’s bronze statue. It could have been any carefree boy around eight or nine, his hair swirling, face painted with a beaming smile any parent would treasure, mid-running stride with his arms pumping as though catching up with friends or running playfully from them.

I leaned in and glanced at a small plaque at the statue’s base.

I will always love you, Greg.

I wanted to cry but couldn’t. Elaine’s smile returned to the hawkish expression I knew her for, and we walked together to visit my new office. Journalists, bloggers, and other media types had begun to arrive in the Plaza and were either checked in or sent to Erik’s coffee cart for refreshments.

Elaine grimaced at the assembling crowd.

“Fucking vultures desperate to pick over a carcass.”

“I see pigeons waiting to carry a message.”

“That’s why you’ll do well here, Emma. Speaking of which, there are to be no more suicides at Bradbury PLC, please. I want a happy workplace - like yours. I was on my way to achieving something similar when I retired and handed over to Simon Henry and Parker Mason. Never trust people with two first names, Emma.”

“I couldn’t agree more.”

I was shocked because, as we strolled through the door, she looked up at the inscription I hadn’t noticed until Erik pointed it out. She smiled, and thereafter, I saw flinches in Elaine’s expression that expressed a deep love for the building. Security guards smiled at her, waving us through a channel that bypassed scanning tunnels.

Elaine Bradbury was appreciated, maybe even liked by the staff who guarded the foyer.

My new office was vast, an inner sanctum with a personal assistant plus three staff in an outer office. They nodded politely when they stood, murmuring a welcome before sitting back down and doing their work.

Inside my private room, I saw opulence beyond belief. On a deep, plush ruby red carpet, a massive, highly polished, ancient ebony desk with gold inlay was my centerpiece, with a swivel chair that a luxury liner captain would envy. Contemporary modern furniture was scattered throughout the office, including a long, brown leather four-seater sofa with matching chairs, making an informal meeting area beside floor-to-ceiling panorama windows.

The views were spectacular. I gasped and beamed excitedly, turning from the view to face Elaine, who looked pleased that I was happy.

“This office is amazing, Elaine.”

“It was mine and much less luxurious back then, but everything here was bought and paid for under Simon’s reign, and it seems churlish to get rid of it just because he is an asshole.”

“Where is your office?”

“I’ve set up in Parker’s old rooms, which are predictably indecent in so many ways. He has no eye for colors, style, or design, so I’m sending everything to a homeless charity once I shuffle off into retirement.”

“When will that be?”

“Oh, about 5 pm today. I have no time to waste.”

I heard angry shouting from the hallway. Someone was yelling from the outer office. Elaine glanced at the door and smiled, as if a friend she expected had finally arrived.

“It’s Marsha. Give me a moment to have her cleared to join us.”

Elaine used the desk phone to speak in hushed tones to the personal assistant in my new outer office. I strolled to the thick, clear glass windows staring out at the only decent view our business district had, a marine, part commercial, part yachtie.

I was still putting it all together: Greg, Elaine, her loss, and now the utter grandeur of her means to provide for the son she loved dearly. It made my skin crawl that we had so many obstacles to clear and very little time to do it.

Focus on Greg and Sally.

My heart rate increased, and I was shocked that Marsha had arrived so soon after we met. I had no idea under what circumstances she had come to meet Elaine. A security guard came in carrying a large box of files, which she set beside my desk before smiling and leaving. Moments later, another guard arrived, pushing Marsha’s wheelchair.

Marsha was shocked and angered to see me, wagging a finger in my direction.

“I want to talk to you without her in the room, Elaine.”

“You know Emma?”

“In passing, yes.”

“She stays. Emma is the new executor of my will.”

The atmosphere had turned decidedly toxic. Marsha’s demeanor was unmistakably hostile toward me, less so toward Elaine. Her face muscles rippled almost violently as rage devoured the woman who I had sat with hours ago.

“You kept me waiting in your outer office, Elaine.”

