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Author’s Note

According to Forbes magazine, as of 2017, there were 1,826 billionaires in the world. That number compares with the near 37,000 “billionaire” romance novels now listed on one esteemed online vendor. Clearly, many of those billionaires are doing some heavy lifting in the romance department.

On the downside, only 46 of those 1,826 billionaires are under the age of forty. So much for the facts of the matter.

A Very Good Plan focuses on one of these lucky, younger billionaires facing a crisis. His name is David Miles, and he’s been put in charge of Miles Investments. This is his family firm and the source of his wealth, and it’s in trouble. It’s up to him to save it. Contrary to most billionaire types, David is a fairly normal guy, but he’s lived his life in a bubble. This is the summer when that bubble bursts.

So, no summer visit to Ibiza for him, no playing with the rich and famous in Greece. It’s to the sultry streets of Manhattan that he must go.

It’s often said behind every successful man is a strong woman. In our case, her name is Emma Sterne, and she’s both strong and brilliant, but comes from a very different world than David’s. She has a very good plan to save his company, but things are not as they appear on the surface. The company is in deeper trouble than either of them know, and David’s past complicates their new relationship, hampering their ability to function as a team.

As in real life, love is complicated enough without having to deal with brewing financial scandals. Though a fiction, this novel is loosely based on several actual financial malfeasance cases that erupted following events of 2008, the cause of our recent Great Recession. Many real-life couples became undone by subsequent events. But — as they say — when a door closes, another one opens. Will David and Emma walk through it together? 

Let’s find out.

David Stone
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Chapter 1: Clueless

DAVID
Meeting and falling for a beautiful, smart woman was not what I expected when I walked into the lobby of Miles Investments, the family business. Three weeks earlier, I wasn’t expecting to be walking into the family business at all.

I wasn’t meant to be here for at least another five years, possibly ten. I was fresh out of both Harvard and Oxford and meant to be having an extended Gap Year. For a billionaire’s son, a Gap Year is more like a Gap Decade. At that very moment, as I walked into my family’s firm, I was meant to be walking the beaches of Ibiza with beautiful, near-naked women.

Instead, I was stuck in New York and charged with saving the family business from the hounds.

Things hadn’t gone well since the Great Recession. Miles Investments had to sell several holding companies just to stay afloat. Apparently, it wasn’t enough, and now all signs pointed to grim.

And then my father committed suicide on our family’s private island in the Bahamas. The failing state of his private empire also ruined the state of his mind, and suicide was his remedy. It meant that I was now the new CEO of Miles Investments.

So, no tossing around Euros like confetti. Not for me was inhabiting jet-set resorts for the young and rich in Europe. Instead, I was navigating the lobby of the family business in my gleaming Oxfords feeling quite lost. I felt lost not because I didn’t know what to do. I felt lost because I hadn’t stepped into the family business for years. I didn’t know where anything was.

As I didn’t want to expose my ignorance to the pretty receptionist, I looked for the building directory. As I roamed around looking for it, I couldn’t help but notice the lack of flash in our lobby. Every expense that could be spared was spared. My father stuck to safe, solid investments and thus, most of our properties, even our own building, were practical and boringly functional. No one would mistake them for fashion statements or vanity projects. Father built low-high-market condos, reasonable office towers, and strip malls. He added mortgage companies to mix in the late ‘90s, which was a case of bad timing, considering what happened in the ‘00s. Still, Miles Investments had over two billion in assets. How in the hell could we be struggling? Something seemed askew. The dots didn’t connect. Today, three separate expert consultants would attempt to connect them for us.

I was on a steep learning curve, and time was of the essence. Talk about pressure.

If I were to be honest, I didn’t really mind my new predicament. I was actually getting bored with foot free and fancy loose. Being entirely irresponsible is fun for a while, but not forever. I had been yearning to have an honorable purpose for some time, and now I had been handed one.

As no one knew me from Adam, I moved through the lobby unscathed. I was to meet with my company’s CFO, Carl Branson, before our meetings with the expert consultants. I didn’t know where his office was. Fortunately, I found the directory. As I studied it, a lovely voice filled my ears.

“Excuse me. Are you looking for the meeting room too? The ditzy receptionist doesn’t seem to have a clue.”

The voice came from a tall woman, a goddess-like creature, with long, dark, lustrous hair that was professionally coiffed but not severe. She wore a dark skirt suit over a white blouse that revealed lovely, flawless flesh. My eye was drawn to cleavage exposed where a button had been left undone, and surely on purpose. Promising large breasts were evident under the close tailoring, and I imagined them naked in my hands, quite overfilling them. This inventory took all of a nanosecond. A most inconvenient sensation occurred in my well-tailored trousers. No woman had ever had such an immediate effect on me. I wanted to bury my head under her skirt right then and there but knew that might be rushing things.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m clueless too. I was just looking for…”

“It’s not surprising, is it, knowing the state of this company? You’d think they give the receptionist a heads up when critical meetings were on the agenda... Oh, I should probably introduce myself. I’m Emma, by the way. Emma Sterne.”

“You don’t look stern, Emma… I bet you’ve never heard that before.”

“Right,” she said, dismissively, though she did smile. “Which firm are you with? I’m here with Case Consulting.”

“I’m actually…”

“I don’t want to sound cocky,” she continued, oblivious to my attempt to join the conversation. “But I think we’ve got this contract wrapped up. I’ve created a blueprint for the company that should turn things around in no time. Well, if they’re smart. I guess this meeting is just a formality. My boss, Roger Case, is best friends with Carl Branson, the guy who runs Miles Investments. The founder’s kid is the new CEO, but he’s going to let Carl run the show. That’s the word on the street anyway. The son is out of his league here... I talk too much, don’t I?”

“That’s okay. You have a nice voice,” I said, consolingly. “So, Carl runs the place? And the son is a loser? That’s good to know.” Her eyes gleamed like two Nordic suns. The way her skirt fit across her upper thighs with a hint of a promising sweetness between them was almost too much. I was now happy that I was not on a beach in Ibiza. I would have missed meeting Emma Sterne.

“Well, I’m not saying anything that isn’t already out there, like I said, on the street,” she continued. “This company is as good as tanked if they don’t... Whoops, I really need to shut up, don’t I? Oh, hey, there’s my people. Guess I’ll see you later, maybe. Good luck!”

I watched Emma wander over to her “people,” a bunch of suits under impeccable haircuts. I loved the sound of her clickety-clack heels echoing off the marble-lined walls of the lobby. Her group looked like any gathering of pampered Wall Street business types born to good fortune. I resented the idea that I might be looked upon in the same light. My father was a self-made man and I was the beneficiary. So far, I’d done nothing to earn my good luck and knew it.

The loose information Emma shared with me was interesting and I wondered where she stood in the hierarchy of her group. She was about my age and probably fresh out of school as well. She would learn about being more tight-lipped down the road.

After I few wrong turns I located Carl’s office and went in.

“Hey, David!” he said. “Good to see you. That’s a fine looking suit. Broadchurch and Rhoades?”

“Good eye, Carl. Well, it is where you
told me to go get fitted out for a life of crime here, so I guess you had an advantage there. Nice shop. They spoke well of my father.”

“Everyone does, David. We all miss him.”

Carl pointed to a chair and called for his assistant to bring in fresh coffee. He sat down behind his big desk. “Your office is just about ready. They’re still setting up all the stuff your dad never bothered with, like a computer,” Carl laughed.

“Well, I know it’ll take some time to get used to it all. There’s no rush since I’ve got you here, Carl. You know the nuts and bolts of this business.”

“I do,” said Carl. “And that’s something I want to talk to you about before our meetings begin. We’re going to hear about our options, and these guys are highly qualified. They know their stuff.”

“I hear Case Consulting is top-notch.”

“You’ve heard of them?” said Carl, his eyebrows arching aggressively. “Good. Right, I understand they’re among the best. But we need to get varied opinions to cover all the bases. I don’t need to tell you we have to make critical decisions concerning the future.”

I noticed right away Carl made no disclosure of his relationship to the head of Case Consulting. Maybe Emma had been mistaken. Being still kind of green, I decided not to make an issue of it. Everyone in top management in big New York firms went to the same schools. Of course, maybe they all knew each other.

“Carl, where do you see the firm headed? Did you and dad have any contingency plans before he left us? I’m surprised we haven’t already had that discussion.”

“Well, your dad was a little stubborn, you know. His idea has always been to stand tough. He would never have considered liquidating any of those holding companies we lost, but reality dictated we had no choice. We had to do it to survive. You’re the beneficiary there, not that I need to tell you that.”

“We all are, Carl.”

“Yes, we are, David. I wasn’t suggesting otherwise. I hope I…”

“No problem, Carl. We’re just talking. I wish dad and I had talked more about the business, about where it could be headed down the road. We know property and mortgages will never go away, but what will successful property investment look like in the future? I guess we’ll be getting some insights today.”

Carl didn’t exactly frown, but he seemed to lose some life force as I talked to him. He was clearly holding something back. The thing is, it had been my hope to turn over most of my responsibilities to Carl and get back to Ibiza, or Santorini, or anywhere that involved a lot of vowels and sunny beaches. But there was something about meeting Emma Sterne that made me realize I should be moving on from that side of my life. Maybe it was time to become an adult with genuine responsibilities. Clearly, I was undergoing a transition of some kind.

We had only a few more minutes before our meetings started, and I was getting excited to see Emma Sterne again. I couldn’t wait to see her face when we were formally introduced.

What Carl and I both knew was that on paper, our combined Miles Investments portfolios were still worth well over two billion. Fire sale prices would bring in half that, well over total debt, now serviced out of surviving cash flow. The challenge was finding the right investments for the future. We needed to start building again, which would require adding more leveraged debt.

There was nothing new in the pipeline. You didn’t walk into the Miles Investments marketing department and see, under polished glass, project models of new high-end malls or gleaming office towers under construction in New York, London or Dubai. There would likely be a sketch, however, of a Boca Raton condo development hanging on the wall. Half of its units remained unsold two years after its completion. Three of the sold units were purchased by my family.

Should we change our direction? Was that the key? Maybe we needed to turn to more flashy projects with high-end curb appeal, something my father would have surely resisted.

After some further minor chit-chat, Carl and I rose to go to our meetings.

The first two consulting groups exhibited about as much flair and excitement as a funeral. Case Consulting would be last up and I was happy for that as thinking of Emma Sterne through the first two meetings kept me from falling asleep. When her group filtered into the room, it was clear Emma was low on the totem pole, being introduced last as their Special Analyst, Property Development.

When I was introduced as David Miles Jr., she didn’t blush or miss a beat. She said, “Oh, I was lucky enough to meet Mr. Miles earlier. Good to see you again, Mr. Miles.”

“Please, just call me David. If you say ‘Mr. Miles’ I’ll be looking around the room for my father.” Emma emitted a polite noise resembling a chuckle, but the others weren’t sure how to react to my comment and so didn’t, my comment being an example of too soon.

Once they were all seated with laptops opened in front of them, the head of Case Consulting, Roger Case, took the floor, which meant he stood up. After outlining the dire events following the onset of the Great Recession, he turned to one of his colleagues, who also stood up, requested the lights be dimmed, and began a power-point presentation.

This was disappointing, not that I had anything against power-point presentations. The dimmed lights made it difficult to see Emma Sterne. I couldn’t stop myself from staring. I even had the impression her breasts had grown. We caught eyes several times, and each time, rather than look quickly away, she held her polite gaze and smiled unbashfully.

Within two minutes, the powerpoint presentation made it clear the only future Case Consulting envisioned for us was no future, meaning a complete liquidation of assets. In short, a cashing out. There would be substantial monies left over after all the fees and debts were paid and, frankly, much more than I thought there could be. Most of it would go to Carl and me.

The downside? Over two hundred people would lose their livelihoods. If they were all married with two children, it meant potentially eight hundred persons would be put into dire straits.

What was going on here? The two previous consulting groups painted unexciting but reliably viable futures. Heroic growth and returns? No, those days were over for now. But sustainability? Sure, with good prospects down the road for recapturing a semblance of the good old days. Life would go on, people would keep their jobs, but Fortune magazine wouldn’t be calling to do a cover piece on David Miles Jr anytime soon.

I was very agitated for a couple of reasons. Carl had requested these meetings, and of course, gave each consulting firm an idea of what he was hoping to explore–what were our viable alternatives going forward? It now appeared he had instructed the first two to come up with “way forward” agendas, and the third, Case, an escape agenda, or how to get the most money from cashing out. That only served three people: Carl, myself, and Roger Case, who would collect a cool twenty million for handling the liquidation.

I guessed Carl would be walking away with fifty million in this scenario. That’s quite an incentive to close a business, something my father would never have considered.

Or maybe my father saw it as inevitable, and the thought of it made him take his own life. He would have hated for anyone to lose their jobs. I was beginning to think we had a lot in common.

Finally, I stood to summarize what I’d just heard, including the talking points from the first two meetings, both of which had been much more optimistic. I finished by saying, “So, today I’ve heard two arguments for going forward and one against. I admit I’m a little perplexed.” I turned to the head of Case Consulting. “In short, you’re saying I should send out two hundred pink slips, close the business, and walk away a rich man? Isn’t there a Plan B from Case Consulting where we stay in business? What did you come up with there?”

Carl spoke up instead. “David, I think we’re just here to hear from all sides. That’s what we’re learning today, what our options are.”

“Yes, Carl,” I said. “But surely Case must also have some thoughts on our staying in business. Surely they evaluated that side of it. We’ve just heard two other qualified firms tell us it’s also a possibility.”

“Well, yes, David…” said Carl, but I interrupted him.

“Ms. Sterne? Emma? What did your research tell you? You mentioned having a blueprint for turning things around. Or do you now share Roger’s opinion that our case is hopeless?”

Emma stirred like she’d receive an electric shock. I guessed she wasn’t expecting to speak and was only there to look pretty and professional. She was eminently qualified on the first count, and our earlier encounter proved to me she could also speak, but she seemed hesitant to respond.

“I’d really like to have your perspective, Ms. Sterne. That is, if you have one,” I said, with some tone, an attempt to acknowledge her earlier comments when we met by the elevator.

She looked at her boss, Roger Case, with eyes as pretty and bright as any I’d seen, then back to me. An air of warranted confidence descended upon her as she stood, straightened her jacket and said, “I’ve had some ideas, but frankly, they were rejected.” She looked at her boss again, then down to her laptop. She fiddled for a moment to set up the presentation she’d prepared but apparently been told not to give.

“Miles Investments has real opportunities in markets all around the country, but they’re not without risks. Of course, that’s true of any investment.” She saw that she had our attention, took a deep breath, and continued.

“Our nation’s demographics are shifting dramatically. That’s not news to anyone here. But what might not be so apparent are the market opportunities hidden in those shifts. For example, Millennials are not buying real estate as their parents once did. It’s not because they don’t want to make investments, it’s because there’s not much for them to invest in. Single-family homes in the suburbs? They don’t want them, at least not until they’re much older. But funky living spaces in our cities, and here I mean cities across the country, New York, Boston, Chicago, even Detroit, St. Louis, Austin, Seattle, Miami—they all have shortages in affordable housing suited to young professionals, for ‘digital nomads,’ for those not pursuing traditional careers or lifestyles. Living spaces designed for Boomers and Generation Xers are not attractive to the following generations.”

Emma surveyed the room and noted she still had everyone’s attention, including my own.

“There are places to build up, places to build out. A developer could buy a square mile of Detroit right now for ten grand. That’s almost not an exaggeration. There are still locations in New York, including Brooklyn, and certainly in Queens and The Bronx, waiting to be gentrified, but not in the way it’s been done in the past where lower-income residents were forced out, including low-income professionals.

“A developer that concentrates on Millennials, particularly younger Millennials, and focuses on their needs specifically, with new ideas about interior spaces and ownership, will make a killing. And then Generation Z will follow on the investment horizon, and they’re following not only in the Millennial’s footsteps but in their investment and lifestyle philosophies as well. Think double the opportunities in a very short time.”

I decided Emma needed a break to catch her breath. Her controlled and well-articulated excitement over what she was presenting was obvious, but I wanted to see how she would handle a dose of cynicism.

“Excuse me, Ms. Sterne,” I said. “Aren’t you just talking about building apartment complexes, condos, that sort of thing? That’s not a new idea.”

“NO!” she shot back, very energetically. “I’m talking about living spaces, funky spaces, new ideas, not cookie cutter boxes with prefab everything. What they’re doing today in Holland and Denmark provide us with excellent examples. There’s a revolution going on over there and elsewhere around the world, and it’s reshaping urban environments.

“People are living differently now, they use their spaces differently. They have the money to spend, but they can’t find anything to spend it on. They not buying cars or other big-ticket items. They have different values, different needs, and they’re not really being marketed to when it comes to real estate.”

“We have unsold condos in Florida. We have property we can’t give away,” said Carl, attempting to sound exasperated with this young woman’s earnestness.

“You have some very poorly targeted real estate in other words,” said Emma. Her comment made me wince for Carl’s sake.

“Well, our studies indicated…”

“No one factored a major recession into the studies, Carl,” I said, though I was just guessing that was our primary planning shortcoming. I didn’t want Emma to lose any steam.

Roger, the head of JGP, feeling Carl have given him an opening, stood to speak again.

“Clearly, as Ms. Sterne just indicated, David, we studied alternatives. Our senior management felt we gave you your best option. What Ms. Sterne is outlining here was not viewed as a viable alternative.”

“Well,” I said. “I appreciated hearing Ms. Sterne’s opinions on the matter and will give them my consideration, as well as everything you’ve outlined, of course. I think we can wrap it up here. Carl will be in touch with you.”

I stood and began shaking everyone’s hand, making sure I got to Emma Sterne last. 





Chapter 2: Golly



Emma
Golly. That was one good looking guy at the elevator. He was so handsome it wound me up and I babbled, afraid if I didn’t speak I’d just be staring at him with my mouth open. I’m almost never that ditzy, but he made my knees weak. Other parts of my body exhibited their usual signs of enthusiasm. I’m normally the one tying up men’s tongues, making them lose their voices and composure. But not this guy. He stood there cool as a cucumber looking brilliant in his suit. It must have cost him as much as the house I grew up in.
Not that I’m a material girl. It’s not my MO to even think of a guy’s net worth or financial prospects. I didn’t move to New York to meet a rich guy or find romance. I moved to New York to start my brilliant career, show off my smarts, and become admired for my intelligence instead of my looks. My purpose in life was to make a difference and help create a better world!
But I was showing no signs of intelligence when I met David Miles Jr. I had to take a deep breath while trying to remember why I was standing in the lobby of Miles Investments, talking to this Adonis creature who was obviously wearing boxers, not briefs. Talk about cool as a cucumber...
In less time than it took to exhale I reflected. I was hired straight out of school, and my great tits had nothing to do with it. A recruiter grabbing top-of-their-class MBA students knew he could get me cheap. I was the type of high achiever his company could toss into the dungeon of their shiny office to do all the real work. Ivy League grads were too good for that sort of thing, so they always brought in a few hires like me from outside the Ivy League, a few who wouldn’t mind getting their nails dirty or putting in eighty-hour weeks.
After three months of being a drone with nice boobs, Case Consulting was dragging me out of the dungeon to give a presentation. Finally, my brilliance would be recognized! My immaculate research and forecasting would secure a lucrative contract our firm!
So, when I got to the lobby of Miles Investments, I was absolutely and totally prepared for the most brilliant day of my life, the day I would save Miles Investments from ruin and make a name for myself. That’s also why I was in a babbling mood with the handsome stranger at the elevator.
Little did I know I was minutes away from becoming completely depressed, dejected, and ready to move back home.
When my group arrived I nearly skipped across the lobby to join them. Roger, my boss, gave me a big smile and a once over, apparently liking the body that accompanied my brain. I had dolled up for the meeting, not over the top sexy but nearly so, as his gaze clearly proved. After saying hello, he tapped my arm and tilted his head, using his eyes to say follow me, we need to talk. I was expecting a quick strategy session.
“Look, Emma,” Roger said. “We had a final discussion about our coming meeting today, and we decided not to use your presentation. It would just complicate things, based on where we are now in our recommendations. I know you worked hard on it, but it no longer fits with our vision for Miles Investments. I’m sure you understand.”
I was so taken aback I didn’t know what to say, so I didn’t say anything and just nodded.
“Of course, we still want you in the meeting,” he added.
I had no confusion over why that might be—TTSP (Tits. Tall. Slim. Pretty). That was the sole reason I was there. My guess was, their usual stand-in lollipop, Bret, wasn’t available.
We had time to kill before our meeting would begin. While the men chatted each other up, talking about their Hampton weekends, clubs, or how wonderful their kids were doing at Yale, Harvard or Princeton, I surfed the web on my laptop, composed a few emails I later deleted, and played Solitaire, doing anything to get my mind off of what just happened. I felt like a stripper waiting my turn at the pole, or about as low as I could go before scraping my chin on the sidewalk.
When it was our turn to go in, I was the last introduced. I didn’t even look up until I heard my name. Mr. Elevator Man with the cucumber in his trousers was staring at me and now he had a name, David Miles Jr., belonging to the man I’d insulted by calling him a “loser”.
Way to make an impression, Emma. Why did he have to be so gorgeous? The knife turned in my gut.
But I didn’t flinch when I was formally introduced. I’m a cool professional and, at that point, what would be the point of even caring? Surely, he thought I was ditz brought along as eye candy for the men.
I silently fumed as I listened to my company’s presentation. They were selling Miles Investments short, proposing they liquidate. Screw the jobs lost, the principals would walk away rich! I had seen this sort of thing happen in the small town I came from. I was thinking about writing a new resume when I heard David, I mean Mr. Miles, speak. My mind into focus just in time to hear him say, “Emma.”
Holy Fuck. That was me. It took a second to get the import of what he was asking, and for another second I deliberated silently in my mind. He wanted to know if I went along with the Case Consulting consensus that his company was poop.
I decided I did not agree with Roger Case’s assessments and launched into my prepared presentation. I knew it could lose me my job but didn’t care. I stood, straightened my jacket and looked around the table. Roger was glaring at me. Screw Case Consulting.
I wished I hadn’t put that security deposit down on a new apartment. I wouldn’t be able to afford it if I walked out of that meeting unemployed, and there was no way I’d get the money back.
When I concluded my presentation, David wrapped things up and shook everyone’s hands. He took his time getting over to me and, by the time he did, the rest of my colleagues were in the hall patting themselves on their backs. It was clear David had engineered it that way.
“Ms. Sterne,” he said, taking my hand. “Thank you for sharing your visions for Miles Investments. How soon do you think you could put them in motion?”




Chapter 3: Call Me David



David
As I circled the boardroom shaking hands with Case Consulting suits, all I could think of was rushing them out of the building. I wanted to be alone with Emma Sterne. I dismissed attempts for sidebar chats meant to feel me out by saying, “We’ll be in touch,” offering an earnest pat on the back as a sign of my sincerity. Emma was heading for the door and I needed to get to her before she could rejoin her group. I blocked her exit just in time and extended my hand. I wanted to stop her cold in her tracks and get her full attention, so I made an ambiguous, hopeful sounding proposal.
“Are you saying you want to hire our firm, Mr. Miles?” she responded. “I’m not sure I get your meaning.”
“Please, call me David. What are we, the same age? There’s no need for formality.” She warmed to the idea.
“Okay, David. Call me Emma.” Initially startled by my statement, she was now completely composed. “Anyway, I’m not sure what you’re saying, David. Are you interested in hiring our firm?”
It took every ounce of my energy to stay focused on her eyes and not do a fresh inventory of her other assets. I felt a raw energy field, or some such force, drawing me into her. I didn’t want it to diminish the professional air required for the conversation I meant to be having.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I mean to say, I’m interested in everything you outlined in your presentation. I’m sure there’s more, and I’m wondering what sort of timeline you’re envisioning.”
“To be honest, David, I have a full prospectus prepared, but I’m not sure what to do with it now. My boss told me before the meeting I wouldn’t be making a presentation. If you hadn’t asked me a direct question, I wouldn’t have spoken.”
“So, they ixnayed your ideas? They sounded good to me, Emma. I’d like to hear more. Maybe we...”
“It’s funny you say that,” she said, interrupting me, making me wonder if it was a habit. “I didn’t even get to the second part, plus there’s something troubling about a few of your company’s recent divestitures that make no sense. Miles Investments should be in good shape.”
“I don’t follow, Emma. What’s troubling about them?”
“It’s complicated and I’m still sorting it out, but…”
As she was speaking, her boss’s head appeared in the door and his voice issued a summons. “Ah, sorry to interrupt, Mr. Miles. Ms. Sterne, I wanted to let you know we’re leaving now.”
“Well, I see your people are heading back, Emma,” I said, opening up my posture to acknowledge Roger. Thinking quickly, I added, “I look forward to seeing you later for that drink.” Looking at Roger, I said, “Turns out we’re old friends.”
Roger nodded and smiled but looked displeased at my news. Emma caught on immediately, thanked me for my time and said she looked forward to seeing me soon. The twinkle in her eyes confirmed her sincerity. As I watched her depart, I suffered a momentary bout of x-ray vision and imagined her naked on a beach in Ibiza.
That excited me as much as the ideas she had laid on the table during the meeting. Maybe she was right. Maybe a bright future could be salvaged for Miles Investments. But what was troubling her about some of our past liquidations? I made a mental note to look into them on my own.
As I left the boardroom, a woman named Kathleen introduced herself and informed me she was my assistant. She was older by a few years, attractively put together, but with eyes which stated ours was to be a purely business relationship. That was fine with me as, within the fifty steps required to show me to my new office, I was already imagining Emma Sterne in a very steamy non-business relationship.
“Here we are, Mr. Miles,” said Kathleen. The office was vaguely as I remembered it.
“Please, just call me David.”
“Very well, David. People here call me Kit. I worked for your father too.”
“Ah, so you know the lay of the land then, Kit. What are these?”
Kit explained the three binders sitting prominently on my desk were summaries of the day’s presentations. I opened the Case Consulting binder, skimmed a few pages, then closed it with a thud.
“My first order of business, Kit, is to have you send each of these companies a thank you note for their time along with my regrets that we shan’t be doing business anytime soon. Or maybe you should just indicate we’ll be in touch... We’ll call you, don’t call us, that sort of thing.”
The “shan’t” was an echo from my year at Oxford. The binders were too big for my wastebasket (or “bin”), so I tossed them to the floor and tried out my desk chair. It was upholstered in opulent burgundy leather and creaked in a flirty way as I sat down, just as they do in gentlemen’s clubs in London.
“But before you send the letters, Kit, would you mind seeing if you could get the number of a Ms. Emma Sterne at Case Consulting? There are a few details we need to discuss.”
Kit took a few steps over to the pile of binders on the floor, picked up the one from Case Consulting, set it on the corner of my desk and leafed through the first pages. Finding what she was looking for, she opened the three rings holding the pages together, extracted a single leaf, closed the rings, and handed me the piece of paper.
“She’s listed on this page as their “Research Specialist” along with a telephone number, cell number, fax number and email address. You should be able to reach her at one of those. Or would you like me to make the contact?”
“No, no. That’s fine. Thanks. I should have thought to look there.”
“It was my pleasure.”
“Thanks again, Kit. Now, I’d like to see my father’s calendars for the last few months, along with any meeting notes—well, anything you might have that will show me what his day-to-day activities looked like, along with any meaningful correspondence.”
“You’ll find his personal calendar in the top right-hand drawer of his, I mean, your desk. Your computer is synced with mine so you can access all the other information. I can show you that now if you wish, or would you like me to send those letters you requested first?”
“Oh, send those now, I guess. We can do the other later, at your convenience. Now, I’d like to see Carl. Does he have a button on my desk phone? What’s the protocol here for summonsing people? That didn’t sound right…”
Kit walked around the desk and pointed at the top left button on the sleek phone. It was green. “You press that button and speak to me, and I do the rest. I also screen your calls.”
“Great.”
“Would you like me to see if Mr. Branson is free now? I mean Carl?”
“Sure. Yes, please. That would be great,” I said. Getting a handle on being a Baron of Industry, or whatever it was I was becoming, and the various associated protocols would take some time.
Carl appeared moments later. Having him in my office, this time with me behind the big desk, seemed to shift the authority in my favor.
“You asked for me?” he correctly surmised.
“Yeah… I mean yes, Carl. I thought I should just let you know where I stand regarding today’s meetings. I appreciate that you got that organized for my first day, but it’s too early for me to make heads or tails out of any those proposals. Kit’s preparing information I’ll want to digest before taking another look at them.” I now wished I hadn’t tossed the presentation binders into a pile on the floor, an action I now viewed as hasty. Also, it might give Carl a clue how I felt about them.
“Of course,” said Carl. “Today was just meant to generate a few options, see the big picture, that sort of thing. I thought it would be helpful for you to hear them from outside people who understood our business.”
I debated whether I should mention knowing of his personal connection to Roger Case at Case Consulting. I decided to save it. There could be a need for a “gotcha” moment later on.
“So, Carl, I found those ideas presented by that woman from Case interesting. What was her name? Emily?”
“Emma, I think,” said Carl. He probably already had her whole dossier on his desk. “But I think you mentioned it didn’t sound like anything new at the meeting. You seemed to dismiss her points.”
“I wanted to flesh out her true feelings, see how firmly she stood beside them, so I challenged her. She handled it well, I thought.”
“I’m told you already knew the woman, so I’m surprised you weren’t sure of her name.”
Clearly, Carl had already spoken with Roger and had a strategy session.
“Just casually, Carl. I think we met at the Harvard Club. She was a guest of a friend of mine.”
“Well, I don’t mean to speak out of turn, but I feel some responsibility for you, having been your dad’s best friend and business partner for so long. You’re new to this, the business world I mean, and you’ll learn soon enough there are lots of players and schemers out there. They’ll tell you exactly what you want to hear and all that.”
“I appreciate your concerns, Carl. There’s no question this is all new to me.”
“In particular, David, and I don’t know this friend of yours personally, but some women in New York keep files on all the young rich men here. They’re always beautiful, like this Emma certainly is, and sexy too. Anyone can see that right away with Emma, David. This woman probably knows you’re a billionaire, at least on paper, knows your schooling and social activities. It’s not always the accident you think it is when a beautiful woman runs into you. They plot these things. You say you met her at the Harvard Club? Is she an alumna?”
“Okay, I see where you’re headed there, Carl.” I laughed to lighten the mood. “I know nothing about her past, but keep in mind, I’ve been a rich kid since I was in diapers. I’ve been dealing with the ‘billionaire’ moniker forever. I know the perils out there, easy women looking for a posh lifestyle included.”
“I’m sure you do. Like I said, I feel some responsibility. Take that woman’s proposal with a grain of salt is all I’m saying. Of course, you want to believe there’s a future for Miles Investments, and of course, she knows that. Telling you what you want to hear is part of the game.”
With that, Carl got up and left, and I stared at my shiny new computer. To Google or Not To Google was the question.




Chapter 4: Some Balls



Emma
“Emma, you’ll ride with us back to the office. We want to have a word,” Roger said, as we were leaving Miles Investments. Instead of the shabby Town Car I’d arrived in, he was offering me a lift back to our office in the fancy stretch limo reserved for our shiny executives.
Cruising New York City in the company limo is not the grand prize some might think, not if you get the jump seat behind the driver. If you’re a woman, and you’re not wearing an Amish skirt, it means exits and entrances involve flashing panties to senior executives sitting in the nice plump seats opposite. You would almost think someone planned it that way.
That was not my biggest concern at that moment. I knew I was being called onto the carpet, or in this case, the limo’s carpet, and was about to receive a good thrashing. Surely, I was about to be ranked off the employment roll. I’d disobeyed the Roger Case at a crucial meeting potentially worth twenty million dollars to his firm. Okay, my bad. But David Miles Jr. had asked me to speak. I didn’t ask to speak. And what woman would not obey David Miles Jr., not that he seemed pushy?
Once on our way Roger smiled, released a small throat clearing cough, and spoke. “That was a good performance back there. You seemed to impress Mr. Miles with your ideas.”
I wasn’t sure what to reply so I offered him my Cheshire Cat smile.
“That was after I told you before the meeting we wouldn’t be presenting your ideas. Excuse the expression, but that took some balls.”
So, I was now a hermaphrodite, but a pretty one at least. Still, I said nothing.
“That forces the firm to have another look at your ideas. They may come back to us and say we’re hired. Do you really think your plans merit their interest? Do you think they have a chance in hell of accomplishing anything useful?”
Now, I had to say something. He coyly made direct statements that challenged my integrity but delivered them in the form of questions. I looked at Roger and, knowing I had nothing to gain or lose, decided to keep my balls.
“Merit is a funny thing,” I said. “It depends on who is doing the judging. One person might find merit in killing two hundred jobs to save a couple of rich guy’s asses. Another person might look at that prospect differently, even think it lacks merit. So, does my plan to save two hundred jobs and keep the company solvent have more merit? You tell me.”
Roger became uncharacteristically stone-faced. I doubted anyone in his life ever talked to him this way. Sitting on either side of him, his chief yes-men were dumbstruck, not knowing whether to harrumph or remain silent.
Roger looked at his hands, now clasped together, then lifted his gaze toward me as a small smile creased his cheeks. I was prepared for whatever followed, a “Get the fuck out of my limo!” or “You have a point there.” A third option didn’t come to mind. Finally, he inhaled a fair volume of air and spoke.
“Well, you have the power of your convictions behind you, certainly. And you’re not afraid to say what’s on your mind. I like that.” His lieutenants nodded their silent agreement looking greatly relieved. “I believe we need to give your ideas another look.”
I didn’t smile or react in any way, thus keeping his balls in his court.
When it was clear I had no reply, he continued in an off-handed, snarky way. “I’m interested in what you were discussing with Mr. Miles after we finished up. You were having a private chat. I think he said something about meeting you for a drink? I didn’t realize you ran with that crowd.”
Though it had startled me when David announced we were having a drink later, and that we were old friends, I quickly understood it as a sly but not objectionable offer of a date. When a guy you instinctively like hits on you, you tend not to object. But I now saw that David had something else in mind too, something beyond the obvious chemical connection I sensed we both felt. He
was interested in my ideas. It would be a twofer. Business and pleasure. He was laying out cover for them to get together and talk about my ideas and flirt. He made sure Roger would think we were just old friends getting together, and our meeting wouldn’t be a subterfuge against his company.
For now, Roger didn’t need to know about my personal life regardless of the circumstances, whether David Miles was a client of the firm or not. What I did on my own time was my business.
“Yes, Roger. You heard correctly. Anything else?”
Sensing he would learn no more from me about my chat with David or our personal relationship, he let it go, and in another minute we arrived at Case Consulting.
Getting out the limo I did wonder what Roger meant about my running around with that crowd.
What crowd?




Chapter 5: Casual Cashews



David
As much as I was against it in principle, and hated that I too could also be a victim of snooping, I opened a browser to Google and entered “Emma Sterne” in the search box. There were 241,000 results, most of them for Emma Stern the model. That was annoying, so I restricted my search using the quotation marks and got a more reasonable 11,000 results. Now, that was fewer than before, but still hardly useful. There were 300 Emma Sterne’s on Facebook alone.
I added “Case Consulting” to the search and produced a manageable eight matches and led immediately to her brief bio. She graduated from the University of North Carolina Kenan-Flagler Business School in Chapel Hill. That was a top-twenty choice for MBA studies, and one frequently mined as a cheap source of top-notch talent. By cheap, I mean, big Fortune 500 companies often hired qualified candidates from non-Ivy League schools for a quarter of the price, knowing they worked much harder than blue-bloods graduating from Princeton or Harvard, their pedigrees being the sole point of having them on their mastheads.
Clearly, Emma Stone was a smart woman, something the early evidence clearly indicated. Plus, she was beautiful.
That was enough information, and I felt no need to poke around her background any further, favoring a continued sense of mystery. Also, there’s nothing worse than when, upon meeting someone, they ask you some obscure question about yourself, and you realize it could only have come up if they had Googled you.
Shortly after my eighteenth birthday, I suffered an indiscretion not uncommon among young men on the prowl. No one was harmed, but I did receive a fine for public intoxication. Growing up just thirty years ago, without the internet, would have meant no one would be the wiser, but not today. One year after that incident, a woman, or girl really, maneuvered into my space in a Cambridge bar and, after being very warm and friendly, and clearly on a trajectory, brought it up. “So, you got arrested once? I thought I heard something about that.”
From whom I had wondered. We’d only just met. As Carl said, often when you run into a stranger, it’s not an accident, especially if they’re pretty and find you extremely interesting before you’ve even said a word.
As I opened a drawer to get my father’s work diary Kit’s voice leaped from my phone intercom. “You have a call from Jarrod Baker. Are you in?”
“Oh, hi Kit. How are... I mean, I do?” I looked at the desk phone and saw a button winking. “Yes, I’ll take the call. Do I just click that flashing button?”
“Yes.” With that, she was off.
I picked up the phone and punched the button. “Jarrod? Why are you calling the business line?”
“To see if you were really there. The gang said you were taking over your dad’s position. Hey, I’m sorry your dad passed away. I’ve been out of touch for awhile.”
“Yeah, you heard right. And thanks. Where are you?”
“Barcelona. I’m waiting to hop over to Ibiza. I thought you’d be there already, then Elaine gave me the scoop.”
“You’re flying commercial?”
“Yeah. Long story. Anyway, I’ll miss not having you with us. The old posse won’t be the same. You’re the glue that holds things together when we get a little too rambunctious.”
“We’ve all got to become adults at some point, Jarrod. My number came up, I guess. Anyway, I’ve met someone, I think. A woman through work, so I’m happy where I am.”
“You mean, a real woman? And not another anorexic Euro Bitch or blue-blood ball-crusher from home?”
“I guess you’d call her a real woman. She graduated from Kenan-Flagler, works as a consultant for a company we might hire to get us out of the soup. She’s smart and good looking and I don’t think there’s any blue blood circulating in her veins.”
“Good for you, old sport. I’d like to meet one of those types.”
“Your mom wouldn’t be too crazy about that. I mean, you being with a woman lacking an ancestral line dating back to the Norman Conquest and an insane trust fund.”
“No. She’d cut me off for sure.”
“Hey. You really sound off. What’s going on?”
“Like I said, long story... Anyway, I just left Amsterdam. It got a little crazy there. I was in way over my head you could say. I’ll explain it to you later. I’m back in New York next week.”
“I’ll look forward to it.”
“Maybe I’ll meet your new girl. What’s her name?”
“Emma.”
“Sweet name. Makes me think of Jane Austen. I already like her.”
“It’s a bit premature to mention her, but…”
“You never know. One thing I know for sure, Elaine will be the death of me. I don’t care what my mother thinks. She doesn’t want to accept the truth about me—you know what I mean? I’m really dreading this trip. Hey, I gotta go. See you in New York!”
I hung up feeling measurably blue for missing out on the Ibiza trip, though Jarrod’s vibe made it sound like dynamics were shifting in our old college crowd. He and Elaine were the persistent storm at the center of that collective, and the rest of us tended to circulate around them. If they ceased being a couple that would be it for the good old days.
But we really do need to grow up at some point even if some of us will never have to work for a living.
Jarrod’s demons, the truth he referred to that his mother and Elaine wouldn’t accept, made me a little sad. I would be sure to spend meaningful time with him during his visit. He and I had shared some truly debauched times, but I had reached a point where I knew I had to straighten myself out or risk losing everything, meaning my life. When I told him it was time for me to temper my ways and invited him to do the same, he wouldn’t hear of it.
The internal clock I’d set for not appearing too eager to Emma chimed in my head. I picked up the sheet from the presentation binder with her contact information. I hesitated, not knowing if I should sound informal or formal, casual or business-like, so I decided to text her cell and eliminate any possibility of improper tonal inflections that a voice call might give away. By “improper”, I was thinking of horniness or eagerness seeping into the timbre of my voice.
I composed a text: “Hello Emma. It’s David Miles. Hoping to confirm a meet-up later to continue our discussion.”
That sounded about right so I sent it through and looked eagerly for the dancing dots indicating a forthcoming reply.
No dancing dots. As I was staring at my cell, Kit knocked once and entered my office.
“I have the afternoon receipts for you,” she said.
“What are those?”
“Daily transactions, in or out, over $5,000.00. Your father liked to keep an eye on them. It’s just the raw data right now. Should I bring up the historical files I keep for them? You can see them on your computer if...”
“Five grand? That’s dinner for two at Masa with a few bottles of decent wine. Seems a bit…”
Kit wasn’t interested in my aside. “Would you like to know where the file is?”
Without waiting for a reply she moused over to a file labeled “Dailies” on my desktop and clicked, then scrolled around until finding her target. “The red line on the graph is outgoing, green incoming, both as of yesterday. It’s just reflecting aggregate amounts, but you can drill down here.” She showed me where I could drill down, and what I would see when I did.
One item in particular caught my eye that hadn’t appeared in other financial reports I studied while boning up for my new position. “There’s a big dip here in ‘Net Cash Disbursements From Discontinued Operations’ occurring about a month ago.” I scrolled back further. “There’s another one here for two million more. I know that’s just on paper, meaning write-offs, but look here.” I pointed to operating net cash balances. “Each time there’s a corresponding dip there as well.”
“I just enter the receipts, David,” said Kit. “Can I tell you what they all mean? No. Do I care? Only if it affects my job.”
“That’s okay, Kit. I’m sure there’s an explanation. I’m still getting up to speed on a lot of this myself. So far, for me, it’s just been case studies and theory, if you know what I mean.”
“I’m sure you’ll get there. Your father wouldn’t have put you here if he didn’t believe in you.”
“Thanks, Kit. That’s nice of you to say.”
As soon as she left my cell chimed, indicating a reply from Emma.
“Meet-up fine. Your office or mine? 5:30 works either way.”
I really wished she had written “Your place or mine” but understood her need for professionalism, especially when there was room for doubt. I checked the map location for Case Consulting. She was near Drake’s, a good bar without the usual Manhattan-chic noise levels. I sent Emma what I thought would be a logical and completely proper reply:
“I’m sure we could both use a break from the office. I’m thinking Drake’s. Not noisy so we can talk there. Casual. 511 Hudson, near you. 5:30 works.”
After I sent it I noticed the “Casual” was autocorrected to “Cashew” but assumed she would sort it out. A minute later she replied.
“See u then. Love Cashews.”
That put a smile on my face, which I directed toward my watch. It was nearing five o’clock.