“As soon as you called and asked to meet me in an emergency, I sent you a car, a wheelchair, and two people to help. You were served coffee, so you should complain less and talk more about why you came here. Neither of us have the time to waste.”

“Hilarious, Elaine and cruel.”

She’s not referring to you bitch, but the narcissist in you must assume that she is.

Elaine sat in one of the chairs facing the marina, cool as a cucumber. Beyond a harbor of small boats, the vast, sparkling ocean was a heavenly shade of aquamarine. She waved at the other chairs, so I joined her while a guard wheeled Marsha over so she faced us.

When the guard left, closing my new office door behind him, an uneasy silence settled. Marsha would be rejigging her speech, possibly deciding more honesty than less was needed because if she didn’t tell the truth, I was available to be her conscience.

Marsha shot me a poisonous look. Eventually, Elaine broke the silence, her poker face indecipherable.

Don’t play poker with her.

You don’t play poker with anyone.

“Thank you for delivering the files, Marsha.”

“I have a private letter for you as well. It contains information I would prefer you read after I die. My lawyer will send it on.”

“Does the letter explain why you tried to steal my son’s inheritance?”

The room was instantly silenced to the extent that you could have heard a pin drop. Marsha stared at me with such a fiery evil eye that I laughed out loud, snorting.

“Don’t look at Emma. I’ve known all along what you were up to, Marsha.”

“Fucking how?”

She bellowed angrily and far louder than a woman in her condition should. Marsha’s handkerchief covered a coughing fit, and when she removed it from her lips, I saw blood speckles on the white linen. Elaine looked entirely at ease, not smiling, revealing no emotions, just staring, assessing, and plotting her move. It was textbook corpo-drone stuff, and I was riveted.

Had I not been embroiled in this tragedy, I might have been morbidly fascinated, but I was invested - in Greg, Sally, and now Elaine by the fortunes of my new position and beautiful office. My emotions railed against the calm exterior I forced my body to display. I may not be as poker-faced as Elaine, but I revealed nothing.

Oh, god, I am saved from at least one lie.

Let’s get to Greg here now and then help Sally.

Jesus, Marsha, please don’t have a heart attack in my new office, for fuck’s sake.

“I may not know my son when I stand before him, Marsha, but I know when the man standing before me is not my son. Simon looks nothing like me. He has the same weasel-like behavior as his mother, Elizabeth.”

“You’ve met them?”

“Unbeknownst to you, many years ago, as soon as I could afford the airfare, I traveled to Australia to reclaim my son. Imagine my surprise when I realized you’d switched him.”

“Why didn’t you say something?”

“I rented a house in Frank and Elizabeth’s neighborhood and watched the child you duped me with. He played, had friends, and was happy. I imagined my Greg would be the same. As greedy as you became, I doubt you would have placed my sweet baby with negligent parents.”

“He is happy and safe, Elaine. I promise you.”

“Good. Then, I have been the best mother I could have been under the circumstances forced upon me. I have given my child the right to grow up in a loving family he became familiar with.”

“Yes, you were an exceptional mother. You fought hard for Greg, so I hid him well for the very reasons that you decided not to pursue him.”

“And then you got greedy?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“You got wealthy beyond anyone’s dreams, and I figured you owed me.”

“Ahh, yes… I understand the concept of me owing people very well. I have a nephew with a similar weak disposition for forcing his hand out and taking without permission.”

I saw a tear in Elaine’s eyes. It was barely there and must have been forced out of her tear duct by emotions so overwhelming I couldn’t begin to comprehend them. I imagined myself in her position, losing Chloe or Jack, and I had to dismiss the thoughts because I choked, my temples bulged, my eyes filled up, and I almost sobbed my heart out for the teenage girl who lost a baby and the woman she became.

Marsha shifted uncomfortably in her wheelchair, eyeing Elaine and then me, wondering what either of us might say while she undoubtedly planned her next words.

“What now then, Elaine?”

“You are discharged from your duties with my thanks.”

“And our agreement?”

“I shall honor it. One million dollars will be disbursed four ways to your family members as full payment for your years of confidentiality and care.”

“Our agreement says that money will be paid on your death.”

“I will pay on receipt of your death certificate, Marsha - have no fear, I shall not tarnish your reputation.”

“Thank you.”

“You can go now. I’ll have a guard collect you. A driver is standing by.”

“Do you want to know where Greg is?”

“No. My son will live a happy life without my interference. I will have investigators discover him after I die, whereupon he will inherit his birthright.”

“I’m sorry it got so messy, Elaine.”

Messy? You’re a fucking thief, bitch!

“Just leave now, please. We are done.”

When the guard came and wheeled her in a u-turn, Marsha looked wholly relieved and reached out to shake hands, but Elaine never flinched. She stared impassively out of the window until the woman who tried to steal everything from her was taken away.

It was the last I would see of Marsha.

Elaine, with tears in her eyes, stared at me.

“Why did you go to see Marsha this morning?”

“My father worked for your competitor and was tasked to dig dirt on you. He never used the information but gave me the files when you came after me with lawsuits and dirty tricks. I discovered Marsha while doing my due-diligence, so I visited.”

It’s almost true.

“So it was your father who paid for my medical records?”

“Yes. He’s very contrite about it.”

“He did me a favor. After discovering that vulnerability, I paid Marsha to make everything disappear so nobody could find Greg.”

“The files will never be exposed.”

“And are you satisfied that I am not the ogre some make me seem?”

“Yes.”

“Don’t pity me, Emma. Somewhere in the world, I have a wonderful son I will love dearly to my dying breath. I breastfed Greg for the ten best days of my life.”

“I know.”

“Shall we go and do our press show?“

“Yes.”

A mother can only imagine the tears another has shed when her child is lost to them for whatever reason. Elaine had cried an ocean of tears ten times over and spent years agonizing over her loss while directing all anger, hatred, and energy into building something for the baby they stole. Being with Elaine had dispelled my preconceptions and every intuitive judgment I’d made about her. She was a strong, principled woman, not wavering in her path even in what might be her last days.

As we exited the Bradbury PLC building, I felt proud because everything about this company was for and because of the man who had become my soulmate in a matter of weeks. We walked into the sun and paused, taking in the gathered throng of reporters, cameras, and microphones, all restrained by a secure cordon fifty meters away.

Greg was on my mind and in my heart. I felt his strength as I had the day my beloved dragged me around a running track to a winning record time. His gracious and loving smile and overwhelming manliness struck me hard, making me want to run to him now.

“Emma!”

Elaine turned at the same time I did, and we saw Greg running over, grinning from ear to ear. He reached and hugged me, lifting me so powerfully that my feet left the ground. I was shocked and terrified that another meeting between a mother and son was happening without revealing the truth.

“I love you, Emma.”

“I love you too. Why are you here?”

“I couldn’t miss this moment of your ascension and wanted to see you before it happens.”

“Okay.”

What the fuck should I do now?

Jesus, Greg, you are playing with fire.

He set me down and laughed, turning his attention to Elaine, who looked puzzled and amused. Greg offered his mother a hand, which she took, staring into his eyes as though recognizing her baby. She frowned, shook her head almost imperceptibly, and glanced at the boy’s statue.

When Greg pulled Elaine closer and hugged her tightly, it confused her, but she went along with it, wrapping her arms around his waist and patting his back.

“I want to introduce myself properly. Last time we met, I told you my name was Simon.”

“Are you going to be sick again?’

“No, but I desperately want to meet you, properly.”

“Okay… well, here we are, young man.”

As Elaine stared at his face quizzically, Greg unbuttoned the top two buttons of his shirt and removed the locket containing my hair and a photograph of both of us. I gasped, and then my eyes filled with tears, although my new boss couldn’t see it or the locket because she was too focused on the man with odd behavior.