Chapter 6: Rich Men



Emma
When I got back to my dungeon office at Case Consulting (Level B-2 according to the elevator panel) my cellmate Camie was eager for news. She was also my roommate as we shared a tiny sublet on a dodgy street in the East Village.
“How’d it go? Did they like it?” asked Camie.
I set my laptop and bag down, sat at my desk and turned my chair around to face her. She was literally three feet away.
“I’m not sure. The whole thing was a little weird.”
“I’m all ears. Spill,” said Camie, leaning in like an alpha-female in training.
“Before the meeting even started, Roger told me I wouldn’t be giving my presentation after all.”
“You’re kidding. That thing has been like your life since you got here.”
“I know, right? So then I realized I was to be the day’s tits show instead, the eye-candy in the room.”
“That’s usually Bret’s job at meetings,” said Camie, and quite accurately. No one at the company knew what Bret did for Case Consulting other than look pretty and show her tits. If there were clients to entertain after hours, Bret would be working late that night.
“Well, today it was me, except during the meeting the CEO of Miles Investments asked me what I thought—after Roger and his goons gave their doomsday pitches—so I got up and told him. I sort of gave him an opposite pitch, completely contrary to Roger’s.”
“Shit. What did Roger do?”
“He put on a granite face and listened. At one point the Miles CEO, David, threw me a curve ball but I handled it. The meeting came to a quick end after that. I only really got to the general theme of my presentation, just a few bullet points, but they got his attention.
“So, as we were leaving, David came over, shook my hand, and said he liked what he had heard from me. Everyone else was out the door by then. Then Roger popped his head in the door to tell me we were leaving. It made me feel like a little kid, and David, or Mr. Miles, told Roger we were old friends and turned to me saying, ‘See you for that drink later.’ He made a date with me in a way where I couldn’t just say, hey, fuck off.”
“Wow. Is he a total jerk, this David Miles?”
“No! He’s gorgeous! But here’s the thing. I’d met him before the meeting and didn’t know who he was. I thought he was with one of the other consulting firms. I dissed his company right to his face! I even referred to him as a ‘loser’.”
Camie’s face tightened into a question mark while digesting this news. “And a few hours later he made a date with you? I should try that sometime. Insult a guy I like and just wait for him to ask me out.” As she said this, Duane, an attractive young guy from our accounting department, passed through our office.
“Hey, Duane!” Camie said, in a louder voice. “Did your mother dress you today?”
“No,” said Duane, without missing a beat. “I was with your mom this morning.”
Camie looked defeated. “That didn’t work out quite right, did it?” she said, after Duane was out of earshot. “Maybe traded insults cancel each other out... Anyway, I think Duane has a new girlfriend already. So, this David Miles is gorgeous? How old is he?”
“We’re about the same age. That actually came up.”
“That’s pretty young to be running a big company. He must be pretty bright.”
“His father passed away recently. I don’t think David expected to step into his father’s shoes until much later, but I didn’t really dig into the family side of the business in my research. It wasn’t relevant to the company’s current situation, and Carl Branson was my sole contact for data. He’s their CFO. To tell you the truth, it’s like Branson viewed David and his father as irrelevant.”
“It sounds like you might really like David. Did he seem like a player or like someone with an actual soul?”
Manhattan was an island of rich men with no souls, so I knew what Camie was referring to. The joke here among young professional woman hoping to get ahead was, you could work your ass off, or work your ass off, the difference being one way required waxing and lubricants and the other didn’t.
“I know nothing for sure, Camie. But my gut is telling me to pay attention. And then there’s this other thing, my ideas for his company. I think he’s genuinely interested. It crossed my mind he could even hire me.”
“Except for your contract thingie here. You’re not exactly a free agent.”
“I can still get fired with cause. The contract only works one way. I’ll tell you, when Roger told me to ride back here in his limo, I thought he was going to fire me. Instead, he sort of gave me an attaboy. It was totally strange. I didn’t tell you this bit.”
After I brought Camie completely up to speed my cell beeped with a text from David. I showed it to Camie.
“What do you think?”
She read the text and thought for a minute. “That’s not a text a player would send. Hold on a minute.” She got out her phone and scrolled. “This is from a guy named Brad I met when I had drinks with Bret the other night.”
“Hey Babe! Totally felt we connected! Let’s hook up sometime!”
I read it and wondered if there was also a dick pic Camie was hiding. “That’s really charming. Are you going to marry him?”
She scrolled down the page and handed the phone back. There was a dick pic, and it was about as attractive as a run over squirrel.
“Yuck! Why did you save that?”
“To remind me what the absence of hope looks like.” She put her phone down. “So, what are you going to text David? Whatever you do, don’t send him a tit pic until after you’ve had sex. Tit pics are reminders, not previews.”
“I keep losing track,” I said. “I thought you sent the tit pic after the first date.”
“Yeah, that’s what I meant... Or, we can ask Bret if you’d like a second opinion.”
“No. I think I’ll hold off on tit pics for now in any case.” I sent David a semi-ambiguous text instead. His reply came right away and I showed it to Camie.
“Still no ‘Babe!’?  That’s always a good sign... Drake’s is a nice place. It’s not for show-offs, so, no Wall Street types or the goo-goo dolls who love them. It’s also a good choice for a first tête-à-tête. Players would find it boring. I bet ‘cashew’ was supposed to be ‘casual’. Few guys would think of including that.”
I hadn’t noticed the typo, which didn’t stop me from using it in my reply. “Okay, Camie. I confirmed for Drakes. You’ll let the police know if you don’t hear from me again.”
“Sure thing,” she said. “It’s what friends do.”
“Hey. There’s another thing I want to ask you about. Roger’s last comment as we were getting out of the limo was a little weird. He said, ‘I didn’t know you ran with that crowd’, referring to David. What do you think he meant?”
“What’s David’s personal background? I assume there’s money there, but his name means nothing to me.”
“Google?”
“Let me do it,” said Camie, a true whiz on all things computer related. She entered his name. “Is he a ‘Junior’? There’s a David Miles Sr.”
“That’s right.”
“Senior has a Wikipedia page, and he comes up in the business press.” She scrolled through the Wikipedia page. “Senior founded Miles Investments in 1968… Developed property all around the country… Parents were German and English…  Okay, here’s the money-shot. Estimated net worth $2.8 billion in 2011. It looks like your boy is the son of a billionaire, and he’s the only heir. How did you not know this stuff? You’ve been researching the company for three months.”
“I probably just skimmed over it, you know,” I said. “It doesn’t really relate to anything current, does it?”
“Well, it does now. You’re having a drink with the guy in an hour, and he’s a billionaire. I don’t think you have to worry about who pays.”
“No. I guess I don’t.” I felt a shiver rise through my spine. Somehow, in my mind’s eye, David’s going from simply “wealthy” to billionaire required processing but I wasn’t sure why. I knew we definitely shared a heavy vibe by the elevator, and later during and after the meeting. Now it all seemed to have much more weight attached to it. In singles, a billion dollars probably weighed a ton.
“Well, if he has any cute friends, you know who to call,” said Camie. “I’m free tonight. Come to think of it, also tomorrow night and the night after unless Duane calls of course to ask me for a date.”
“Yeah,” I said. “You might want to plan on what to wear for that.”
“You forgot to roll your eyes.”
“Look, this is making me feel a little weird. Is there anything on David Miles Jr.?”
Camie searched. “No, other than being listed in the obituary for his father… No social media presence… Wait, his name comes up on ‘Rich Kid Vacations” on Instagram.” Camie clicked around and found images. “Here he is, on a sailboat in the Greek Islands. He is cute. See the other people? They look like they spilled out of the Upper East Side onto private jets. Some women aren’t wearing tops. You know, I get a yucky feeling too looking at this, but I’m not jealous. Maybe this is what Roger meant by ‘that crowd’. Spoiled rich kids living for 24/7 debauchery? I mean, I like to party, but not all the time.”
Thankfully, that wasn’t the vibe David gave me. He seemed self-assured, smart and gentlemanly, with just the right amount of formality. I didn’t like guys who assumed we were great friends from the start and acted like my buddy before they even knew my last name. David reminded me of European men, and there was no question Europe was in his orbit. I suspected he might even have a pile of books on his nightstand. He did look pretty at home yachting in the Greek Isles. I wouldn’t know how to pack for that, not that it looked like much packing was required.
“You never get a true idea of what’s going on from the pictures on Facebook or Instagram,” I said. “Maybe they were on spring break, and Greece is just where the rich kids go to enjoy it. They had one sunny day and hopped on a boat. Sure, I went to Myrtle Beach for my spring breaks, but my pictures don’t look so different.”
“If you say so,” said Camie. “I guess we’ll have to go to Greece to know for sure. Anyway, are you meeting David like that?”
I hadn’t planned to change, and what I had on was pretty chic with sexy undercurrents, thanks to the tailoring.
“Yeah. I think I’m good. He’s already seen me this way and it would weird if I showed up wearing something tarty, especially coming from work. He would know I’d changed just for him.”
“Yeah, well, I kinda meant underneath the career-girl facade. Are we having a clean and tidy day or…”
“Oh. I see where you’re headed. I’m not planning to sleep with him, Camie. We’re meeting for a drink.” If I were being honest with Camie, I would have told her I felt mini orgasms just looking at David.
“Coquette’s lingerie is right across the street.”
Well, I thought, who doesn’t like new lingerie? “Okay, I’ll swing by there on my way to meet David, but just to keep you happy.”
“There ya go.”
Camie and I returned to scrolling for more pictures of David’s rich kid adventures when Roger’s assistant dropped in. She announced her presence with a muted throat clearing.
“Ms. Sterne?” she asked, looking at both of us indecisively. I gave her a slight nod.
“Okay, hi there. I’m Carole, Mr. Case’s assistant,” she said. How could she not know who I was? “He asked me to show you to your new office upstairs. Do you have a minute?”
“New office? Upstairs? Sure, I guess. Now?”
“If it’s convenient for you.”




Chapter 7: Business Or Pleasure?



David
My driver whisked me to my appointment with Emma with his usual efficiency. I walked into Drakes at 5:30 sharp, scanned for Emma, didn’t see her, and headed to the bar. I said hello to Thomas, the elderly bartender who greeted me with his customary warmth.
“Still drinking, huh?” he asked.
“No, Thomas. Give me a cranberry juice for starters, no ice.”
“Something wrong with your pipes? People drink cranberry juice for urinary tract infections.”
“No, Thomas. I guess I just like the taste.”
“Will anyone be joining you or will you be alone this evening?”
Thomas enjoyed emphasizing my frequent lack of companionship, which was rude but I didn’t really mind. “Yes, I hope so. A client, or rather, I would be her client is the right way to put it. Why do you always ask me if anyone will be joining me?”
“Just making conversation. You don’t follow sports or politics like most men, so…”
“I get it,” I said. “So that just leaves women.”
“Some men like golf.”
“Isn’t that a sport?”
“If you say so,” said Thomas, apparently not feeling argumentative.
“I have nothing against golf, Thomas, but I prefer tennis.” He felt this was a good place to leave our brief conversation and my general vicinity.
A group of four men arrived and he shuffled over to take their orders. Emma was now fifteen minutes late, not that I was counting the minutes. I drained my cranberry juice and nodded to Thomas when he was free again.
“The same?” he inquired.
“No. Switch me to a light vodka tonic please, heavy on the twists.” As he left to mix my drink I felt a tap on my shoulder. I was preparing to say “Hello, Ms. Sterne” in my deepest voice when I discovered it was not her tap.
“Hello, David. Drinking alone? That’s sad.” The voice smiled, revealing a White Strips addiction in full swing.
“Hi Karen,” I said. “What brings you here?”
“Same as you, I thought. Jerry and the gang are showing up in a minute. It’s his birthday.”
“Oh, I must have missed the call,” I said, which was probably among the many calls I’d ignored recently from the “gang”. Karen oozed sex appeal, and had a raspy voice I always liked, but we never clicked in an amorous way. Still, I loved hearing her voice.
“Well look, you’re here anyway. How’s your mom dealing with everything? We haven’t spoken in ages.”
“I saw you at the funeral. That was two weeks ago.”
“Two weeks is ages, Davy, at least in my world.”
“She’s fine,” I said, though it was a guess. I’d barely spoken to her since the funeral. We had a dinner penciled in for the next evening. “She’ll be staying in the Hamptons for a while, preparing for the season, not that there’s much to prepare.”
“Lovely. Look, there’s Jerry now. Let’s grab a table in the back.”
“I’m actually meeting someone, Karen. She’s a bit late so I’ll stay here. I want to be visible.”
“Oh, she’ll see you. You’re hard to miss, darling. Well, bring her over when she gets here. She can meet the gang.”
“It’s for business, Karen, so...”
“That may be her now... She’s pretty, David, like model pretty. Lucky you.” She leaned in and gave me flirty, wet kiss on the cheek. “Join us later if you want.” She walked away with an extra bit of sway in her step, drawing my attention to her heavenly shaped posterior. As I turned to look for Emma I saw she was already settling onto the stool next to me. She did look pretty and very much like a model.
“Sorry I’m a little late, David,” she said. “A last-minute office frenzy held me up. You have lipstick on your cheek.”
“You look as fresh as you did this morning when we met,” I replied while wiping my cheek. “Hello, by the way.”
“Hi.”
“Can I get you a drink?”
“Sure, whatever you’re having… Hey, I want to apologize about earlier, when we first met. I think I dissed your company and insulted you a little there. I thought you were someone else, I guess.”
“Meaning the diss was meant to be behind my back. I see.”
“No, not really,” she said. “I was just jacked up for the meeting and I thought you might be with one of the other consulting companies, so, you know, I guess I wanted to intimidate you, or something.”
“You were being strategic,” I said. “I get it. Anyway, I didn’t take any offense.”
“Okay, good. So that’s behind us, right?”
“Right.”
During this short exchange, her knee bumped my leg twice as she continued settling in. It wasn’t like the bump you get from a stranger standing on the subway, though I’m guessing. I’ve never been on the subway. Her knee rested a bit each time, in full contact, and it generated a current. Seeing her bare knee against my leg also sent a telegraph to my brain, which in turn forwarded a message to my tropics. I could feel things stirring there.
“So, that was pretty slick what you did,” Emma said. “I mean when you slipped a date invitation into our parting conversation. Of course, we old friends, so no improprieties there.” She laughed.
“I’m sorry if I offended you, but I thought I sensed something between us that made me think it a viable option like it might work out.”
Her eyes twinkled with a touch of menace. “And what was that something you sensed? I have to be honest, I’m clueless.” She gave me a devilish grin.
“I thought you might like to someday have my babies.”
“Ah. Babies. That’s right where my mind goes when I see a handsome man. And I start drawing hearts in my notebooks. Should we call our parents and give them the good news?”
“You mock me.”
“A little, maybe.”
“Okay,” I said. “Let me be a little more serious then. When I saw you at the elevator I sort of lost my tongue for a moment. I was glad when you started babbling on so I wouldn’t have to speak. Then when you skipped off to join your boss, and you did skip, by the way, I felt smitten. There was a pureness there... I hope I’m not sounding like a complete douche here.”
“No. I like when men are smitten with me, but I don’t think I ‘skipped’ exactly. Look at these heels I’m wearing.”
I enjoyed the opportunity to examine her heels, which meant admiring her legs as well, and how they rose to disappear at mid-thigh under her skirt.
“Well, there was a bounce or lightness in your step I found attractive. The way you move through space is very appealing. You have a nice presence. I think this is all meant as a compliment, by the way. I’m not judging you.”
“Thank you,” she said. “I don’t know why I’m giving you a hard time. I’ll be honest. I went a little gaga when I met you this morning, hence, the babbling. I’m not being very strategic here, but I was out the day they taught us girls how to be demure.”
“I disagree. You also exhibit an exquisite reserve, or at least you know how to go there as well.”
“Yeah, in business. That’s a different ballgame. With boy-girl stuff the rules are different. You talk differently than most men, by the way. I don’t think I’ve ever heard a man say ‘exquisite’ before.”
“Thank God for that, if it makes me special,” I said. “Anyway, let me summarize. I think we’ve established we may be under the influence of a mutual attraction. Good so far?”
“We have established that, yes,” she said, smiling, with another knee bump to boot. “But having babies together? I’m not sure I’m there yet. Frankly, I may need a little more wooing.”
“Of course. Anyway, we’re both young.”
“Young and full of piss, as my grandfather used to say. He was English.”
We were interrupted by Thomas, who had arrived with a fresh round of drinks. Emma stirred hers while exercising a pensive moment, and I could hear Karen and the gang amping up their volume in the back. I didn’t want the evening to swing in that direction.
“Are you free for dinner too?” I asked.
“I am, but to be honest, I need an early night. It appears I have a big day tomorrow at work, and I barely slept last night getting ready for today’s meeting.”
“I understand. What sort of food are you in the mood for?”
“Whatever works for you,” she said, smiling. “I’m easy that way. I’m picky about everything else, of course. That’s why I’m still a virgin.”
“Good to know… When we finish here we can walk around the block to Spring Garden. It’s got a light menu, all healthy, and they’re quick about it.”
“That sounds perfect.”
“Great,” I said, happy knowing this would mean spending more time together. “Say, maybe we could talk about the meeting today, especially what you said afterward?”
“I was hoping we would talk about that. There have been developments.”
“Okay, but first, you said your boss, Roger, told you not to present what you’d prepared for the meeting. Could you explain that some more? What was the point of bringing you along if he knew you weren’t going to be presenting?”
“Is that really a question?” she asked, giving me a coquettish, teasing look as she straightened her spine, lifted her shoulders, arched her back a bit and played with her hair.
I understood. She was stunning.
“You mean, he wanted you there as eye-candy.”
“I think you’ve nailed it,” she laughed.
“I’m sorry. But it’s very obvious you’re good looking and, men being men…”
“Or David Miles Jr.…”
“Or me, yes. Men notice that. But it’s a plus, too, being good looking. It’s nothing to be ashamed of.”
“It’s a little demeaning in this context, don’t you think? I’m not Vanna White. I didn’t apply for my job so I could point at letters on the Wheel of Fortune. I have an MBA. I have other talents I’d rather be appreciated for. I’m not just a pair of tits. Plus, he already has someone on the payroll for that, Bret.”
When Emma said “tits” I lost my train of thought but quickly recovered. “So what happened after you left, after you disobeyed him by speaking at the meeting? What did Roger say after he pulled you away?”
“He had me ride back with him in his limo. He grilled me a little, but I held my ground. I honestly expected to be fired.”
“Is that what the frenzy was at the office? The ‘later development’? You said that’s why you were late meeting me here.”
“Kind of. But it’s not because I was fired. I was promoted, David. And they moved me into a big office on the tenth floor. I started the day in the basement, and when I left at the end of it I was on the same floor as Roger. Plus, I got a raise. I’m thinking now I can afford cable.”
“I don’t get it, Emma. What am I missing here?”
“There are two possibilities. The first one is, Roger thinks you’re going to give him the contract, in which case, I’ll be your point person at Case. The other possibility is, Roger thinks you’re going to try to hire me away from him and he won’t get the contract. Promoting me is to give you some incentive to just work with me at Case. I’m just speculating, of course.”
“Only the second possibility crossed my mind,” I said. “I had thought of hiring you. You completely shifted my thinking on the future of Miles Investments. It took you all of five minutes. And you made me realize my responsibilities extend beyond the raw financials. There are two hundred people relying on me to find a solution. I’m ashamed to admit that wasn’t foremost in my mind before.”
“All Roger cares about is the twenty million Case collects under the contract. Whether your company survives or not, Roger still gets the money. But, of course, you have to hire him first, and maybe he thinks I’m the key. In that scenario, it’s a salvage operation for him.”
“What do you mean?”
“His plan for Miles Investments is liquidation. And believe me, he would make a lot more money than you’d think. He would be the broker for every transaction. He’d collect fees on each of them. If you go with my plan, Roger earns a lot less.”
I was beginning to feel angry. Roger was manipulating the situation in his favor and had no interest in being a savior of any kind. He was a scavenger, and for all I knew, in cahoots with Carl Branson, my CFO. It was a strong argument for hiring Emma outright and telling Roger to fuck off.
“I should just hire you then. It would be ‘Case closed’ in more ways than one.”
“In a perfect world, yes,” said Emma. “But Case Consulting owns my work. I did it on their dime. Plus, I’m under contract to them for three years or two years and three-quarters as of now. They also paid off my student loans to get me. If I broke the contract, I would be in debt to them for almost two hundred grand. I don’t have that kind of money.”
“This is all my fault, Emma. I’m sorry.”
“It’s not your fault, David.”
“I shouldn’t have asked you to speak at the meeting. I was pissed at what Roger suggested for my company and, of course, I didn’t know he had told you not to speak, but I did know when I asked for your opinions I was, well, signaling to Roger that I wasn’t satisfied with his opinions.”
“Hey, I got a raise and a new office! I should be thanking you. You shouldn’t be apologizing for anything.”
“Well, you’re welcome then. But I don’t want you to worry about Roger. You don’t need him or his money. In fact, I don’t want you to think about money at all or those student loans. There’s a solution to all of this. Roger doesn’t get to keep you. I can handle him.”
“David, I don’t want to sound ungrateful, but could you maybe rephrase what you just said? I want to be sure I understand what you’re saying.”
I immediately understood why she asked. I had just come off like a Mr. Big Shot who only had to write a check to make her problems disappear. She wasn’t looking for that, and it was short-sighted of me to imply it.
“I’m sorry. I guess I sounded a little full of myself. Look, I don’t bully people to get my way. I keep a low profile. I know I’ve been lucky in life, and I don’t like the idea of Roger taking advantage of you. He couldn’t do that to me, so, maybe what I’m trying to say is I want to extend my shields to protect you too. It’s within my capacity. That’s what I meant to say. I would definitely make the same deal to employ you that Roger did. You’ve earned it. That’s separate from what I’m feeling about you in other ways. For now, we have to think of a way to make Roger go away that won’t damage you or me. In short, I think I’m saying you have a brilliant future with or without Roger Case in the picture.”
Emma looked thoughtful for a moment. She stirred her drink again, took a sip, then put it down. I could hear her take a deep breath, which she followed by leaning over to give me a wonderful, deep kiss. We locked together for a moment, and then she leaned back and took another sip of her drink.
“David, thanks for explaining what you meant. I know we’re on the same page now. That kiss was to let you know it. In both ways, I mean. Business and otherwise. I don’t mean to rush things with you, but something tells me I don’t need to worry about that.”
“I’m feeling the same way, Emma.”
Of course, and despite her recent searing of my lips, which still tingled, I was now feeling murderous toward Roger Case. That was not familiar ground for me, one of having venomous feelings toward anyone. This was only my first official day as CEO of Miles Investment, and my life already felt upside down.
And I couldn’t have been happier. Sure, I was supposed to be in Ibiza having the time of my life or, really, just more of my life. But this was better. I’d met Emma Sterne, and she had a genuine purpose in life. Plus, she was beautiful and smart and above all honest. I knew if I lived another hundred years I wouldn’t meet another woman like her. Most of the ones I’d known up to this point were well-dressed drones with trust funds with no signs of a moral center of any kind.
Not that very long ago, I might have hired Roger Case to liquidate Miles Investments and walked away with close to a billion in my pocket. That would have been easy. How much money does one need anyway? A hundred million is plenty, even fifty million in a pinch. But now, I wasn’t thinking of the money. I’d always had the luxury of knowing I would be taken care of, but now I also had the burden of knowing that luxury came on the backs of other people, people who didn’t have idle millions sitting in accounts across the world. People like Emma.
Despite the woe I felt over the perilous position of Miles Investments, I also felt invigorated. Something about Emma made me see everything more clearly. She had a purity of vision or something like it, and I sensed it was going to make me a better man. And for the past hour, I had become very attached to her knee, which continued to assault my thigh with an increasingly lingering aspect. It was tantalizing, and I don’t even think it was deliberate. Subconsciously, we were being drawn to each other.
As we were leaving to have dinner, Karen sloppily slipped in between us to extend an invitation. She was clearly drunk now, and there was evidence that someone had tampered with her blouse. It was half untucked and more open at the top.
“Davy! Jerry wants to go to a strip club. You should come with.” She smiled leeringly at Emma. “Bring your sexy friend too!”
“Thanks, Karen,” I said. “But we already have plans. I put my arm around Emma and steered her gently out of Drake’s. When we were out on the street she turned and said, “Thanks for not being like them.”
Was she right? I was beginning to sense I really didn’t want to be like them anymore. I wanted to become a responsible human being with hours to keep and livelihoods to protect.