My boyfriend’s eyes filled with tears, his face glowed with love as he leaned close to Elaine, his forehead almost touching hers, choking on his words. He held both of Elaine’s hands, and she rubbed the backs of his comfortingly as a mother would for her son in a moment of deep emotional turmoil.

I was shocked because Elaine couldn’t possibly know who stood before her. Somewhere deep inside her subconscious, memories were provoked, revealing her son. She wasn’t there yet, but judging by the changes in her expression, the mother who had lost so much was getting there.

“Are you-?”

“My name is Greg, and I am your son.”

“Oh god… please, please. I beg you to be him.”

“Hello, Mom.”

“Oh, Greg… my darling boy. I am so happy to see you again.”

Greg caught his mother when her knees buckled, and she cried out in a choking voice. Her poker face was gone, and, as she descended into his arms, sobbing, her palm cupped his cheek, and she squeezed, feeling the contours of her lost son’s face.

“It is you.”

“Yes, Mom.”

Her tears were joyful and tortured, and the contorted expression that tore through her face was authentic. When she leaned back in Greg’s arms, his mother stared upon the face of a son she loved with all her heart. I cried, happy for a mother and son reunited, pleased that my nightmare was ending.

“You are Greg. I know it - I was sure we knew each other when I saw you at the cafe, then again at Emma’s home, and now, I can smell you, the same baby I carried and fed.”

“My parents told me this locket arrived in an envelope a year after I was delivered to them. They said it belongs to my biological mother.”

Elaine finally stared at the locket and nodded, tears rolling down her cheeks. She was emotionally distraught and overwhelmed with joy, but she had no clue what to say. She gripped Greg’s arms as though his life depended on it.

“It was my only meaningful possession back then, so I gave it to the adoption advisers.”

“We found each other, Mom.”

“Yes, we did.”


Chapter Thirty-Five

Love and Family

◆◆◆

“Greg… you two should go inside before the press gets a whiff of what’s happening, and they storm across the Plaza like the Charge of the Light Brigade.”

“Thank you, Emma.”

Even though they clung firmly to each other, I ushered Greg and his mother back through the doors into the building that was a monument to their separation and lives. Both cried, as I did, but there was no time for me to shed my emotional burden entirely because the press might accept Elaine’s absence from the podium, but they wouldn’t forgive mine.

After dropping mother and son inside the foyer, I strolled to the press pack, weaving my way to the stage and podium. As I passed them, I shook hands, then, on the podium, I stared at many friends, fellow members of the city’s PR gaggle, and my daughter, who had an arm around Jack’s shoulder, standing at the back looking on proudly.

I waved, and my kids waved back. In the distance, Erik stood at his vending cart, smiling at me. Late as usual, my parents dashed from the Plaza parking lot entrance, joining my kids with many hugs and kisses. Then, as I was about to speak, Sally raced in too, grinning and waving, wrapping herself in my daughter’s arms, kissing as partners in love should when they have the world at their feet.

Oh, god, Sally.

Please be okay.

I wiped away more tears before they spilled down my cheeks. In their summations, the press would call me emotional and blame that on my rise to the ‘C Suite.’ They had no idea how right they were about my state of mind or how wrong they were about the reason why. While I waited, scanning my carrier pigeons, they fell silent, waiting for my speech, already furrowing their brows with many questions about the odd circumstances evolving by the second.

I could safely assume they would be particularly curious about why Elaine wasn’t with me on stage.

Then, as though nothing had happened for the previous ten minutes, Elaine calmly stepped onto the stage, smiling and waving. She sidled up close, hugged me tightly, and whispered.

“I don’t know how to thank you, but we can see Greg in a few minutes together. Let’s get this pony show out of the way first.”

“Thank you. I had little prepared.”

“You would have coped.”

“We must announce the new technology initiatives, Elaine.”

“Okay.”