Chapter 8: That Crowd



Emma
David put his hand on the small of my back to guide me out of Drake’s and away from his friends. This slight gesture sent a current up my spine to deliver a warm, cozy bath of endorphins and elevate my mood. His touch made me feel serenely comfortable and secure and also a little tingly. I held his arm and felt his muscles through the luxurious fabric of his suit. My guess: $3000 a yard, easy. Of course, not being a material girl meant I didn’t notice these things overtly but by osmosis.
I wasn’t troubled by the scene with David’s friends as we were leaving Drake’s, but it did make me curious. I suspected that crowd, as Roger Case referred to them, meant people like Karen and Jerry. As we took our table at Spring Garden and ordered fresh cocktails, I decided to dig for some insights.
“So, those friends of yours - are they always like that? Drunk on weeknights and going to strip clubs?”
David thought for a moment and smiled. “You could say they’re a spirited bunch. Tonight they may have dialed it up for Jerry’s birthday.”
“Would you be with them now if we hadn’t met up?”
“Not necessarily, no. Jerry and Karen are friends from school, but not my closest friends from there. Those people are right now over in Ibiza. I was going there myself until the news of my father’s passing arrived. I wasn’t really planning to be taking over the family business for years.”
“And your friends in Ibiza, what do they do?”
“You mean, in Ibiza?” said David. “Or when not in Ibiza?”
I had meant the latter but was also curious about the former.
“Start with Ibiza,” I said. “What’s that like? What do you do there?”
“Well, it’s beautiful, of course. There’s a mix of people, from hippies to Euro Trash, as they’re fondly called, rich Europeans preening all day and night. There’s a big nightlife, raves on the beaches or in the clubs. That part gets old after a while.”
“What about cultural stuff? There must be a lot of historical sites and museums”
“I’m sure there are but they weren’t on the program, really. We just went there for fun, basically.”
“To play,” I said, without any snark.
“I see what you’re doing here, or rather implying. You’re pointing out that my life has been frivolous up until now.”
“I’m sorry, David. I didn’t mean to imply anything. Your life is really a mystery to a woman like me.”
“No need to be sorry. The past couple of weeks, and especially today, have made me realize my lack of depth. Life really has just been play until recently.”
“What will your friends do after Ibiza? What kind of life will they return to?”
David stirred in his seat and chewed on the question for a good minute. “I’ll just lay it all out as long as you understand I’m now talking about them, though it could have been me in the past, okay?”
“I got it.”
“A few of them were talking about going on to Greece before it gets too hot there, and then finishing up the summer on the Riviera.”
“And after all that?”
“Most of them will end up in New York or London by late August.”
“Sounds grueling,” I said. “How do they find the energy?”
“I know you’re jesting. The thing is, most of my friends have trust funds so they don’t have to work. That’s not really expected of any of us until reaching our mid-thirties. At that point, we’re supposed to settle down with a wife, work in the family business, breed, and become respectable and dull.”
“How old are you, David? You said before we were about the same age.”
“Twenty-seven. You?”
“Twenty-six.”
“So, we are about the same age, then.” David looked at the menu and tapped it. “Glazed Mahi Mahi, with ginger. That sounds about right. See anything you like.”
“Zavioli with spinach and ricotta, I think. Not so light but not too heavy either.”
“Great. So a white then. They’ve got a nice Jadot Louis Le Montrachet Grand Cru in their cellar.”
“David, it’s a weeknight. We just guzzled several cocktails and I’ve got a big day tomorrow. I don’t think I can keep up with you, but don’t let me stop you.”
“You have a point, but I usually just have a glass or two.” David put the wine menu down. “I’m afraid I’m not used to this routine.”
“You mean work?”
“If I’m being honest, yes. Having a regular job with somewhere to be in the morning. That requires a clear mind I bet.”
“You’re a fast learner, David. You’ll do fine.”
“With your help, I’m sure I will.”
“Oh, right. I’d forgotten about the business angle between us.”
“Let’s leave that aside for now. I’m interested in knowing more about you. What’s your sign? Do you have a criminal record I should know about? What’s your favorite season? Do you ski? Favorite color?”
“Was your internet down at the office or something? I thought you would have that all figured out by now.”
David laughed. “I stopped after learning where you got your degree. Good school.”
“In the top ten outside the Ivy League. My favorite season is Fall, I guess... I have skied. I liked it. My sign is Virgo. My favorite color is moss green. The family bit is tougher to explain. Is it okay if I just give you a brief outline? I can color in the details later.”
David’s handsome face emitted a slight frown. “I’m sorry, Emma. I didn’t mean to pry. We can change the subject.”
“No, you’re fine. It’s just that my dad past away a couple years ago. He took decent care of my mom, but then my brother came back from Iraq with a bad case of PTSD. His wife divorced him. He can’t work but still has to pay child support. He wasn’t getting all the care he needed from the VA so we’re paying for a lot of it. It’s just a little stressed down there at the moment.”
“God, I’m sorry. That does sound tough.”
“It is what it is, as they say.”
“Where is down there? Somewhere in the South?”
“Near Greensboro, in central North Carolina.”
“You don’t have an accent.”
“My parents are both from Chicago. We moved to North Carolina when I was ten.”
David became quiet and after the food arrived we were both silent for a while. Finally, he looked at me and his eyes had a genuine look of concern. He put his knife and fork down and leaned in, resting his elbows on the table. He seemed to have trouble speaking.
“What is it, David?”
“Oh, well, I stumbled earlier back at Drake’s trying to tell you not to worry about money. I meant it, but I don’t want to stick my foot in my mouth again.”
“I understand, David.”
“And now I have a better understanding of the importance of your job—of having a job. I guess you’re helping to support your brother and your mom. You made a joke earlier about being able to afford to cable now that Roger gave you raise. It wasn’t a joke, was it?”
“No, but don’t worry about that, David.”
“The thing is, I don’t want you to worry about it. And I mean this based on your talent, not my generosity. I can’t tell you how silly I now feel going on about Ibiza and trust funds.”
“David, we can’t change where we came from. We’ve had different lives, but look where we are today. Our worlds really aren’t so far apart when we’re just sitting here as, you know, a boy and a girl.”
I reached across the table to hold his hand and our fingers loosely interlaced. I wanted him to kiss me but it wasn’t that kind of table, meaning narrow enough to allow for impromptu smooching without it looking extremely awkward.
The warmth of his hand and his finger-play gave laser focus to what I was feeling inside—an unmistakable attraction to this guy. I knew we came from opposite sides of the track, as they say in the South, but it didn’t seem to matter. This billionaire’s heart felt like it was in the palm of my hand. Me, a woman who couldn’t afford basic cable without a raise.
With my finger on his inside wrist, I could feel his quickening pulse. My own was rising as well. I felt a yearning, and swelling, that was drawing me into him literally. I was scooting closer in my chair, willing myself toward David.
I was happy Camie suggested that little stop on my way to meet him. I had ducked into Coquettes before meeting David and bought a lovely matched set of lingerie from Fox and Rose. It cost more than two months of premium cable, which I only learned checking out. I was already wearing the lingerie and thus committed to ownership.
David’s face shifted into a boyish grin and then a full smile. He glanced down at his plate then back to me and released a small laugh, his eyes twinkling and lovely.
“What?” I said, now smiling too. “Tell me!”
He chuckled once more and said, “You’re making things very uncomfortable for me here. Just holding your hand did that to me. I can’t imagine what… Well, I should just leave it there. Sorry.”
I thought of my earlier conversation with Camie and the dick pic on her phone. It made me laugh, and though I resisted as hard as I could, I couldn’t help myself from commenting.
“David, I think you just sent me a telepathic dick pic.” He immediately looked concerned but relaxed when I added, “It’s okay. If you want to, imagine me feeling very perky and rosy and humid and, dare I say it? I’m glad there’s this funky farm table between us right now. Otherwise, I’d be sitting on your lap.”




Chapter 9: What Should We Do Now?



David
The idea of Emma sitting on my lap didn’t make my personal situation any less urgent. Damn those boxers. Usually, I wore fashionable briefs, but gentlemen were supposed to wear boxers with fine suits. I had never bothered to ask why.
With a lap visit not an option, Emma and I ramped up the flirting until the check came. I handed over a black Amex card, doodled in a generous tip, and we left the restaurant. I wasn’t sure about the next course of action and was afraid to ask but also eager to know. It was still shy of ten o’clock. Under normal circumstances, I might only then be thinking about dinner, not wrapping one up. This new world I was living in would take getting used to. My indecision on what to do or say left an opening for Emma to fill in the gap in conversation.
“Thanks for the dinner, and the drinks. I enjoyed myself.”
“Me too. I’m glad you agreed to meet. I was expecting to have a dreary day and it turned out the opposite of that.”
“I’m glad. My day has had a few highs and lows, hasn’t it? I thought I would be giving a brilliant presentation, then thought I was going to be fired, then ended up getting a new office and a raise. If you hadn’t had me speak up at the meeting, I’d be home now eating a gallon of Ben & Jerry’s with dry tears and mascara lining my cheeks.”
“What’s your favorite flavor?”
“Chunky Monkey. You?”
“Americone Dream, of course, but Chunky Monkey is also a favorite.”
“Good. Clearly, we’re a match. Should we discuss baby names?”
“Maybe we should discuss the hyphen situation first. I’m not sure ‘Sterne-Miles’ has quite the right ring to it, do you? It sounds like the title to a southern gothic novel with a morose ending.”
Emma laughed. “David, I think the most important thing right now is, are you going to give me a proper kiss before I go off into the dark night?”
“So, it’s that time is it? Can I give you a lift?”
“Thanks, but I can Uber. I suspect we’re headed different directions. I’m in the East Village. I imagine you’re uptown.”
“Yes, uptown, but it’s no bother. We can drop you off.”
“We?”
“I have a driver.” I looked up and down the street. “He’s there, waiting for me to text.” Emma looked where I was pointing and back to me.
“What is that? It looks like a movie prop.”
“It’s a 1964 Bentley, a classic. And it’s a proper limo, you know, extended wheelbase, privacy divider, even a little mini bar.”
“And like, really, really white.”
“Alpine White. Let me show you while I give you a lift.”
“What about the proper kiss I mentioned?”
I took Emma in my arms and bent down to kiss her and she arrested my movement with another laugh. “David, maybe we could move a little further down? We’re standing in the front window of the restaurant. People are looking at us.”
We moved two dozen feet to an empty store-front and, this time, Emma locked onto my lips with such a fervor I was initially startled. It was one of those alternating, mutual inhalations that would appear alarming to aliens not familiar with our customs. Emma’s body pressed into mine with hurricane intensity, meaning I was feeling swept away.
When we came up for air I felt post-orgasmic, like we should share a cigarette and tell each other how good it was using French accents.
Instead, Emma rested her head on my shoulder for a moment and we rocked back and forth, then she looked into my eyes. “David, this is happening so fast. I don’t want you to get the wrong impression. I’m not usually like this. In fact, I’m never like this.”
The usual knee-jerk response to such a statement is always, “Neither am I.” I could say it and mean it and it would be true, but in my mind, I knew it wouldn’t be the entire truth. In my world, up to this point, things always went fast. The women I knew, the rich girls that inhabited my past, were only looking for fast recreation. It had been the same for me. Having dinner meant we would have sex afterward. Selecting a partner for a charity function meant selecting that night’s bedmate.
That’s just how it went. Sex was never more than a physical entertainment. No one said, “I love you” and meant it, but we all called each other “luv.” I once got a call that went like this: “Luv, sorry to be a bore, but I tested positive for chlamydia. You might want to have yourself checked... Okay, I’ve got more calls to make. Bye.” Fortunately, she had me mixed up with someone else. Still, I had myself checked. Clean as a whistle.
No one had ever kissed me the way Emma just had. I swear I felt our souls mingling for a lingering instant, from just a kiss. Everything about it was foreign to my prior knowledge of kisses. It was like I’d never been kissed before.
Emma brought me back from my rumination with a tug on my arm. “Well, let’s go give me a ride home in your fancy car. A girl needs her sleep.”
“Righto, then. I’ll introduce you to Chou Kok.”
“Who? What?”
“My driver, Chou Kok. He’s been with the family for years. It’s pronounced Coke by the way. He gets a little sensitive when people say it incorrectly”
Sighting our arrival seemed to startled Chou, who bounced out of the Bentley to greet us with a bow and then an apology. “I didn’t see text. Sorry you had to walk.”
“That’s fine, Chou,” I said. “This is Emma. We’re taking her home. What’s your address, Emma?” She gave Chou the address, and then the proper spelling of her street so he could enter it into his phone’s GPS. We got in the back as Chou was raising the privacy divider, he being a creature of my habits.
“It smells like leather and fine whiskey in here,” said Emma. “Like I imagine in a gentlemen's club in London.”
“That’s more or less the hoped for impression, but I think you’re imagining the whiskey. There’s none in the bar but I can offer you a sparkling water.”
“I’m good... I guess it smells like you then, or musky? How about manly? Anyway, it’s sexy. Give me another kiss.”
I leaned in to kiss Emma and once again felt jettisoned into the unique orbit of her heavenly essence. One arm went around my neck as she used the other one to pull herself into me. I had to force a brief separation to unpin my right arm, and she used that moment to swivel over and onto my lap. My right hand fell to her thigh and she responded with an earthy moan. I could feel it vibrating through her body.
She leaned back and asked, “Can Chou really not hear us or see us back here?”
“No. He can’t see or hear us.”
“Good.” Emma took off her suit jacket and unbuttoned her blouse down to her skirt. “You don’t mind, do you?” She lifted my hand up to her breast, which she bared by pulling down one side of her bra. Her freed nipple was begging for attention, and no army in the world could have prevented my lips from descending upon it. She moaned again and ground her bottom into my cock, which had also become extremely impatient for attention. She buried my face in her breasts and then reoriented her knees to the floor, leaning back to free my lap for a manual inspection. She felt the length of my cock and tenderly attempted to straighten it, but my belt impeded the effort.
“David, you don’t mind do you if I open your trousers? You must be in pain like this.” She didn’t wait for a reply. She unbuckled the belt and unzipped me. The tip of my cock, as if freed from a prison, made a robust escape from my boxers.
“Oh, hello! That looks more comfortable,” said Emma, with a broad smile.
“What are you smiling about, Emma? I hope I don’t look comical down there.”
Emma gave my cock a gentle stroke, though most of it remained trapped in my boxers. She swirled a finger over the exposed tip and felt the further evidence of my excitement. It was a tease, as she redirected her attention to my face. Her right breast remained liberated and from this fresh angle, I could see how beautiful it was. That it had a twin as beautiful was almost inconceivable.
“David, I’m smiling because you’re making me extremely happy. Plus, you have a lovely cock. I didn’t know you were Jewish.” She laughed and stroke me again, and once again swirled a finger around the tip.
“No, not Jewish. I hope that’s not a problem.”
“You know what I’m talking about, David. You’re circumcised. There’s always a nervous moment when women are about to learn if their man is cut or uncut. Most American women prefer what you have.”
“Oh, that. Yes, I’ve heard the same. But I’ve also heard many women don’t care, or that size doesn’t matter. I guess it gets down to personal preference more than anything.”
“Yes, David, but size does matter. I don’t think we’ll have any problems there.” Emma bent down finally, after what felt like years in the making, and kissed the tip of my cock, swirling her tongue around it and giggled in an endearingly naughty way. “Yum.”
God yes. Yum indeed. Another kiss just might do the trick, she had me that close.
And we’d hardly done anything.
Emma sat back on my lap, gingerly positioning herself over my cock. She kissed me and then looked out the window.
“David, we’re not moving. How long have we been parked?”
“I have no idea, Emma. I didn’t notice. We must be at your place.”
“Well, of course we are. At most, it’s a ten-minute ride from the restaurant. I got a little lost in time there.”
“Me too... Well?”
“Well, what?”
“What should we do now?” I really didn’t want to assume anything though I desperately hoped her answer would indicate we were heading up to her place.
“I go up and get ready for bed. You go to your place and do the same.”
“Ouch.”
“David, I don’t mean to be a tease. What just happened here is totally unlike me, but if I hadn’t attacked you like this, I’d of never gotten to sleep tonight because, you know, I’d be wondering about things. Let’s call this a preview, okay? A taste of coming attractions.”
“Good word choice there, Emma... But actually, that preview was a little one-sided, don’t you think?” I moved my hand up her thigh to the panty line and rested it there.
Emma arched her back and said, “Oh David. Don’t stop there.” She generously opened her legs and I gently, shyly, cupped my hand over her. It felt warm and wet. I pressed in some more and felt her pronounced cleft through the panty, moving my thumb up and down. She really was soaking wet. She grabbed my hand and pressed it into her and released heavenly moans. A minute later, after rocking herself into my palm and fingers, she lifted herself over to the other seat and started buttoning up her blouse.
I felt momentarily paralyzed. My cock was throbbing. My right hand, where her damp heat now lingered, felt like it had just lost its new best friend. As Emma closed each button of her blouse, I suffered a little death, what the French might call a petite mort.
“You’re staring,” said Emma, while laughing. “You might want to put your toys away if you’re going to walk me to my door.”
I looked down at my Peeping Tom of a cock, still erect and glistening with hope. I pushed it down into my boxers and zipped up my trousers.
“Sorry,” I said. “I just wanted to savor the sight of you buttoning up your blouse. It makes me sad to say goodbye but happy to see you buttoning up nonetheless because it’s so intimate.”
Emma paused to give me another smothering kiss. “I like the way you phrase things, David. Most men would have just said, ‘I like your tits’.”
“I do like your tits. Let’s have another look.”
Emma smiled and gave me yet another kiss, slipped into her jacket and said, “Ready to walk me to my door? This can be an iffy neighborhood late at night.”
We got out of the Bentley and walked the twenty steps to her building.
“This is good. Kiss me goodnight.” Emma made a funny face by overextending her lips with her eyes scrunched closed. It was both funny and adorable. I leaned in for the kiss as she transformed her expression from comical to passionate.
After the kiss, she said, “So, where do we go from here?”
“Upstairs if you wish.”
“Not tonight, David. Besides, I have a roommate.”
“Well, I would suggest dinner tomorrow night, but my mother already booked me. She’ll be in town through the weekend.”
Emma looked disappointed, but not pouty.
“Hey,” I said. “This is a little soon, maybe, but this means she won’t be in the Hamptons. We could spend the weekend there and get to know each other better.”
“Er… That is a bit soon, don’t you think? And don’t new couples usually spend their first weekend together at a B&B in Vermont or Pennsylvania Dutch country?”
“I see you watch Seinfeld reruns too.”
Emma laughed.
“The house has six bedrooms, Emma. We don’t even have to see each other if we don’t want to.”
“That sounds romantic.”
“What I’m saying is, no pressure.”
“Okay. I’m in. What’s the plan? Head out there after work Friday? The traffic will be pretty heavy.”
“That won’t be a problem. We’ll helicopter over.”