Elaine stepped to the fore as I moved sideways. I had already prepared her for my future vision. Manufacturing in the automotive, aviation, and aerospace sectors was a mainstay, but the company had, on my advice, invested in two up-and-coming industries. They hadn’t invested enough nor done anything to scale up a commercial plan to achieve revenues.

But it was a start and one I wanted to focus on.

In my opinion, using enzymes and insects to break down agricultural and household waste into useable raw materials was a clear commercial winner within five years. One technology that Bradbury developed involved creating an experimental animal feed and alternate human protein supplement from Black Soldier Fly larvae consuming household waste. The flies laid eggs on the waste, and once hatched, the larvae fattened, became chrysalis, and were suitable for further processing as food.

I had suggested the technology five years earlier after discovering it at an Academia symposium in Asia, where a wild-haired Indonesian professor pinned me into his exhibition booth for an hour, declaring insects to be the protein source that might cure world hunger. I was pleasantly surprised to try samples of the fully processed Black Soldier Fly larvae, which tasted like unsweetened popcorn.

Elaine explained my role and the evolving immediate growth strategy she and I had agreed on, but she never discussed the second part of my proposed pivot plan.

So I took the matter up when it was my turn to speak. I knew why she hadn’t mentioned it. Elaine was concerned that after she died, the money being spent on our second strand of research might appear self-indulgent, given the breaking news of long-term illness.

I nodded at my pigeons.

“Friends, thank you for coming today. I am delighted to be the new CEO of this brilliant company. I have little to add to what our Chairwoman has said aside from advising you all that our investment into biomedical research will be increased and our efforts accelerated.”

“What is Bradbury researching, Emma?”

Walter Carling, a shrewd hack who could smell a story across oceans and continents, shouted the question.

He’ll be a problem.

“We are working with other laboratories and research organizations to improve health outcomes for neurological disease sufferers, focusing on understanding underlying mechanisms of many diseases, developing early detection methods, and finding treatments to slow or stop their progression.”

“What specifically will Bradbury be doing in the sector?”

“Our future research will explore gene editing, biomarkers, and lifestyle interventions to extend end of life beyond current prognosis.”

“Why this, why now, Emma? It’s so different from everything Bradbury is doing.”

“We have been investing for the last couple of years.”

“Yeah… but not hugely. You sound like this is a big deal for the company. I get the maggots for food idea, and that’s seen some investment by Bradbury, but this bio stuff has been small.”

Fucking maggots for food? I can see the headline now.

Asshole!

“Neurological disorders are a fast-growing epidemic. They include dementia, Parkinson’s disease, and narcolepsy. Our bodies can live longer with better lifestyle choices, but our brains are failing too young and too often.”

“Are you saying there is profit in making people well, Emma?”

Of course there is you dimwit.

“Of course there is, but you knew that already, Walter. Your question is designed to create a cynical spin on our initiative - profit over people, is it? Shame on you. Making people live well and longer is a noble cause that requires funding, which means profits must be made. We shall discuss this with the federal government as soon as we expand capability.”

Walter’s question was precisely what I needed to calm my nerves and prepare me to present more positively than I felt. Sally’s predicament emotionally drained me, not just because I knew her well but because now, she felt related to me through my boyfriend and daughter.

I fielded many more questions from the pack, eventually taking Elaine’s cue that we should leave. Our press conference felt like it had gone well, but by the look of Water Carling, he had sniffed a story and would pursue me until he got what he wanted.

Elaine and I left the podium together, strolling casually into the building foyer, through security, and onto an elevator. She exhaled sharply and fell into my arms.

“Are you okay, Elaine?”

“I feel weak and want to see Greg and Sally… oh god, Sally.”

“Where is everyone?”

“Greg is upstairs in your office; everyone else is outside.”

“Good.”

I arranged for my family to join us upstairs, but because Greg and Elaine needed a private place to become acquainted, I had them detour to the conference room. One of my new staff members offered to order refreshments from the outside vending cart, where she claimed the coffee was far better than what the office hospitality service provided.