Chapter 10: Baby Steps



Emma
Okay, that was pretty great. I just mauled a billionaire in his classic limo, played with his cock, and it wasn’t even an official first date. Good move, Emma.
But I wasn’t really feeling down on myself. I had owned it. I let my body speak to David. We didn’t play any games. We both knew where we were headed and we started the ball rolling.
But in baby steps. There wasn’t any penetration.
We just shared previews of coming attractions.
I was feeling elated when I finally got to my third-floor walk-up apartment and put the key in the door. There were sounds coming from inside, meaning Camie was still up. Good. I wanted to tell her everything, or almost everything. It’s what girlfriends did. They almost told their girlfriends everything.
I opened the door and saw, front and center on my sofa, Camie in her panties giving Duane from the office some special lovin’. God, I didn’t want to see that! Not that there’s anything wrong with it, of course.
“Camie!” I said. “What the hell?” She looked up from Duane’s lap without an inkling of shame and wiped her mouth with her forearm.
“Em, you’re home early,” she said. “I didn’t expect you until later.”
“Clearly.” Camie put her top on but Duane, still not quite up to speed, just sat there unmoved by the unexpected company.
“Duane!” I said. “Could you, like, put yourself away there, buddy? I don’t want to be that well acquainted.” He clued in promptly and restored his dignity, exchanged a few words with Camie, stood and left the apartment.
“You said he had a new girlfriend.”
“Only kind of, it turns out,” said Camie. “They’re not committed yet.”
“This probably won’t help things along... What happened between you two?” Camie followed me the four steps required to get to our kitchen so I could pour a girly night-cap of sherry, something I’d picked up from my mother.
“Well, you were there when I insulted him in the office, about him being dressed by his mom.”
“I remember. I thought it sort of backfired.”
“So did I. But then we escalated,” said Camie. “I’ll tell you, it started getting me a little hot, him too. When we got to ‘you suck cock’ and “whore bitch’ there was no going back. We went into the supply closet but it smelled like Lysol, so we went out for drinks instead and ended up here.”
“Sounds like a perfect date.” I sipped the sherry, which I frankly didn’t care for except that it reminded me of home. I was waiting for Camie to ask me about my date.
She got a little dreamy-eyed and said, “So, you saw him. What did you think?”
I assumed she meant, what did I think about my date with David.
“I got there a little late because I stopped at Coquette’s as you suggested…”
“Not that,” said Camie. “I mean, what did you think of Duane’s dick. You saw it.”
“Camie, I didn’t see it see it. I didn’t need to look at it to know it was out.”
“Right, huh? He’s a big boy.”
“Camie, really?” I looked around the kitchen. “This isn’t a sorority house. I’m not into random dicks. Women just aren’t, or didn’t you get the memo?”
“Sorry, Emma. I’m just a little excited. It’s been awhile for me, you know. I only had about two minutes with it and was excited to see he was…”
“I get it,” I said. “And coitus interruptus, or rather blowjob interruptus… Bad timing. Did you think you were headed to having sex with him right there on the sofa?”
“You never know…”
“No, you don’t.” I hadn’t planned to tell Camie about my limo action with David but really wanted to now.
“Anyway, Emma, you’re home early. I guess that means something.”
“Yeah. We agreed we both had a long day and needed to sleep.”
“Okay.”
“Really, Camie, it went great. I didn’t want it to go any further tonight. We really connected. He’s sweet.”
“And a billionaire.”
“We covered that. We acknowledged we came from very different places in life. I kind of flushed him out on that point. He made it clear he was moving away from his past, putting the bad-boy billionaire playboy stuff behind him. David knows his life is going to change now that he’s running the family business. He said it was opening his eyes to life outside the billionaire bubble.”
“That’s cool. It means you can be yourself, a hick from North Carolina, except now you don’t have to marry your cousin.”
“Now you’re catching on.”
***
I got to work early to supervise the transfer of files and other necessary items from my former dungeon cell. I’d gotten as far as emptying my single box of personal items, four photographs, a heart-shaped vase from my mom, and an antique, decorative box I kept for post-it notes (because it needed a purpose) when Roger entered.
“Settling in?”
“Good morning, Roger. I’m just waiting for the tech guys to bring up my computer.”
“Good, good, good… Well, we should get you started, heh? Why don’t you come over to my office and we’ll talk there.”
“Okay.” I picked up my laptop and followed Roger down the hall to his corner office.
“Have a seat,” he said, pointing to his sofa. He sat in an overstuffed wing chair that looked out of place with the general techie scheme of his office, all glass and brushed aluminum, now a bit dated. “Coffee? Or are you a tea person?”
“Coffee sounds great.”
Roger requested a pot of coffee then turned back to me.
“We’re preparing a file for you on a relatively new project while we wait to hear from Miles Investments. It involves a jewelry chain, Eaton’s, with some four hundred stores across the country, mainly in malls. Of course, they’re all dead now, meaning the malls, so the company is in need of desperate restructuring and consolidation.”
“Okay,” I said, to show I was listening. “I’ve seen their stores. They have one in our local mall at home.”
“Well, we’ve already got the contract. You recall Julie, I’m sure. Anyway, she wrote the initial prospectus and now she’s no longer with us. Frankly, as these things go, her plan is no longer aggressive enough.”
“Roger, Julie left the company before I got here. I don’t recall her, but I’ve heard of her.”
“I see.”
“So, when did we get the contract signed? Just now?”
“No, no... It was signed six months ago. That’s not important. Eaton has already implemented the initial phases of Julie’s plan. They’ve closed twenty low-performing stores out of a scheduled two hundred.”
“Wow. Half the stores will be closing. That’s pretty aggressive.”
“It seems that way, but it might not be enough. The problem is, Julie’s budgets for liquidations, closing payrolls and retirement packages are way off, now that reality has set in. In the current climate, her plan is way more generous than it needed to be. It’s costing Eaton too much to close these stores. Plus, the liquidations aren’t bringing in the expected cash. They’re falling short by fifty percent in some cases.”
“So, Roger, I get the picture. We need to re-analyze those valuations, see if there’s an opportunity to optimize liquidations a little more, see where Eaton’s wants to be vis-a-vis realigning their retirement packages, and go from there. Is that about it? It sounds pretty textbook.”
“Not exactly, Emma, but the rest isn’t important right now. I want you to re-examine Julie’s proposals and tell me what you think of her numbers. It may involve some travel.”
“That’s fine, Roger. Let me review Julie’s work and we’ll go from there.”
“Great,” he said, standing up. “I’ll let you get started.”
“Roger, Eaton’s plan sounds like it just needs a tweak or two. What’s in the pipeline for future projects? I’m curious.”
“Oh, in this business climate, there’s loads in the pipeline. There are companies that will need our services very soon, even if they don’t realize it yet. By the way, any word from your friend, David Miles? He mentioned he’d be seeing you again, didn’t he?”
“That was strictly social, Roger. So, are we done here?”
“Yes, Emma. The files on Eaton should be on your desk by now.”
Tech had installed my computer by the time I returned. My new office was about the size of two of my apartments, and frankly, the view was much better, not that I have anything against air shafts. There was nothing urgent in my inbox. While wondering what to do next, I felt a spike of adrenaline, thinking there might be a text from David telling me what a great time he’d had the night before. I reached for my phone.
Yay! There were two texts from the billionaire.
“Just thought you should know. Chou Kok thinks you’re a ‘Very pretty girl’.”
A few minutes later he’d added:
“So do I… Can’t get you outta my head.”
My heart fluttered of course, and I felt a rush of very localized heat but knew better than to be cute or buttery in my reply, so I texted:
“Who is this?”
I was laying the phone face down determined not to stare at it when Camie came bouncing in.
“What the hell, girl?” she said, looking around. “Can we even talk to each other now? Should I address you as Ms. Sterne?”
“If you don’t mind, yes, but I’ll still call you Camie. What’s up?”
“I had your hole-punch”
“Oh, thanks. Now my life is complete.”
“Any word from your new sugar daddy?
“Just a couple texts. No proposals. How’s Duane?”
“No texts or sightings this morning.”
“Then I guess we’re all caught up.”
“Yeah, but you should know I’m free for lunch and you got a raise, so…”
“Let’s go to Vinci’s across the street. I’ll be happy to pay.”
Camie left and I opened the first binder of the Eaton file. It was blah, blah, blah for about sixty pages, or about as much time required to not appear like a school girl staring at her phone.
I turned it over to see three more texts waiting:
“Sorry. This is David Miles. I thought I was texting a beautiful Carolina girl with great tits.”
Hmmm... I liked that, though it was new ground for me. That was followed with:
“Sorry about the ‘tits’ comment. I should have said ‘with the great smile’. More poetic.”
Then:
“Whatever you do, don’t send pics. I won’t get any work done.”
Naturally, I searched Google Images for “hairy man’s chest” and took a screen grab, cropped it just so around a nipple, and sent it to David.
With a smile on my face, I picked up my bag and headed out for lunch with Camie.




Chapter 11: Lady Margaret



David
I spent most of the morning pouring over the financial statements and correspondence that Kit had assembled for me. I sensed a thickening plot in some of the numbers and pointlessly obscure memos between Carl and our branches in Boca and Walnut Creek. Something didn’t add up, which Emma had hinted at. I knew I would need expert help to sort it out and thought again of Emma. She could probably decipher it all in a New York minute.
If you had walked into my office at any point that morning, you would have seen an executive hard at work. If you walked in at 12:01 pm, as Kit did, you would have seen a man with his feet up on the desk and chair reclined on the verge of emitting a falling asleep snort.
“David?” vocalized Kit, in the way one might do waking up a small child so as not to startle them. It was soothing, and thus perfectly executed. I opened my eyes and my feet accidentally slipped from the finely crafted mahogany desk.
“Oh, hello Kit. I was just having a quick refresher.”
“David, if it’s okay with you, I’m heading out for a quick bite. Are you eating out? Would you like me to bring you something? Your dad often worked through the lunch hour.”
“That’d be great, Kit. Anything, really. A sandwich of some kind. I’ll let you decide. Here, let me give you some money...”
“No, David. That’s fine. I’ll just reimburse myself from petty cash as I did with your father’s expenses.”
Kit left and I went into my private bathroom to freshen up. When I returned to my desk I saw there was a text from Emma. It made me laugh out loud. She had sent a picture of an especially hideous and hairy male nipple. This was in response to my jokey text about not sending me sexy pics, else I lose all concentration.
If I’d made the same veiled request to ANY OTHER WOMAN in New York, I would have received a dozen tit pics immediately, and it wouldn’t have stopped there anatomy-wise. You didn’t even have to be a billionaire. Mere millionaires got the same treatment. At the clubs and watering holes around town, you could see men in suits sharing their latest jpeg hauls.
I never partook of the sharing, and always deleted any pics as soon as they came in. There’s was something about it that disturbed me, but now all of I could think of was having a dozen naked pics of Emma on my phone so I could stare at them at will.
I sat down and shuffled through a stack of papers put aside for further review, the ones that made me think there was something festering between the lines. There were several cash disbursements to a company named Trident Services Group in Boca Raton. Carl had signed-off on them, but there were no corresponding invoices or valid statements of any kind. Curious, I dialed the phone number included in the “send to” address for Trident Services Group on Carl’s memos.
Instead of hearing a natural voice welcoming me to Trident Services, a recording stated, “We regret there is no one at the office to take your call. Please leave a message and someone will get back to you as soon as possible.”
That was strange for a company that had recently received a check from Miles Investments for $12,566,009.00. Their address was just a P.O Box, and Google found no company in Boca or anywhere else with that specific name.
I put the paperwork associated with Trident into a lockable drawer for later study, then turned back to the stack of papers remaining on my desk knowing it would take the full afternoon to review them.
***
I always felt like Dudley Moore when Chou dropped me off in front of the expensive eateries of New York, but I would never give up the Bentley. It was foolish to have a classic car in this reckless city. Most of the rich were chauffeured around in disposable black Town Cars or, if nouveau riche, late model Mercs, also black. The hipster rich kids preferred black Suburbans or Navigators.
Though I was five minutes early, I found my mother already seated at our preferred table at Daniel, her preferred restaurant when in town and not far from her place on Park Avenue. I had never spent a night there as it was her home away from home. I still lived in the five-story townhouse I grew up in, also not far away.
“Hello, Mother,” I kissed her cheek and sat down across from her. Our waiter, Charles, who was Chuck on the street, took our drinks order. “How are you doing? We haven’t talked since the funeral.”
“You mean, you haven’t called me since the funeral, David.”
“Nor you me for that matter.”
“You have a point,” she laughed. “I’m fine. I never expected to lose your father to a suicide, but I knew I would lose him eventually.”
“There’s truth in that statement. I miss him too.”
“And here we are,” she said. Our drinks arrived and we toasted to each other’s health. “So, this was your second day at work? What do you think so far?”
“It’s going to take me awhile to get the full gist of it. Carl’s pretty grim about things.”
“How so?”
“My feeling is, he wants to liquidate all the assets and walk away.”
“And do you have an opinion on that? You would walk away a rich man, and not just on paper.”
“I guess you’re up to speed then. You’ve seen the numbers either way.”
“David, I have, but I want to know what you think, both about the business and Carl. As for me, you know I don’t need the money. My family, I mean, my side of the family, has all it needs. Your father was the poor one until he built the company. That’s all to his credit. He never borrowed a dime. Miles Investments doesn’t owe me anything.”
About once a year she brought up the dis-equities between her and my father’s roots. She wanted me to remember that dad was self-made, something she was proud of. I thought her comment about Carl was interesting. “Why do you want to know what I think about Carl? I thought he was the golden one, dad’s right-hand and all of that.”
“Just keep your eyes open. Carl knows the business, but I can’t say I’ve ever really trusted him. Your dad wouldn’t listen to my doubts, so I stopped mentioning them. I know you’ll listen to them.”
“He must have had his reasons for working with Carl, I guess. But I’ll do as you say. I’ve already found a few things that seem askew. Have you ever heard of Trident Services? They have an office in Boca.”
“No. Who are they?”
“I don’t know. I called their number and got a message. It seemed strange because we had just sent them a check for twelve million plus. You would think a company getting twelve million dollar checks could afford a receptionist.”
“If you’d like, I can check around,” she said. “Or better yet, I’ll have Benjamin call you. He’s a financial detective of sorts.”
“That’d be great, and better than me asking Carl directly. I wouldn’t want to alert him to any suspicions.”
“Agreed. So what else is new?”
“I think I’ve met someone, a nice girl, who may do some work for us.”
My mother smiled in her usual knowing way. “She’s nice? What does that mean? Is she not like the other women you meet? You feel the need to make that distinction?”
“Point taken, Mother. No, she’s not like the usual women I meet. She’s not from…”
“Our crowd?”
“She’s no one you would have come across socially, no.”
She smiled more broadly now. “That’s a relief.”
“I didn’t think you would mind. She’s from North Carolina. She works for one of the consulting companies Carl hired to analyze our future prospects. She’s very smart.”
“And beautiful, no doubt.”
“You would not be incorrect to assume as much. Chou thought she was pretty.”
“Then that settles it. I like her already.”
It was easy to get the wrong impression about my mother due to her regal bearing and obviously well-kept appearance, expensive jewelry and reserved demeanor, which could be mistaken as “haughty.” Deep down she was much more earthy and grounded. She was not a fan of the class she had been born into, in which she found great comedy and dark humor. It was our thing to share surgically precise perceptions concerning the follies and trivial dramas that filled the silly lives of some of our peers.
“I’m sure you will like her. We’re going to the house in the Hamptons this weekend to get better acquainted. I didn’t think you’d mind.”
“You know,” she said, with a mischievous grin. “We’ve never had the talk. I’m not ready to be a grandmother.”
“No worries there. Dad filled me in before I went to boarding school, then again before Harvard. He worried a disreputable girl might try to get pregnant and steal the family fortune.”
“And you’re not worried about your new friend doing the same?”
“No. Before she knew who I was she was already deeply attracted to me, if I’m reading her correctly. I was the same. I think we fell for each other at once. We were both tongue-tied messes when we first met, though she did manage to insult me, or rather the company.”
“Then she sounds like a keeper, David,” she laughed. “I can’t wait to meet her.”
“I’m sure you will, and very soon with any luck. She’s very special.”
“Well, pace yourself, David. We don’t want a repeat of your curious history with that English woman. I think you once called that one ‘special’.”
“You’re right. I definitely don’t need another Lady Margaret in my life.”




Chapter 12: Naughty Is Good



Emma
“What? I can’t hear you,” I said, as we crossed the broad lawn fronting David’s family estate in the Hamptons. The chartered helicopter hired to whisk us here was spooling up its turbine for a return trip to Manhattan.
“I said, it looks like we’re in for some rain.” He was now audible as the helicopter moved over the shuddering trees bordering the lawn. Pluming dark clouds over a darkening horizon were organizing into an early summer storm. I loved big storms, especially right on the ocean.
“Damn,” I said. “I guess that means we’ll be stuck indoors with nothing to do.”
David smiled. “Oh, we have all sorts of board games and cable of course. We’ll think of something.”
We entered the house through a side door that led into a mudroom and then the kitchen. It was about the size of a three-car garage and included a large sitting area facing a massive fireplace. David put our few bags in an adjoining hall. When he returned he went to the commercial sized fridge and liberated a bottle of champagne.
“Are you hungry?” he asked. “I had the housekeeper stock some snacky things for us. There’s a platter of shrimp here, cartons of exotic looking concoctions from the local deli…”
“No, thanks. I’m not hungry yet but go ahead if you want to eat. I’ll be happy to just sip that champagne for now.”
“That sounds like a plan. We can sit in the sunroom on the second floor and watch the storm come in from the ocean.” He grabbed two glasses and steered me toward a blank expanse of paneled wall, but mysteriously opened when one of its seams was pressed. It was a secret staircase. You wouldn’t have known it was there.
“Oh, I like this,” I said. “I’ve always wanted to see a house with secret passageways.”
“It was owned by a rum runner during the prohibition. There’s a lot of sordid history to this place, including ghosts. You’ll want to stay very close to me tonight. That’s when they come out. I hear they’re very fond of beautiful women.”
The upstairs sunroom was modest compared to the kitchen. Large, arched windows looked out over the sea and the east end of the estate. David opened them and it felt like we were outdoors. We sat on an oversized sofa with cushy pillows and filled our glasses. Until that moment we hadn’t had a private opportunity to exchange proper hellos. I leaned over and gave him a soulful kiss which he avidly returned. It felt like a starter gun going off, but I didn’t want to rush things. After a few more kisses, I fell back into the luxurious sofa with my champagne.
“Let’s not rush, David.”
“I agree. We need to pace ourselves. But all I’ve thought about since the other night is you. I feel like a dike about to burst.”
“How romantic.” I smiled and gave him another kiss.
“I’m sorry. I should have said dam.  I didn’t mean to confuse the situation... I get better as the night wears on, I promise. In an hour you’ll think you’re sitting here with Fabio.”
“I think you’re more my type,” I said. “Anyway, I know what you mean with the dam metaphor. I feel it too.” The rain arrived like a dark curtain as increasing winds licked the ocean into a froth, now just barely visible in the dimming light. “So, what’s the plan? We’ve got the full weekend ahead of us.”
“Well, I’ve already mentioned the board games. We’ve got Netflix as well. If it’s sunny tomorrow we’ve got the beach. There’s a nature preserve a small hike away that my mother organized years ago. She’s big on conservation, by the way. That’s her day job. In town, there are some nice places to eat that won’t be crowded this early in the season. There are antique shops, old bookstores… Jump in here if anything sounds interesting to you… There’s Montauk, the dunes...”
“Right now, just sitting and talking, sipping champagne and listening to the wind and rain suits me just fine. But do you mind if I freshen up a bit? I’ve been in these clothes all day.”
“I think you getting out of your clothes is a fine idea but I suspect you mean to put something else back on.”
“That’s the idea. Then maybe later you can take them off. Are we staying in tonight? I hope so.”
David agreed that staying in was the plan and left to collect our bags from downstairs. When he returned he showed me to my “room.” He left his bag outside the door, a nice gesture meant to convey he was making no assumptions about sleeping arrangements. The bedroom, or for the moment, “my bedroom,” looked like a suite at The Ritz. I was guessing about that as I’d never actually seen one in person.
I showered and slipped into another sexy purchase from Coquette’s lingerie boutique, then a simple side-knot tee and slim ruched leggings. When I rejoined David I could see he had showered and changed into standard-issue Hampton Weekend Casual gear for men—a polo shirt and knee-length shorts. He refreshed my champagne and we sat together on the sofa as before.
“So,” said David. “How’s the new job? Is Roger treating you well so far?”
Roger hadn’t been in all day, and I didn’t see him again after our short meeting the day before. That left me with time to dig through the Eaton files, which was hardly newsworthy, though they were troubling. Eaton’s wasn’t in desperate straits, so why were they closing so many stores?
“I haven’t seen Roger since yesterday morning. He gave me a new assignment, though he did ask about our meeting the other night. I told him that was strictly a social visit. I’m sure he’s expecting me to clinch the deal with you.”
David circled his index finger around the rim of his champagne flute while he reflected. “Well,” he said. “It was definitely very social in the Bentley. I’ve thought a lot about that. But also our business chat. I’m beginning to think Carl and Roger may really have something in mind other than our best interests.”
“Why do you think that?”
“There may be forty million missing from our reserves, possibly much more, and I think they’re disappearing into a company in Boca. My mother is doing some sleuthing for me. I think Roger Case is involved with the company. It’s called Trident Services.”
“I’ve heard the name before, David. I’m sure Roger has consulted for them but I’ll have to dig to know for sure. What do you think it all means?”
“Nothing good, probably, though I’m hanging onto the ‘benefit of the doubt’ phase of analysis until I know more. But my gut tells me Miles Investments’ situation isn’t as grim as Roger and Carl want me to believe.”
Hearing this brightened my mood and aligned with something that had nagged at me since my last meeting with Roger. He really was a scavenger preying on companies in distress. I didn’t want Miles Investments to be one of his victims.
We finished the champagne and David led us to the kitchen for an evening picnic of sorts. We noshed on shrimp and an assortment of gourmet salads and sides from the local deli, most likely owned by a celebrity chef. It was all delicious but surprisingly light. We sipped a robust white wine and by the end of our feast I was feeling nicely loosened up.
Though we paused occasionally for kisses and brief embraces, it seemed we were both keeping the heat levels on a low simmer. I liked that David was letting us take our time. This was the journey part and we both knew the destination and felt confident about what we would find there.
The storm had passed and, with most of the windows open thanks to the grand estate’s lack of air conditioning, the sounds of an early summer night blended into a tranquil chorus in the background. Crickets and tree frogs chirped and croaked (David claimed the frogs were actually toads, a local endangered species), and small waves could be heard churning the seashore.
We tidied up the kitchen and David suggested a nightcap. He grabbed a bottle of Remy Martin from a cupboard and led me back up the secret staircase. We walked the length of the main upstairs hall to a room with an adjoining covered balcony. There was another broad and deep sofa that could clearly serve as a bed on short notice, the sort of notice one receives during an unexpected fit of fiery passion.
“This feels like an Arabian nights situation here, David. A balcony meant for seduction.”
“Birdwatching, actually, though it’s called a sleeping porch.” David pointed to a copse of trees bordering the side lawn. “There’s a cranberry bog on the other side of those trees, and a salt marsh further on. They attract all sorts of birds and wildlife. What you’re hearing now is their late show. It can become quite a racket later in summer. It’ll sound like a jungle out here.”
Sitting on the sofa required climbing into it rather lowering oneself upon it. We cozied up next to each other and I immediately wished he would begin tearing off my clothes. Instead, we toasted.
Then, as if he’d just read my mind, he said, “I’ve been thinking all night of holding you naked in my arms.”
“I just had a similar thought, David, though it involved buttons flying and the sound of fabric ripping.” I leaned in and kissed his cheek and let my hand roam his thighs. I could see his response was immediate, which made me smile, but also feel extremely mischievous. I wanted to tease him for a while.
We still had the entire weekend ahead of us.
He put his left arm around me with his hand landing beneath my armpit on my side. His fingers were in side-boob territory, and I gave them a squeeze with my arm and kissed his cheek again. He smelled like heaven. I moved my left hand to his abdomen, which was firm and unyielding, much like a rock would be. It made me blush, which would go unnoticed in the darkness. He gently stroked the side of my boob with the tips of his fingers, moving ever so slowly into its more voluptuous terrain. I could sense every micrometer of forwarding advance and was getting dangerously aroused.
Slow down, Emma. Slow down.
“David, what are you thinking right now?”
He laughed quietly. “I’m imagining right now, but not really thinking. I was just in a sort of wordless void before you spoke. What are you thinking?”
“I was thinking I like the way you smell, the feel of your tummy and thighs, your lips, the sensation of your fingers exploring my breast right now. I’m getting impatient there, by the way. If you don’t reach my nipple in the next thirty-seconds there could be trouble.”
I leaned far enough away to remove my top then nestled back under his arm. His hand returned to fully cup my left breast, which he now held firmly as his index finger softly circled my nipple through the bra.
Perfect.
Slow down, Emma…
“That’s nice.”
“Yes,” he said. “It’s perfect.” Was he reading my mind?
I rolled over on top of him and we kissed like lovers from an over-the-top, straight-to-Netflix French indie film. We covered each other in sloppy, wet, noisy kisses, and without thinking I was grinding myself into his cock. He unhooked my bra and in response, I buried his face in my breasts, which he rather seemed to enjoy.
What happened to slow?
“David,” I was now panting slightly. “David, I just want to, I don’t know—I just want to be really naughty with you.”
“Naughty is good,” he paused to kiss my nipples. I continued rocking in his lap, my pelvis riding his it like I was sitting atop a wave. He laughed. “Now, are we talking safe-word naughty, or just naughty naughty?”
I wasn’t sure what I meant. I already felt safe with David, and we knew we were both “safe” in all the other ways. That’s why I felt secure being naughty.
“I don’t know what I mean, David, but I know I don’t mean pain or anything like that. No whips. I guess you make me feel like being your whore. I want you to fuck me, suck me, command me—okay, I’ve never told anyone that before… How about, you can come on me wherever you want? Do whatever you want with me. Tell me to do naughty things to you... That’s what I think I mean. But no whips… Does that make any sense?”
“Yes. I think we’re on the same wavelength, Emma. I’m having thoughts I’ve never quite had for anyone else. I want us to be naughty, but not vulgar. I think that’s what we’re thinking. Are we dirty-talking now? I’m afraid my sex life has been pretty vanilla in the past. Not sparse, but plain. To the point.”
“Mine too, though ‘sparse’ also fits. I’ve never had a one-night stand.”
I didn’t expect David to concur with me on that point, but it didn’t matter. He smiled and looked into my eyes as he lifted his bottom up from the sofa to pulled down his shorts. He kept his briefs on. I could now see the full outline of his erection. It extended nearly to the cliff of his hip. My mind took a thousand snapshots. Who said women weren’t into visuals? It’s a lie. The site of his ‘package’ in his briefs totally worked for me.
I stood up and pulled down my leggings, leaving my panties on. David buried his face into my crotch, his nose sliding wondrously into my cleft. My knees felt weak as I pushed him back into the sofa and sat on his lap. I straightened his cock so we aligned perfectly. We kissed and ground ourselves into each other, becoming soaked in the process.
David pushed me over on my back and pulled off my panties. He was now between my legs, which were spread wide, staring right at the heart of my swollen, wet desire. I was aching for him to touch me there, but instead, he slowly worked up my thighs with gentle kisses. When he arrived where I most wanted him to be, he looked up.
“You’re beautiful, Emma… This isn’t a word I usually use, but what the hell. We’re being naughty, right? Your pussy looks so perfect, so neat, so tight, so…”
“David! Do something! Stick your tongue in me, or your fingers, your cock!” I couldn’t stand for another moment not having some part of David inside me. I reached over and pushed his shoulders down and he buried his face in me, in my dripping, hot, swollen, hungry pussy. His tongue drew circles on the sides of my slit. It reached down to my ass and up again, then penetrated deep. He swirled the tip around my clit and it made me heave myself into his face. Then a finger was inside me, then two, three, working in perfect harmony with his tongue. When his pinky explored my ass I thought I would explode.
I pulled on his shoulders to lift him up and over me. As he rose I pulled down his briefs, first with my hands and then with my toes. His cock, now that I was seeing it fully now for the first time, was big, and I felt a slight tremor of fear imagining it inside me, but then felt I could trust him. He sunk his shaft into me and I gasped. His fullness exactly matched what I was offering. He fit perfectly, and exactly where it needed to fit, rubbing me with each thrust in perfect harmony with my desire. His pace quickened, and it shocked me that I could take him all in. I could feel his balls smacking my ass. His cock began to pulse and it felt like I was swimming in a sea of bliss as wave after wave of euphoria blessed our bodies. It seemed to last an eternity.
As we both calmed down and I stroked his back I could sense his abundant life pooling inside me. He was still hard, and my final spasms clenched his girth as if never wanting to let go. It was the most serene moment I had ever felt after making love.
That’s what it was. We had made love. It wasn’t just fucking. Fucking had never taken me where David had just taken me. Ever.
We rocked together for a few silent moments until David got up to get us each a glass of water. We drained them in single gulps. He laid back down beside me and let his fingers dance gently over my body.
“There are no words,” he finally said. “That was the most intense experience of my life, and I’ve skied all the black slopes in St. Moritz.”
I laughed. “I’ve never been compared to a ski slope.”
“Not you, but the experience. I was totally in the ‘Now’ with you, totally present, totally absorbed. I guess that doesn’t sound so sexy after all. This is new ground for me, Emma. What just happened has never happened to me before.”
“Sex?”
“That wasn’t sex, Emma. That was something else.”
“I know, David. It was something else. I think we’re really falling for each other.”
“I think you’re right. No, I know you’re right. What’s it been? Four days? It feels like we’ve known each other forever.”
“It’s crazy. But I’d be lying to say it doesn’t feel that way. Somehow, I know you, David Miles. I’ve known you all my life.”
“Old souls.”
“Something. We probably shouldn’t think too hard about it. But I’m not feeling any doubts.”
Without thinking we both rolled onto our sides to face each other and kiss and fondle. He was starting to get hard again so I pressed my belly into his cock. It was firm and warm against my body.
“Look who’s back, David. Do you want me to do something? Will you be able to sleep like this?”
“Are you sure I’m not already asleep? I’m having the most pleasant dream. But, yes, I’ll be able to sleep. I guess we should discuss sleeping arrangements. We don’t want to move too fast.”
I laughed. “You’re right. Plus, what would people think?”
“Are there other people in this world of ours? That’s a shame. I like it being just the two of us.”
“Me too. As for the sleeping arrangements, you’re sleeping next to me tonight, David. Just like this.”
“I like that plan.”




Chapter 13: Being Rich



David
“What time is it?” asked Emma, as I set down a tray with two espressos on the nightstand.
“It’s going on eleven. I brought you an espresso. If you prefer something else…”
“No, that’s great. Thanks.” Emma sat up and leaned against the carved headboard letting the sheet fall from her lovely breasts. She made no attempt to cover them as she sipped her espresso. “Oh, this is heaven, David. How long have you been up?”
“About an hour. I took a quick run on the beach. It’s going to be a nice day, I think. No clouds anywhere.”
“Perfect. What’s the plan?”
“At the moment, sipping espresso. Then we’ll see where it goes. Do you wake up hungry? Angry? Happy? Do you need alone time in the morning? I thought I’d cut to the chase on this getting to know each other. This is our first morning waking up together.”
This was all new to me, waking up with someone new and wanting to know about every last inch of their existence. It never struck me to think about these things with other women.
“Hmm,” she said. “I wake up, have at least two cups of coffee while staring into space, which is my form of meditation-lite. No internet or phone. Then I shower, get dressed, and go to work. I might have a cup of yogurt for breakfast, though not always. Oh, and I wake up happy, not hungry or angry. How about you?”
“I generally need an hour before human contact, but you may be changing that. I couldn’t wait for you to wake up. That’s why I went for a run. I didn’t want to disturb your sleep.”
“That’s sweet. Here I am awake now. Still like my tits?” She jiggled them, which was charming.
“The naughty begins.”
She laughed and I thought, Lord, yes, I liked her tits and her casual reference to them. She drained her espresso and I left to make us more. When I returned she was standing on the balcony naked looking out over the ocean. She betrayed not an ounce of modesty when I joined her there.
“I could get used to this,” she said. “David, what’s it like to be rich?”
I wasn’t sure what to say or that I even knew. “How do you mean, rich?”
“You know, this. Living in a house like this, and I’m guessing it’s just one of your homes. Flying around in helicopters. Going to Ibiza on a whim.”
“Oh. The trappings of being rich. Inside, I don’t feel different from anyone else, but I suppose by appearances my life seems pretty rich. Anyway, I guess I should admit it’s pretty nice. I enjoy it, but I feel I’m shifting now like my life will soon have much more meaning than just spending money. I’m not thinking about ‘rich stuff’ anymore. I’ll tell you, what I have been thinking about a lot is those families depending on me for their living. I’ve also thought about your mom and your brother. It somehow really connected me to the fact that my life has been lived in a bubble.”
She gave me a long kiss, then put an arm around me as she turned to face the ocean. “And you’re not just saying that,” she said. “That’s a rhetorical question. I think you mean everything you just said. By the way, why are you wearing bicycle shorts?” She smiled as her handed descended to pat my ass.
“They’re actually a French, designed for running. Running is uncomfortable without…”
“Support for your boys? I haven’t seen you just normal yet. Maybe I should have a look...”
“I’m afraid it’s too late for that. You’re standing next to me naked. It’s broad daylight.”
“Oh, I see what you mean.” She ran a hand over my lengthening cock. “I think you need to set yourself free there, don’t you?” She bent over and pulled down my snug shorts, releasing my cock in a rather springy fashion.
“Oh, David. I can’t believe you fit inside me. I mean, you did, right? I felt your balls banging my ass last night, and that would only happen if you were all the way inside me... God, I’m really sounding kind of porno here, or should I just stick with naughty? I’m sorry. It may be too much in daylight.”
Not too much, I thought, but it was surprising how swiftly our comfort zone expanded into an honest and open assessment of how well our anatomies were matching up. “I can confirm I was fully and happily accommodated. You seemed okay with it. I was gentle at first. It’s not like I rushed in or anything.”
She let out a good laugh. “No, I think it took a full dozen milliseconds before we knew we were a good fit for each other. Go lie down on the bed. We may as well see how it goes the other way around.”
At first, I thought she was insinuating a form of entertainment enjoyed by the Greeks. It was frankly not on my bucket list, but I quickly ascertained she was headed in another direction.
“David, I just want you to lie on your back and relax, okay? This is all about you right now, though I have a feeling I’m going to enjoy it too.” She smiled as I scooted up the bed and laid my head on a pillow. I felt her tongue gently licking my shaft and exploring my balls. It was the gentlest and most loving attention I’d ever received in that area or anywhere else. She squeezed and I felt a generous amount of my enthusiasm spill onto her fingers, which she distributed along the shaft.
I then felt the tip of my cock disappear into her mouth, its heat like a warm bath, as her tongue swirled and her fingers began to lightly pump. She took me deeper and deeper and to the point that I heard a muffled gag. She repositioned herself and resumed. It felt like she was now able to completely swallow my cock and I’d never experienced this before. She increased her rhythm as one hand continued to pump and fingers from her free hand tickled my perineum.
The combined sensation took me to that exact point on the ledge where I knew I couldn’t step back. I said, “Emma, I’m going to come,” so that she’d know to lift off, but she only sucked and pumped harder. I exploded into her mouth in successive waves of ecstasy. She remained fixed, swallowing methodically, seemingly gulping me in. I looked down as she came up for air. She wiped her chin and then licked her fingers, then returned to my shaft, licking it up and down. She gave my tip a final squeeze and kiss, then rested her head on my stomach, still heaving slightly as I slowly regained my normal breathing.
Neither of us spoke for a good five minutes. I then heard her inhale deeply before scooting up beside me.
“Can I kiss you?” she asked.
“Of course.”
“I didn’t know if you’d like to after…”
I kissed her hard and deep.
“I’ve never done that before, David. You’re the first to come that way in me.”
I laughed and kissed her again. “That was remarkable, Emma. I mean, absolutely amazing.”
She smiled. “Lucky for you I like a big challenge.”
***
“Hello, Davy!” This high-pitch screech belonged to a blonde woman with fair features who stopped us on the street in Sag Harbor. As was her custom, she ignored any woman I might be with, assuming they utterly didn’t matter in her shining presence. “I didn’t expect to see you so early in the season, David. I thought you’d be in Ibiza now.”
“Hey, Gwyn,” I said. “No, no Ibiza this summer. I’ve got business in town keeping me busy.” I turned to Emma and back to Gwyn. “Say hello to Emma, Gwyn. We’re here together.”
“Hey!” she said. That was the sum of her attention to Emma, who gave her a proper “hello” and “nice to meet you” in exchange.
“Okay,” I said. “Well, we’re heading into the Beacon and we’re a bit late for our reservation, so…”
“Oh, they would never give you the bounce, Davy. Not you.”
“Still, Gwyn, I think we should go in now. Good to see you. Say hello to your mother.”
“Kay-eeee... Me you too. By-eee!”
Without another word, I led Emma into the restaurant and its maitre d’, following an exuberant greeting, showed us to our table. We studied our menus, decided on the usual Hampton fair of lobster and filet mignon and ordered a palate cleansing cocktail to enjoy while we waited for the food. I also ordered a modest bottle of Louis Latour Montrachet Blanc opened for us to enjoy with the meal. With that out of the way, I thought I should apologize for that brief encounter on the street before we entered the restaurant.
“Sorry about on the street there…” I began to say.
“Wasn’t that Gwyneth…”
“One and the same. She looks much different in person, doesn’t she?”
“Yeah, and ruder.”
“I know. She’s nice once you get to know her, but always cool to anyone she doesn’t perceive as rich or famous. From what I understand, she’s fading on both counts. Her last movie flopped.”
“Oh, goody! Rich people gossip!”
“Well, yeah. Sorry.”
“I don’t really mind. It’s fun.” Emma thought for a moment. “Everybody gossips. You should hear Camie sometime. She’s got the goods on everyone.”
“Your roommate?”
“One and the same.”
“How does that work out? You two must get along well.”
“After our date the other night I got home, opened the door, and there she was on the sofa in her underwear entertaining a guest the way I entertained you this morning.”
“Oh, Jesus. Really?”
“Yeah, but don’t get the wrong idea. That’s the only time something like that has happened. I’ve never ‘entertained’ anyone there or anywhere else in New York, really. I may as well tell you. You’re the only man I’ve slept with since I moved up here.”
I wasn’t sure what to say. It wasn’t like I could claim Emma was the first women I’d slept with in New York.
I tended not to think about a woman’s past sexual history, not because I wouldn’t normally be curious, but because in our tribe, we all already knew every else’s sexual history, and didn’t much care regardless. It was becoming clearer to me how empty it had all been.
As if reading my mind, Emma said, “No need to respond to that, by the way. In fact, let’s just say those records are sealed.”
“Agreed, but to a point. What about skeletons in the closet? Those things that will inevitably surface as we go along that might come as troubling news if we’re caught unawares.”
“I’m not sure I have any, David. No dark secrets here. But if I did have any, I don’t think I’d mind telling you. Tell me one of yours and maybe it’ll remind me of something I’ve forgotten.”
Now that Emma mentioned it, I wasn’t sure if my few concerns really qualified as ‘skeletons in the closet’ or dark secrets. Everyone had a past, and I’d yet to meet anyone who was perfect, with the possible exception of Emma.
“I guess there’s really just one or two things. There’s a mad English woman, a Lady Margaret, who thinks we’re engaged. She pops up about twice a year to claim her betrothed. It means she’s off her meds. My mother is the only one who can talk sense into her. She takes her to a clinic in Connecticut to have her brain chemistry sorted out, and then she goes back to England happy as a clam.”
“Why does she think she’s engaged to you?”
“Well, I’m not entirely faultless there. Before I became fully aware of her mental condition, we had been a couple for a few short months. I thought her quirks were charming at first. But once her psychosis set in, she took our time together to mean more than it was, a brief summer fling. I was only twenty-one at the time.”
“This has gone on for six years?”
“I’m afraid it has, yes. And I’m not the only one she thinks she’s engaged to when she goes off her meds.”
“You said there were one or two things, David. What’s the other one? Murder? Do you have a secret unicorn collection? Unpaid parking tickets?”
“Nothing as serious as all that. I used to be a real party boy, by which I mean epic, by which I further mean I used to have a problem with booze and drugs. It was during my freshman year at Harvard and the summer following. That was the period when I met Lady Margaret. It was a time of excess and looniness.”
I knew this revelation had the potential to cast extreme doubt in Emma’s mind over our future together, but there were people out there who liked to tell stories about that period of my life. I felt she should be prepared for them and it would be for the best that she heard it all from me first.
“Is that why you never finish a drink?” Emma said, proving she was a keen observer. “I noticed that the first night we met.”
“It’s part of the reason. After that summer, I knew if I didn’t get control over it, it would eventually get control over me. My best friend Jarrod was in a similar state. We did it all together. When I decided to straighten myself out, I tried to get him to follow me to a clinic in Big Sur. He wouldn’t. I’m really afraid he’s nearing the end of his road now. He’ll be in New York this week for a visit. He didn’t sound at all well when I spoke to him the other day. He’s in Ibiza right now.”
“And you feel you’ve got it all under control for yourself now?”
“Yes, I have it under control. I haven’t touched a drug or had a hangover in five years. I can drink socially without any problem, but I’m always vigilant. I love a good wine or fine cognac, but I never need more than a few glasses to slake my thirst. I don’t mind a light buzz, but I have no wish to get drunk again.”
“So,” said Emma. “If you were in Ibiza right now, you wouldn’t be Mr. Party Time?”
“I would be as you see me now, but sitting with the disreputable spawn of the one-percenters. I’ve been back a dozen times since I changed my ways. They all think I’m boring now. They’re always trying to draw me back in but I have no interest. I only kept going because, well, it’s the only life I’ve known, really, up till now.”
“Well, I’m glad you told me all this, David. My childhood fantasies specifically excluded dating drunk billionaires, so…”
“So you’ve dodged a bullet. It’s good we met now and not five or six years ago.”
“I don’t know, David. During my first couple years of college, I wasn’t exactly sitting in my dorm knitting.”
Emma did not seem disturbed by my revelations. I knew I made the right move putting them all out in the open. This way she couldn’t be wounded or surprised by them. She may even get a good laugh. At their worst, the stories from my year of excess were only personal embarrassments, not tragedies involving suffering victims.
As the Beacon began filling up a tiresome parade of Hampton regulars stopped by the table to say hello. They weren’t so much interested in saying hello as in being seen. Later, they would tell other people who they’d seen, and make claims that had no bearing on the truth. Having “inside information,” though it was usually made up, raised their social currency. Many of them just walked through the restaurants all night without bothering to dine in any one of them.
The stupidity of my life pre-Emma was becoming ever more apparent with each passing moment.
After we finished our meal we took a cab back to Meadow Lane, locally known as “Billionaire’s Row,” and I suggested a walk on the beach. I grabbed a fresh bottle of champagne without even thinking. It was what billionaires did when entertaining a woman, whether they drank it or not. We walked across the lawn to where it met the seagrasses lining its edge, kicked off our shoes, and proceeded out onto the sand and beach.
I had been quiet most of the rest of the evening following my disclosures, and Emma didn’t seem bothered by it. We were comfortable being together even in silence, neither of us feeling a need to fill in the gaps in our conversations. Besides, we had talked nearly non-stop all afternoon about nothing in particular. We riffed off each other’s comments, laughed at our funny stories, gained useful insights into how our minds worked and shared our deeper convictions about life. We were already like an old couple that completed each other’s sentences.
When we got to the waterline I freed the cork from the champagne and it sailed into a wave making its final leap to the shore. I filled our glasses, gave Emma a kiss, then put my arm around her as we looked out over the sea and the moon hovering above it.
“You know,” said Emma. “I hope that cork doesn’t end up in some porpoise blowhole.”
“Unlikely. I don’t think they come in this close. Anyway, it’s right there on the shore already. You can see the gold foil.” I walked over, picked it up, and put it in my pocket.
“Your mother the conservationist would be proud of you.”
I smiled. Emma was right. But not only because of my picking up the cork. She would be proud to see me with Emma and not some idiot blue-blooded goop-doll with silicone attachments.
“Do you mind if we walk along the shore?” asked Emma. “I feel like stretching my legs a bit more.”
We headed east. Some of the other estates were already brightly lit, a seasonal habit as they remained dark most of the year. We could hear gaiety, shrieking and the sounds of various debaucheries emanating from a few of them. Most were owned by movie stars and TV personalities, plus a few Russians and hip-hop artists. Few of the old rich could afford to keep them up them anymore. I was one-half nouveau riche and one-half old rich on my mother’s side. As a family, we never pursued the social hubbub of the Hamptons, being among the few that actually just enjoyed the sea and the local bucolic features of eastern Long Island.
Emma grabbed my free hand and held it as we walked along and I suddenly felt talkative again. Whatever brain power that had been required to process recent events was apparently now free.
“I really enjoyed our day today, Emma.”
“Me too, David. Though I have to admit my jaw is a little sore.”
“I’m sorry. I could seek out a surgical reduction of some kind, though it would probably be the first in medical history.”
“Oh, no. No need for that, David.” She laughed. She had the easy sort of laugh that was both sincere and contagious. If you didn’t smile outwardly you did so inwardly. “We just need to pace ourselves, space some of what we do out a bit.”
“Like saving some of it for Christmas and birthdays.”
“I don’t think we need to go that far, David. Anyway, it’s kind of a mood thing too. I don’t think we’ll have trouble being in the mood. The way you guided me around today—well, that might not be the right word. The way you showed your affection, the way your hand touches the small of my back when we were walking into a shop or restaurant, that’s the sort of thing that keeps a girl permanently in the mood.”
“The small things.”
“The small things, and the big things too, David. I think there’s a double entendre in what I just said.”
As we paused to caress and kiss each other, a naked couple ran out of the dunes and into the sea about fifty yards away.
“Idiots,” I said. “There are sharks all over the shoreline at night to feed on rich tourists and champagne corks.”
“Well, that could mean two fewer idiots by morning.”
“In other words, you see the silver lining in things, even shark attacks. I like that. Now, what’s our silver lining? Have you been thinking about ‘us’ and where we’re headed? I have.”
“Me too, David. Let’s make it tomorrow’s project to figure ‘us’ out. We can sit around your pool and talk. I overheard someone in the restaurant say it was going to be in the nineties. But right now, I think we should head back to that sleeping porch and see if we can reprise last night’s performance. I would hate to think it was a fluke.”
“I have extreme doubts about it being a fluke, Emma. I think it’s going to be our new normal. Abundant naughty lovemaking.”
“I think you’re right, David. But let’s go make sure.”