I smiled wryly and nodded, relishing the thoughts of negotiating a contract with Erik.

When he saw his mother, Greg ran forward, hugging her and helping her to a comfortable chair. Elaine looked weary and slightly jaundiced. I wondered whether this whole day might have shortened her life. Greg sat beside her, holding the hand of the woman who carried him until she was beaten, then lovingly breastfed him until he was pried from her fingers while she was unconscious.

Elaine sipped water and smiled weakly at her son, frequently cupping her hand to his cheek or running her fingers through his hair. The occasional tear still rolled down from her reddened, tired eyes.

“I can’t tell you how happy I am, Greg.”

“Me too, Mom.”

“Are your parents good people?”

“The best. Jack and Sandy cared for me, and I am loved.”

“That makes me very happy, son.”

“They want to meet you.”

“As I do them.”

Elaine inhaled sharply a few times, steeling herself for a tough conversation. More tears welled in her eyes, and I knew she was thinking about Sally. My heart wrenched for all concerned because another crisis would begin once this news was out.

“I have some terrible news that cannot wait, Greg.”

“What is it?”

“I am unwell.”

“Unwell how?”

“I have a neuro-degenerative disease, not unlike Huntington’s. I will die soon, but more importantly, mine is an inherited disease, passed on by the female line in a generation.”

“Oh fuck!”

“It can skip family members. My sister doesn’t have it; my mother did. Sally must be tested as soon as possible.”

“Fuck!”

Greg screamed with horror, leaped up, and paced around my vast new office with his hands wrapped around the back of his neck, muttering incoherently. Within moments, his face was smeared with the tears of terror and distress that poured from his eyes like a monsoon.

I chased Greg around the room, my heart in my mouth, and hauled him into a warm, loving embrace. He held onto me, sobbing into my cashmere pullover, his body shuddering in utter shock. What was a joyous moment had turned tragically in an instant.

Greg composed himself and stared at me.

“Hold on a minute, Emma.”

“What is it, honey?”

“You know everything that’s going on.”

“I do.”

“Do you know about Sally and this illness?”

“Yes.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I wanted you to decide when and where to introduce yourself to your mother. I spoke with the doctors; they said even if, and I mean, if Sally has this illness, she will live a long life.”

“Are you sure?”

“One hundred percent, honey. Every patient is different, but the disease progresses slowly.”

“I’m fucking terrified, Emma.”

“I know… but you have people who love you and Sally around you. We will fight this if it even is a thing.”

“I need to talk to my Mom.”

I walked him to his mother, who rocked back and forth, crying like a baby. Greg kneeled and held her in his arms.

“What’s wrong, Mom?”

“I am so sorry this happened.”

“It’s not your fault. It’s a damn good job we have met now because something can be done to help Sally if she is sick, right?”

“There are treatments that can stave off the illness for years, then others that manage the symptoms, but there is no cure.”

“How long does Sally have?”

“If she’s infected, the first signs won’t appear for another decade, and like I said, her symptoms can be managed.”

“You’re fifty-eight years old now, Mom. How long do you have left?”

“Six months.”

“Whoa!”

I raised my hand, and they both looked. My shout was louder than I’d expected; my indignation provoked it. I wagged an angry finger at Elaine.

“That’s bullshit, Elaine. You have two years, but you’ve chosen to end your life in six months.”

“I don’t want to be incapacitated. The illness is cruel and debilitating in the end.”

“You fucking must go on to the end now.”

“I can’t, Emma.”

“You have a son and granddaughter in your life. Priorities change, as yours must now.”

Changes in the truth of her life’s path suddenly dawned on her. With Sally’s news now aired, she could be tested and treated, at least keeping her illness at bay, managing it and buying time for a cure to be developed in her lifetime. Elaine might even survive or have her life extended because my announcement into Bradbury’s research would accelerate everything she had done so far to help herself.