Chapter 14: Speaking Frankly



Emma
“Speaking of naughty possibilities,” I said, as we lounged by the estate’s pool. We were discussing our second evening on the sleeping porch, which proved the chemistry where shared was indeed not a fluke. “Where is this housekeeper of yours? I haven’t seen anyone since we got here.”
“You mean Martha. She stays in the background. I’m not sure if that’s from her training or she suffers from anthropophobia. Why?”
“I’m thinking of taking off my top. Tan lines, you know.”
“I think that’s a good plan. Anyway, Martha is a woman. It’s not like it would make for a salacious headline in the Hampton presses.”
“That reminds me, David. I wonder if that naked couple survived their swim last night.”
“I didn’t see any chewed-up body parts on the beach this morning during my run.”
“That’s always a good sign.” I leaned forward to undo my top and applied sunscreen to my boobs. David seemed to find this amusing.
“Is this part of our naughty regimen?” he asked. “Outdoor nudity? What about outdoor sex?”
“The day is young… Anyway, your pool is pretty private. Unless you’ve scheduled the gardeners for some hedge trimming I doubt anyone will see me.” It would have been fine if David climbed on top of me right there and had his way with me.
“Then why stop there? You don’t want a white bottom.”
I stood and removed my suit bottoms as David watched. We were sipping post-breakfast espressos. The pool area featured a Roman/Grecian motif, landscaped with faux column accents that seemed more fitting to an estate in Tuscany. At one end stood a man-sized statue of Poseidon presiding over a fountain.
“Okay, David. Now we’re settled in we can talk about us and the future. Who should go first?”
“We should flip for it.”
“I didn’t bring any coins and I doubt you have any. What should we flip?”
“How about a cup saucer? I can flip it over the lawn.”
“That’ll work.”
He liberated his saucer, stood and step over to the lawn.
“David? Aren’t you going to join me?” I pointed to my nakedness to clarify my meaning. He put the saucer down and removed his swim trunks and seeing his ‘package’ anew sent a sizzle up my spine. I seldom found cocks inspiring, speaking generically, but David’s was something else.
“Okay, call it,” he said.
“It’ll land topside up.” David flipped the saucer over the lawn and it landed bottoms up.
“My choice then. I’ll let you go first, Emma. Give me your thoughts on the Emma-David situation, including your hopes and dreams, then I’ll do the same.”
Seeing David standing there naked had startled me into daydreaming, comparing David’s body to Poseidon’s. They both had a nice but not overwrought muscularity. For some reason, this lead me to an image in my brain of him carrying me naked out of the sea following a shipwreck.
“Emma? Are you in there?”
“Oh, sorry. Yes, I go first then... My hope is that this is all real, that soon we’ll declare to each other that we’re falling in love, and that’ll you’ll promise to always be nice and naughty in bed.”
“I think I am falling in love with you, Emma. I don’t mind letting that out.”
“And I think I’m falling in love with you too. See? It works to talk about stuff.”
David thought for a moment. “The naughty is working for me too. I think we have a lot to look forward to there.”
“Ditto. You’re getting an erection, David, so I think you mean it.”
“Sorry.”
“Don’t be sorry. I like it, assuming it’s for me. But let me give you a heads-up. My jaw is really sore.”
“Noted.”
David held his hands over his erection and it was adorable. I wasn’t sure where to go next with my vision of ‘us’, but I knew what was foremost in my mind, so I continued.
“David, assuming we’re on to something here, and we both think we are, you need to know I have no interest in just being a billionaire’s girlfriend. I have to do something meaningful with my life too, outside of whatever relationship I’m in. You know what I mean, I need to have a purpose.”
“I respect that. Frankly, I’m not interested in having a trophy on my arm. My problem is, I’ve only met women who had that as their sole goal in life, being a trophy wife. That’s never done it for me.”
“You’ve lived in a bubble. What do you think will do it for you, speaking of women?”
“Yes, I’ve lived in a bubble, but I could see outside it too. You know how boys get their notions about their future mates from their mothers? I think that’s basic Psych 101.
“Anyway, I’ve always admired my mother’s activism in conservation. That’s more or less her job. It’s what gets her out of bed in the morning. She’s always been rich—she can’t help that. But she does something with the free time that gives her. She pursues passion projects that make the world a better place. I see that passion in you, in your own way. Plus, I love your tits.”
I laughed. “Thanks… I like your mother already. And I love your cock, by the way. It looks so friendly.”
We were really letting our hair down now, saying what we truly felt about things—and each other. He was earnestly stepping out of the bubble that had been his life from the time he was born.
“So,” said David. “What will give your life the most purpose? I have a feeling working for Case Consulting isn’t hitting the mark.”
“I know that now. The past week put it all into perspective. Case Consulting represents the worst side of capitalism. When the job was pitched to me, they said their mission was to save companies. That’s the opposite of what they do. They prey on weak firms for profit. That I went for it hook, line and sinker makes me sick. They made me a tool.”
“Three weeks ago I might have listened to Roger’s presentation and gone along with it. It would have destroyed my company and lost lots of people their jobs.”
“And three weeks on, your thoughts are going the other way. You want to save it from scavengers like Roger.”
“And Carl. I’m sure he’s in cahoots with Roger.”
“It sounds like we’ve settled on our first joint mission, David. We’re going to save your company from the hounds and give both our lives a purpose.”
“I was hoping you would say that, Emma. I don’t think I can do it without your help. Now, if it’s my turn to speak to the ‘us’ situation, I think I can summarize my feelings by saying my hopes and dreams are that we have a long future together.”
“Then our hopes and dreams are the same, David.”
“I guess that means our first order of business is to figure out what Carl Branson has really been up to and get you disengaged from Roger Case.”
“I have some ideas on all three counts, David. But first I think we should celebrate the good work we’ve just done here.”
“Which is what? Maybe you could summarize for me.”
“We’ve acknowledged that we’re falling in love, we’re hoping to have a future together, and we’ve got our first mission staked-out as a couple.”
David got up from his lounger and bent down to give me a soulful kiss. It was magical in that it felt like a forever kiss, a kiss that would always be there just for me.
“This calls for champagne. I’ll get some.” David stood and started for the house. Seeing his muscular, naked buttocks in motion signaled those neurons involved in telegraphing the squeeze function to my fingers, which made me laugh. The sight of this handsome man walking naked across the lawn renewed my belief in higher powers.
Calling out in a loud voice, I said, “David, when you get back, maybe we can explore your outdoor sex idea, I mean, since you brought it up.”
He stopped and turned to face me. “Okay, then. Let me summarize. First, champagne, then naughty outdoor sex, then we create our battle plan for Miles Investment’s future and your emancipation from Roger Case. Got it.”
I blew David a kiss. Everything about him was melting my heart. How could what was happening between us have happened so fast? How could it be real? Everything I had dreamed of in life now seemed in reach.
Strangely, it was unnerving.




Chapter 15: Love & Pastrami



David
“I don’t think I’ve ever laughed as hard,” said Emma. We were standing in the foyer of my Manhattan townhouse following our return from the Hamptons. “I’m sure those people all had cameras too.”
She was referring to tourists in hot air balloons.
“Except for the one, they were too distant to really see anything. But you weren’t exactly laughing when it happened. I thought you seemed pretty terrified.”
“I’ve never been caught fucking before, David, let alone outdoors. Terror is a natural first response when you’re caught in flagrante delicto, at least until you get a grip on things.”
“It’ll be one of those stories we tell our grandchildren, the time we were caught making love on the lawn in broad daylight by hot air balloon enthusiasts.”
“Who knew they were so quiet?” Emma laughed once again over our venture into outdoor sex. “When I opened my eyes they were right there, just as you slipped inside me for the third time. How long we’re we making love? It seemed like hours.”
“We kind of lost track of time, didn’t we? Anyway, we see the balloonists every summer. There’s a yearly festival in Farmington. It didn’t occur to me today was the day they might be passing over. It all depends on prevailing winds.”
Aside from the panic we felt in the moment, it was a pretty funny situation. We had attempted to make love by the pool, but the chaise lounges weren’t designed for that sort of thing, so we relocated to the lawn. Just as we had moved passed the third round of lengthy preliminaries, the balloonists appeared. Emma’s shriek made me think I’d done something terribly wrong, but following her eyes, I quickly tuned in to the problem.
“I’ll be honest, David. Thinking about it now makes me feel like a naughty girl.”
“So it’s working for you. I admit it’s working for me to think it’s working for you. This opens a whole new vein in naughty sex possibilities.”
“What I’m saying is, I think I’ll be ready for bed soon. Do you want to give me a tour first? I’d love to look around.”
I took Emma through all the rooms of my childhood and now adult home, a nice townhouse on the Upper East Side. My mother said it had an “old rich” feel to it, meaning lived-in but with exceptional care and maintenance. I liked it that way. The leather sofa in the library had a rich patina, though it was cracked in places. The paneling was darker than was the fashion of the day, and in general, the furnishings all had the look of being comfortably aged. Having a classic Bentley in the garage fit the scheme beautifully.
“I love it, David. It suits you somehow.”
“I’m glad you like it. Now, how about a nosh? I can have Chou pick something up for us.”
“Where does he stay?”
“There’s a nice apartment behind the garage for him. There’s a servants area on the top floor for the help, but the housekeeper and Chou never got along, so I fixed up a place just for him. The housekeeper is off tonight and only really lives here part time now. Mom will be back in the Hamptons tomorrow and stay there until Labor Day, plus she has her own place on Park Avenue, though she stays here too. I was of course supposed to be in Ibiza.”
“Wow, it all sounds complicated, keeping track of servants and who will stay in which home every night. It must be exhausting.”
“Ah, you’re mocking me again… You get used to it. Anyway, what are you in the mood for?”
“Sex. I think you’ve turned me into a whore. Ravage me please.”
“I meant to eat, though if you…”
“How about something really simple, like sandwiches? Pastrami sounds especially good right now. You’re turning me into a hardcore meat eater too, David.” She gave me a leering smile. “We can take them upstairs and eat on that giant bed of yours.”
I sent Chou to the 2nd Avenue Deli for sandwiches, then carried our bags to my bedroom, or for that night at least, “our” bedroom. Emma took a quick shower while we waited for Chou’s return, and I saw no reason why it shouldn’t be a team effort. It was our first shower together. We were quick as it would only take Chou fifteen minutes to collect our dinner. I gave Emma a robe and put on mine, a cozy terrycloth number.
Throughout the weekend and, especially at that moment, I noted a very natural rhythm in our “couples” choreography, like we just knew instinctively each other’s whims and wishes without exchanging words. For example, as I stepped out of the shower, and without thinking, with one hand pinching the water from my eyes, my other hand stretched to receive the towel I knew she would be handing me. Perhaps it was a couple’s telepathy. Whatever it was called, I truly liked it. I’d never experienced it before.
Once Chou delivered our food we sat on the bed and, like couples all over America, clicked on 60 Minutes and watched it while we ate. Unlike most couples in America, within ten minutes we were pawing each other like panting teenagers.
“I think the pastrami is making me especially horny, David.”
“Are you sure it’s not Scott Pelley’s reporting that’s making you horny?”
“Oh, I’m sure of it. When I saw you naked in the shower I knew I wouldn’t last long without having you inside me again.” Emma opened my robe and fondled my cock, which immediately responded to the attention. “I want you inside me, David. We were interrupted during our last attempt.”
“But I’m not done eating, Emma.” I pulled her robe off her shoulders, pushed her down as I swung her legs over to center her on the bed. I spread them and admired the view once again. Her exquisite pussy was stunningly beautiful. It wasn’t my custom to stop and admire a woman in this way, but with Emma, it was not within my control not to.
In my mind, she was the archetype for all feminine beauty.
“Lovely, Emma. You’re absolutely lovely.”
“It’s all for you, David... Now, God yes! Eat me, if that’s what you meant before...” She pulled my shoulders down to sink my face into her engorged loveliness and, foregoing a slow-burn, I licked and penetrated Emma aggressively and ruthlessly with my tongue. She pulled my hair and moaned and bucked wildly. She became so wet and eager and passionate I couldn’t stand not being inside her. I flip her over and pulled her up onto her knees and slipped my cock inside in one smooth motion.
She gasped louder than I’d heard her do before, making me think I’d been too quick and gone too deep, so I dialed it back. She instantly said, nearly yelling, “No David! Harder! Deeper! Fuck me as hard as you want! OH, FUCK DAVID, YES!”
I put caution aside and pounded hard and our bodies smacked and slapped noisily together. I reached around and pinched and pulled her nipples, squeezed her breasts, and pulled on her shoulders to penetrate even more deeply. She rocked her ass into me as hard as she could. She reached a hand around and put it on my ass to ride each thrust, to will it. I could feel her clenching down on my cock as she held her breath, finally erupting in a chorus of, “David, I’m coming now. Oh, fuck yes! God yes!” I exploded inside her with a ferocity I’d never experienced before, utterly helpless to resist it. “OH GOD,” she said. “I’M STILL COMING, Oh fuck yes… Oh, David, what are you, how is this...”
And then she collapsed with me falling on top of her. We were both drenched, panting, and furiously overheated. I rolled to Emma’s side. She rolled over on her back. Her eyes looked at me glazed with wonderment. We were both speechless and spent. There was nothing we could do but lie there and let the world slowly come back.
After an eternity Emma said, in a very quiet voice, “David, are you awake?”
I opened my eyes and leaned over to kiss her breast, then her lips.
“David, what just happened here? I mean, I know what happened, but how? Every time it gets even better. I’ve never come like that before, and I felt that way the first time too. I just kept coming and coming… And I could feel you coming inside me, every pulse, I mean I could feel your come rising through your cock to empty into me...God! Am I being too graphic? Look at us, we’re both soaked.”
I kissed Emma again and we fell into a tight rolling embrace.
“I don’t know what to say, Emma. One minute we were eating sandwiches, and the next minute we fell off into this other world. I don’t think we can analyze it properly, at least not right now.”
Her hand was now stroking my stomach. She felt something, picked at it, and showed me the result. “Look, I found pastrami on your tummy.”
I sat up to survey the bed. Our lovemaking had destroyed our dinner, which was now in bits and pieces surrounding us.
“Maybe we should switch to the guest room. I don’t think we can sleep like this.”
“David, we can’t leave it for your housekeeper. What will she think?”
“That we’re sloppy eaters?”
Emma rose and started picking up our sandwich debris and laughed. “You know, I don’t think I’ll ever be able to look at pastrami the same way again. I’ll see it and get horny. I’d better stay away from delis for a while.”
“You’ve got some on your ass, Emma. Here, turn around, I’ll get it” She turned and I leaned over to lift a small piece of pastrami off her butt cheek with my teeth. “Yum. I think this adds to the flavor. Emma cured pastrami.”
She laughed. “I think there’s an episode of Seinfeld involving cured meats and sex. They really were ahead of their time with that show. Now, let’s clean this up and strip the sheets.”
We cleaned up our mess and remade the bed. It took me a while to find clean sheets, having never made a bed before. We took another quick shower and climbed back into bed.
“It’s been an interesting day, don’t you think?” asked Emma. “We were caught having sex by balloonists, we came up with a plan for your company, and we’ve incorporated deli meats into our naughty sex play.”
“It’s hard to think of how the day could have been better.”
As we laid there, falling gently to sleep while tenderly caressing each other, I felt better than I had in a long time. Emma was a dream come true and I knew we had a real future together. Plus, we had put together a good plan for my company. It would commence the following morning. We’re were going to be a good team, though our mission did feel like it might be of the impossible variety.
I would have felt even better if I wasn’t also dreading the thought of Jarrod’s pending visit. The timing was unfortunate. I didn’t know what state he would be in, and I didn’t want to be sucked back into his orbit. As he was my best friend, I knew I didn’t have a choice.




Chapter 16: Obsessive Desires



Emma
“I brought you coffee,” said Camie, stepping into my office. “I’ve decided to suck up to senior management and hopefully follow in your footsteps.”
Camie set the coffees on my desk and dropped her bag to the floor. The sun was gleaming into my office at a sharp, early morning angle, and she squinted as she took in the view of the East River and Brooklyn.
“What’s that bright orb rising in the sky, Emma?”
“It’s the sun, Camie. This happens every morning.”
“See, I need to get out of the dungeon. I miss so much... So, tell me your sordid weekend details and I’ll tell you mine.”
I waited until Camie sat down in a chair across from my desk to suggest she close my door. She gave me a look, got up and closed it, and returned to her seat. “Will I need to take notes?”
“No, Camie. It’s all pretty straightforward. We got caught having sex on his Hampton estate lawn in broad daylight, and later, we incorporated deli meats into our lovemaking. If you’re smelling pastrami right now, that would be me. Also, my jaw is sore. I’ll let you speculate on the cause.”
“Big boy, eh?”
“That would be in the ballpark. What about your weekend? Are you sore anywhere in particular?”
“I pretty much spent the weekend with Duane. You know his story, and yeah, I’m a little sore, but not in my jaw.”
“Okay. Can I just fill in the blanks there on my own?”
“Sure. But do me a favor. Give me an hour alone at the apartment so I can tidy up before you go home. We got pretty wild in there.”
“I noticed that. I had to stop by for clothes this morning after you’d left… Listen, Camie. I’m glad you’re here. I was actually going to call you first thing. David and I have a plan and it could involve you, if you’re interested that is.”
“I’m all ears.”
“Good. We’re going to need your hacking skills to dig up some information on Roger, see if there’s any financial connection between him and Carl Branson at Miles Investment. David thinks they’re been defrauding his company for years through a shell company in Boca Raton, and that’s why it’s in financial difficulty.”
I gave Camie the full scoop on the strategy David and I devised over the weekend. As we were operating based on intuition alone, we knew we needed hard evidence before taking major steps. Phase One was to get that evidence, and I knew Camie’s hacking skills would come in useful. I also knew it could cost her job if she helped us. David assured me she wouldn’t have to worry about employment if there was any truth in what his gut was telling him.
“So,” Camie said. “You want me to hack into the server for a company called Trident Services, and see if I can dig up anything on Carl Branson and Roger. That should be a piece of cake.”
“That’s where we start. You’re not going to manipulate anything on the server. That would be illegal. You’re going to have a look and download any documents that might be useful to us.”
“Well, just looking isn’t exactly legal, but no one will know I’m in there. Even a middle-school geek knows how to cover her tracks.”
“So you’re in, Camie? This could cost you your job here if we’re discovered.”
“Hey, if it gets me out of the basement I’ll be happy. Anyway, I’m tired of working here, especially now that we’re not cellmates anymore.”
After Camie left I felt anxious. I knew I was now fully committed to exposing financial malfeasance that could result in unemployment for both of us. If we were successful, there was no guarantee that Miles Investments would survive in the long run. The stars and planets really did need to align for this to work.
There wasn’t much more I could do before hearing back from Camie, so I opened the Eaton files and dug in. During my first pass through the reports nothing seemed particularly dire. With only eight exceptions, all their stores were turning a profit. The numbers weren’t great, but good given the current economy. Why was Case Consulting telling Eaton it had to close two hundred stores?
Had Eaton been my case study from the beginning, I would have proposed liquidating only the eight underperforming stores. That would have involved buying merchandise at a discount and funneling it through the closing stores in blow-out sales to raise money to pay off their leases.
I decided the file I was reading was not the file prepared by Julie, my predecessor on the project, and called Camie on her cell.
“Hey, can you dig up the original drafts on a project done by Julie before she left? It would be for Eaton Jewelers. I’m looking at the final draft right now and something seems screwy.”
“Sure. Give me the number of the draft you’re reading now.”
I gave her the number and she said to give her an hour.
I returned to the Eaton documents I had and looked through the vendor file for the liquidations, searching for companies supplying marked-down merchandise for the blow-out sales. The largest by far was a company called Compass Liquidations. I Googled it. Its address was a P.O. box in Boca Raton. I texted the information to David, telling him to check if Miles Investments had ever done business with them.
After sending it through, I had a strange, almost obsessive desire for a pastrami sandwich. I locked my computer and went to the basement to collect Camie. She was entitled to another free lunch, and there was an excellent deli around the corner known for its cured meats.