Greg held his mother’s hand tenderly and stared deep into her eyes.

“We only just found each other, Mom. Don’t leave until you are taken, just as you did last time we were together. You wouldn’t have let anyone take me if you could have stopped them.”

“I wouldn’t.”

I saw the fire of a fourteen-year-old warrior fighting for her baby in the eyes of a woman ravaged by illness decades later. There was no doubting Elaine’s renewed resolve. And I felt elated. Regardless of the bad news, all that mattered was how we turned the page and fought for each other, especially Sally.

“Okay, son. We will battle together to the end. Sally is more important than my selfish needs.”

“Then you must stay alive and help us manage.”

“Please don’t tell Sally about this until she is tested and we know whether she is sick.”

“No, good god, we can’t. She would go out of her mind.”

“Can I meet her, please, Greg?”

“Yes, come on. Let’s go and introduce you to your granddaughter.”


Kate Granger

◆◆◆

Thank you for reading Field Of Lies. Please consider leaving a review. For more of work, see below.

-----------------------------

Amazon eBooks:




Please follow me on Amazon here. 




All available Kate Granger eBooks can be found on my landing page: https://mybook.to/j6urkd

----------------------------

Social Media

• X: @AuthorGranger

• Bluesky: @kategranger.bsky.social

• TikTok: @kate.granger0

--------------------------

For more reading options, you can also find my work on:

☛ Substack: https://kategranger.substack.com/

☛ Reamstories: https://reamstories.com/kategranger


Books By This Author

The Surrogate

Dive into a captivating literary journey, a mesmerizing novel spanning 140,327 words.

Many books have been written about the relationship between a Surrogate and her client. Few are so romantically steamy or filled with intrigue as this.

A fresh take on an emotional tsunami consumes the souls of Billionaire Victor and valedictorian law student Amy amid international intrigue and a mystery so exciting the story can only be described as an erotic thriller.

A baby’s life is at stake from the moment Victor posts his advertisement to secure surrogacy services using natural methods to fertilize. Will Amy fit the bill and deliver the child Victor craves, and who, or what lurks in the shadow with menacing intent?

Can a man who wants no wife obtain the child he desires, while a woman who is willing to leave after birthing enjoys a career free from raising a family?

Aperitivo: Book One of Piazza Bella

Previously published as Carla's Adventure: An Adventure of Life, Love and Family by Kate Granger

Carla stands at a New York crossroads. It’s a life-changing decision point, and there is no tarmac, traffic lights, or signs to help direct her.

What shall it be? A new life, love, and fresh opportunity beckons one way, or, in another direction, lies a return to the shitty humdrum of a sad existence, sleeping with a boyfriend who cares little and working for a restaurant owner who forgot how to care.

Dad’s advice echoes through Carla’s soul. He rued the day his daughter missed Venice from her gap year itinerary. The city that taught a father to be an accomplished chef could be the answer to a daughter with the same greatness.

With romance, love and sizzling steamy encounters a distinct possibility, is it time Carla turned toward a new direction?

My Spare Husband: Book One

I left plenty of money in our safe under the bed to keep you for life, Jessica.”

“I know you did, Charlie. You were the finest husband any woman could have.”

On his deathbed, my husband handed me a scrap of paper with an address printed on it. He stared lovingly into my eyes as I watched the life color and sparkle drain from his face. I clutched his hand until he whispered his last.

“Please go to Kenya, Jess. The house at that address is yours. Jeremy will take care of everything, including you.”

At fifty, Jessica is too young and beautiful to be a widow for the rest of her life. When her soulmate Charlie dies, his cryptic message leads a grieving wife on a journey to Kenya. Will she find love at the equator, where all human life began?

Can a woman who married as a virgin and never strayed indulge herself on an adventure of self and sensual discovery?
Join Jessica’s adventure and read on…

cover.jpeg
A STEAMY SECOND CHANCE ROMANCE

KATE GRANGER