Chapter 17: Midnight Oil



David
I received a text from Emma just as Kit was delivering files I had requested that morning. “Kit, now I need you to poke around and see if there’s a Compass Liquidators anywhere in our system.”
“Do you need it right away?” she asked. “I was just about to go on a lunch break.”
“Certainly. I mean, sure. Take a lunch break. That’s fine.”
“May I bring you anything?”
“Gosh. I am hungry, Kit.” I immediately felt starved. For reasons that made me smile, I could only think of one thing that could satisfy my appetite. “How about a pastrami sandwich? Is that possible? Maybe on rye?”
“No problem.”
After she left I looked at the reports she’d just delivered. Miles Investments had paid Trident Services $189 million and change over the last five years. The disbursements averaged eight million, and only a dozen matched up to actual paperwork, which simply stated they were for “Financial Services Rendered.” Okay, those could be legitimately related to holding companies liquidated by Miles Investments following the crash. Liquidations took time, especially the paperwork and IRS follow-up, hence the timelines for disbursements and reconciliations.
But increasingly, I felt I was overplaying the “benefit of the doubt” reserve my father claimed was essential to good business practices. “Never shoot from the hip” was his mantra. “Wait until you can use a cannon.”
Earlier in the day, Carl had passed by Kit’s desk as I stood next to it reviewing a file. He’d asked about the stacks of papers sitting in front of Kit and I’d simply said we were going through “odds and ends”, getting me up to speed in various areas of the business. He didn’t look convinced but left without any further conversation.
When Kit returned with my sandwich, she was followed in by Carl who asked if he could have a minute. I looked longingly at the sandwich but decided it would have to wait. A vision of Emma’s ass percolated through my brain as it now had an association with cured meats. Of course, without a proper context, that statement could be misconstrued. My brain was reimagining the evening before when my teeth de-pastramied Emma’s lovely behind.
“Sure, Carl. Have a seat.”
“I won’t be long. I’m curious to know if you decided anything on the Case proposal.”
“You mean Ms. Sterne’s version of the Case Consulting proposal?
“Well, either of them. Roger’s or Ms. Sterne’s.”
“I’m giving Roger’s proposal a pass. Only Ms. Sterne’s plan interested me. Whether that means Case Consulting will be involved I can’t tell you that now.”
“I don’t understand. Ms. Sterne works for Case.”
“Right, Carl. Well, anyway, all I can really tell you is what I’ve just told you. I haven’t made my final decisions other than I’m passing on Roger’s proposal.”
I picked up my sandwich and took a large bite, my cue to Carl that our meeting was over. He nodded and left, saying he would let Roger know no decision had been made.
I knew it was a fib. He would tell Roger I was going after Emma Sterne, and not just socially. I was going to steal her away from Case Consulting.
The combination of tasting the pastrami and saying Emma’s name out loud put her foremost in my mind. My fingers responded by picking up my phone and texting her “Just had pastrami sandwich” and “God, I miss you”.
She instantly replied Me too with a picture of a half-eaten sandwich sitting on her desk. A few seconds later another picture followed, this one of a breast, which I deduced was the left one based on a very cute mole. My cock noticed my admiration and was attempting to shift my priorities.
I had been thinking of working late to read all of the files Kit was landing on my desk in regular intervals, but seeing Emma’s lovely breast made me impatient to return to my old, irresponsible ways. In the nick of time, the New Me came to the rescue and restored my resolve.
I texted Emma that I would be burning the midnight oil. She responded that was fine, as she needed time to recuperate from our weekend adventures anyway. She added we could text later, just to say ‘goodnight’, using a “wink” emoji for emphasis.




Chapter 18: Sounds Fishy



Emma
“Isn’t technology great?” said Camie. I was telling her about my x-rated facetiming with David the night before, he from his office and me from my bed.
“I wouldn’t disagree,” I said.
We were sitting at our kitchen table sipping coffee. Our slow home printer was noisily grinding out documents Camie downloaded from the Trident Services server. She sent them directly to a temporary cloud so they wouldn’t pass through Case Consulting’s mainframe.
A chime indicated low ink in the printer. I opened it, took out the ink cartridge, shook it, and put it back in. The printing resumed.
“Did David have a happy ending? I mean, did you watch him…”
“Masturbate? No, it was all about me, Camie. I told him to tell me what to do and I did it. I should mention I told him in the Hamptons I wanted to be really naughty. This sort of sprang out of that.”
“Oh, I like that too! Did he say stuff like, ‘I want you to finger that sweet, hot pussy of yours and let me watch!’, stuff like that?”
“I take it this isn’t new to you?”
“God no. I think everyone’s into it. I heard Bret in the women’s room telling a guy what she wanted him to do with his dick. She didn’t care I could overhear her.”
“Okay. That takes it down a notch… Anyway, real sex is far better.”
“And messier, riskier…”
The printing finished meaning we now had a couple hundred pages of evidence showing Roger and Carl’s ties to Trident Services and Compass Liquidations.
“Now what?” asked Camie.
“David is sending his driver over to pick them up. He’ll take them to a forensic financial analyst his mother recommended. Hey, he can give us ride to work too! You’ll love David’s limo.” I texted Chou that the documents were ready and we finished getting dressed.
When we got to work, Camie gave me the original proposal drafts Julie had prepared for Eaton Jewelers. I was combing over them when Roger dropped in with a broad smile on his face. This was not his usual look and looked disingenuous.
“Good morning, Roger.”
“Working hard I see, Emma.”
“That’s why I’m here, Roger.” I smiled.
“Right. Listen. I spoke with Eaton’s CEO last night. He’s getting a little impatient to move things along. He thinks you should look at some of his stores and get a feel for…”
“Roger, I’ve been in his stores. I still own a pair of earrings I bought from our local one when I was in high school. They’re all the same. It’s basic retail. Stuff comes in the back, goes out the front.”
“Well, I already agreed to send you on a little tour. It’ll just take a few days, maybe the rest of the week. You’ll fly to Pittsburgh this afternoon. His regional manager will pick you up, then he’ll take you to their stores in Youngstown, Canton, Akron and you’ll end up in Cleveland.”
“That sounds like a trip through hell, Roger. Is it really necessary?”
“Julie did a similar tour when she was researching the company. There’s really no better way to understand a business than on the ground.”
“I think I’ve got a handle on it already from Julie’s reports, Roger. But that’s fine. I’ll do it. I take it my flights are booked?”
“You’re all set. You fly out of LaGuardia in a few hours. Carole has all the details for you.”
Roger left and I cleaned up my desk, put some files into my bag and headed down to see Camie before going home to pack.
“Wow,” she said when I told her about the trip. “I’d rather be here in the dungeon than any of those places. This sucks for you.”
“I know. Anyway, it’s part of the job for now—play it cool with Roger. When I get back I’ll see if there are any distressed companies we can save in Paris with branches in London and Rome. I would make them very hands-on projects.”
“Unless you get us both fired in the meantime.”
“There’s that. Maybe David will have it all sorted out by the end of the week.”
“I’ll keep feeding him whatever I find while you’re gone. I’ll see you Friday, I guess. Have a decent trip. Be sure to drink a lot.”
I stopped on my way out to text David I was leaving town for a few days, saying it felt “fishy”. He replied with a “?” and said we’d talk later. I got the impression he had some news of his own.




Chapter 19: Big Boy Stuff



David
Within hours of receiving the documents Camie downloaded from Trident Service’s server, the forensic financial analyst I hired, Benjamin Cutter, which I thought was a great name considering his profession, already had good news.
“Is this your private cell, David?”
“It is.”
“How technical do you want me to be?” he asked.
“Just give me the highlights for now. You can fill in the blanks with your formal report.” Benjamin was a former Securities and Exchange investigator and legal expert.
“Well, there are many of what we call ‘badges of fraud’ here involving asset protection schemes, money laundering of a kind, basically fraudulent conveyances constructed to hide and or shift money around.”
“And how are Trident Services, Compass, and Miles Investments tied together in this?”
“It’s a familiar triangular setup. The funny thing is, your CFO Carl is right there on the incorporation paperwork filed in Delaware for Compass Liquidations. He’s a principal partner, along with Roger Case.”
“And what about Trident Services?”
“I haven’t gotten that far, David. That’ll take more time. It’s incorporated in the Caymans.”
“Any guess on how much this alleged fraud has cost my company?”
“Oh, several hundred million at least. But that will take forever to figure out unless your CFO cooperates with an investigation. As yours is a private company, we don’t have the leverage of the Securities and Exchange Commission behind us.”
As I finished the call a text arrived from Emma. She would be out the rest of the week and said the trip sounded “fishy”. Maybe Roger wanted her out of town to hamper my access to Case Consulting’s more secretive operations, assuming they existed and he felt something was up. Thankfully, we already had Camie on our side.
The several hundred million Benjamin mentioned would come in handy for a company trying to turn itself around. It could be leveraged into one and a half billion dollars of new construction. There was no way I was going to let it go.
The crazy thing is, I knew Carl and Roger could just fly to the Caymans, collect the money they had stolen from the company, and live out their days as rich men. We had to move fast. We needed to get criminal complaints filed that would force them to surrender their passports and freeze their domestic assets.
This was the first time in my life when it felt like I was doing something really meaningful. This was big boy stuff. Man stuff. Master of the Universe Stuff. And it was all for a good cause. I was fighting evil, and I didn’t even own a cape.
And this was all thanks Emma Sterne. She’d shown me the light in a number of ways, some of them requiring no light at all.
It was quite fortunate that I was related to the senior partner of the most powerful law firm in the world. They had successfully brought criminal cases against numerous white-collar miscreants, including a few politicians, and won billion-dollar settlements from evil corporations. Any person or company facing the wrath of my uncle’s firm knew their best recourse was to settle quickly and out of court.
It was time to give Uncle Joseph a call.
But first, I had to look at the pictures Emma sent the day before. They were comforting. For the first time in my life I knew what it was like to really miss someone.
It was a most pleasant ache, and it felt lovely.




Chapter 20: Unfortunate Timing



David
The thing with smart, successful relatives is they’re not cheap, especially when your need for their services is urgent. My uncle Joseph indicated his firm’s services could cost my company as much as twenty million, depending on whether it was a drawn out case or not, and that was factoring in a family discount. It did not go unnoticed that this was the same amount I was not going to pay out for consulting contracts, so I viewed it as a wash.
Emma checked in late to tell me she was safe and sound and somewhere in the armpit of America. It made me think she wasn’t fond of the Midwest. I brought her up to speed on the day’s events. The ball was rolling on several fronts, and prospects for a happy conclusion were looming.
We both felt relieved enough to engage in another round of digitally transmitted naughtiness and, afterward, I fell asleep in a most pleasant womb of happiness.
The next morning was extremely productive. Benjamin formed a team of financial analysts to decipher the documents arriving in a steady flow from Camie. They summarized their findings and transmitted them to my uncle’s law firm. Kit was continuing to excavate relevant files as required by Benjamin, and the whole thing was coming together with brilliant efficiency. I didn’t know I had it in me to form such a cohesive team. I was beginning to feel I had some real talent, then remembered Emma was the real architect of our scheme to bring down Carl and Roger and secure a future for my company.
At least it proved I was a good listener.
My cell rang in the early afternoon showing an “unknown” caller. I answered it anyway to discover it was Jarrod.
“So, you’re in town then?” I inquired.
“Yes. I’m sitting at Drake’s with Karen and Elaine. You should join us.”
He already sounded loopy. I could hear Karen’s raspy voice in the background saying, “Tell him to bring that sexy girlfriend of his.” If Elaine had de-Ibiza’d herself as well, it meant she and Jarrod were getting along, and that would mean a party had landed in town. It was barely three o’clock and they were already blitzed.
“Sorry Jarrod,” I said. “I’m stuck here until at least five. Where do you think you’ll be?”
“Hey, Davy, we can bring the party to you!”
“No. That wouldn’t work. I’ll join you all later. I promise.”
“Screw that, Davy.” There was a pause and I could hear them all speaking over each other. “Elaine doesn’t believe you’re working for a living now. She wants to see you in your office.”
“Really, Jarrod. That won’t work. Listen, I’ll be there as soon as I can. Give me an hour.”
“Okay. An hour. I want to meet this ‘real’ girl of yours. Bring her too.”
I knew it would be pointless to explain the Emma’s situation over the phone so I let it go and said goodbye. I resumed skimming the latest set of documents sitting on my desk, admittedly in a fugue of just barely grasping what I was looking at. I decided to have Kit messenger them over to Benjamin. I may as well get my money’s worth out of him, and there was really no point in me surveying the paperwork first.
“Kit, I’ve got some personal business this afternoon. I’m not sure how long I’ll be. For now, just send anything you find over to Benjamin directly.” I dialed up Chou to meet me out front, and within a few minutes more was walking into the dark interior of Drake’s from the sun-scorched streets of Manhattan. I saw Jarrod sitting between Karen and Elaine at the bar.
They all retreated from their barstools to give me a welcoming and unnecessary hug. Jarrod and Elaine revealed a minor difficulty dealing with the forces of gravity. I elected to stand. Thomas the barkeep took my order without pausing to deliver his usual rude banter.
“Cranberry juice, David?” said Elaine. “Why not a juice box? My niece loves them.”
“It’s only the afternoon, Lainey,” I said. “Drinking this early is a sign of trouble.”
“We’re still on Ibiza time, Davy. There’s no reason to rush back to New York. The city never sleeps anyway. Who’s to say what time it is?”
“I think it’s time for another one of these bad boys,” said Jarrod. “Thomas, another, please. Quickly now!” He was slurring his words but had the look of someone with the high-beams on.
Thomas gave me a look like it was my job to control my friends. I knew better than to attempt it. Karen seemed the least drunk of the three so I sat next to her with hopes she could fill me in on the day so far, this while Jarrod and Elaine carried on in their own private bubble
“How long have they been at it?” I asked, in a low voice.
“They landed yesterday afternoon in Hamid’s party-in-the-sky Gulfstream. I think they’ve been going at it ever since. I know they closed Jezebel’s last night, or rather this morning. They called me around nine this morning to join them for breakfast at St. Regis. I don’t think they’ve slept. The staff nearly tossed us out.”
“Have they been disappearing a lot? Like to the restroom to recharge?”
“Oh yeah... Look at Jarrod’s arm when you get a chance. I think he’s on more than a little coke.”
“Oh, Jesus, not again.”
“David, it’s not like you haven’t been there. You turned out alright.”
“I never stuck once needles in my arm, Karen. Anyway, you’re talking about five or six years ago. I don’t think Jarrod’s ever taken a break. His body has to be shot by now.”
She gave me an exasperated look. “David, it’s just part of the show. You used to be into it. Just because you’ve moved on doesn’t mean the rest of want to. Let’s go to the john. I’ve got some great blow that may change your mind.”
“No thanks. You’re missing the point. I don’t want to end up like Jarrod. I don’t want to be doing blow in restrooms in the middle of the day.”
As if on cue, Jarrod fell off his stool and landed hard on the floor. Elaine erupted into laughter as I restored him to his perch.”
“Who put that floor there? It’s very hard,” he said.
“It’ll get you every time,” said Elaine. “You should have seen him in Ibiza. It was epic.”
I grabbed Elaine’s bare arm with just enough force to let her know she needed to follow me for a chat, and it would be wise not to resist this encouragement. We slipped down to the end of the bar.
“Elaine, he’s going to kill himself one of these days, and you’re right there cheering him on. Doesn’t it bother you to see him this way?”
“Like what, Davy? Having fun? Why are you such a downer these days anyway? You’d used to be a ball as I remember.” She flagged Thomas to bring her another drink. “Besides, it’s summer, isn’t it? We’re meant to be having fun.” She collected her fresh drink and returned to Jarrod and Karen.
Karen and Elaine were the type of women most other women envied. They were tall and slim with perfect teeth and just-right tans and usually sexy as hell. You saw them getting on or off planes in daring designer clothes on their way to or from St. Barts or Paris. To date one of these women was supposedly the pinnacle of dating achievement. But you didn’t really date them, you accessorized them. You were meant to hang on their arm like a Louis Vuitton handbag. To qualify for such duty, you needed to be handsome and very rich. The sum of your character is never factored into the equation.
As I was returning to join them, Elaine and Jarrod got up, she supporting his effort, and headed to the restrooms. I decided not to interfere. Guarding these people against their own self-abuse, and worrying over their frivolous lifestyles, was not the sole occupation of my mind at the moment. I checked my phone for messages. None.
I wasn’t sure what use I could be to Jarrod right at that moment. For the time being, he wouldn’t be reachable in any useful way. I regained my stool next to Karen and ordered a light vodka tonic to settle my nerves. By “light”, I meant Thomas knew my preference for half-shots in my mixed drinks, served in tall glasses.
“Oh good,” said Karen. “I was hoping you’d loosen up. Maybe later you’ll finally do me in the restroom. It’s been a pet dream of mine forever.”
“It’s just to settle my nerves, Karen. I can tell you they were fine before I got here. And no, I have no interest in having sex with anyone in a restroom anywhere. You keep forgetting we decided on that side of our relationship long ago. Anyway, I’m involved with someone... How many drinks have you had?”
“Maybe five since breakfast... Who’s the lucky girl?”
“You don’t think it a bit much for this early in the day?” I didn’t expect her to reply to the question with anything more than an eye-roll. “The woman is someone I met through work, Karen. She’s from North Carolina. You wouldn’t know her.”
“That’s nice. A down-home girl... Anyway, you worry too much, David. Plenty of people day-drink in summer. It’s not like anything terrible will happen.”
An unpleasant human noise erupted from the back of the bar. Elaine reappeared, the apparent source of the noise, attempting to announce in a shrill voice that Jarrod wasn’t breathing.
I ran back to the restroom and found him flat on the floor with drool running down his cheek. He was breathing, contrary to the news Elaine had just shared with us, but it was shallow. His pulse was racing. I slapped his face a few times and he came around.
“Hey, Davy. What’s up? Where are we?”
“You passed out on the floor, Jarrod. We’re in the restroom at Drake’s.”
“Ah, Drake’s. Thomas makes a fine martini. Let’s go have us a few.”
“I think you’ve had enough, Jarrod. Get this in your head - you’ve passed out in a john in midtown Manhattan. That would be a sign to most people that you’ve had too much to drink, along with whatever else you’re doing.”
“That reminds me, where’s Lainey? She’s got…”
“Is he okay?” Elaine had reappeared. “I’ve called for an ambulance.”
“Call it off,” I said. “He’s not dying. I’m going to take him to my place and let him dry-out there.” I stood Jarrod up and he managed to hang-on. I called Chou with my free hand.
“You don’t need to take him anywhere, David. He seems fine now,” said Elaine.
“Elaine, what were you two doing back here anyway?”
“Some of this.” She pulled a small cellophane packet out of her jeans. “It’s China White.”
“Heroin? Are you nuts?”
“We didn’t shoot it, David. We just snorted a little.”
I pulled Jarrod’s sleeve on his left arm up above his elbow. There were multiple needle marks.
“Elaine, those aren’t pimples. They’re needle marks.”
“I told him not to do that, David. I can’t control him.”
“That’s pretty clear, Elaine. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m taking Jarrod to my townhouse. Alone.”
Jarrod passed out again as Chou drove us uptown. I called my mother and asked her to arrange for a doctor to meet us there. She knew the drill. One benefit of being rich was having confidential medical assistance available without question twenty-four hours a day.
Chou helped me get Jarrod upstairs to one of the guest bedrooms. I instructed the housekeeper to keep an eye out for the doctor and bring him straight up when he arrived.
Jarrod was now only about half there with us. He seemed to be having a good time in his head. I knew that would change once withdrawals commenced. The doctor would give him medication to ease the symptoms but not eliminate them entirely.
Once the doctor arrived, he gave Jarrod a thorough inspection and drew some blood, hooked him up to an IV drip to keep him hydrated and administered a mild sedative. Jarrod fell asleep and I instructed the housekeeper to keep an eye on him. She said she was only available until seven, so I planned to return before she left. In the meantime, I needed to get back to the office and monitor events there.
With Jarrod now squared away, I headed to my throne at Miles Investments. As Chou drove I reflected on how efficaciously I was now managing the hurdles life deemed necessary to put in my way. I didn’t know I had in me. Apparently, it was there all along waiting for a spark like Emma to light the fuse.
When I returned to my desk, sitting there were the preliminary drafts of the criminal complaints to be filed against Carl Branson and Roger Case. It surprised me to see them so soon, especially the ones against Roger, though those were marked ‘pending’. Until that moment, Benjamin had led me to believe there wasn’t yet a clear case against him.
I called to get the details. Benjamin wandered into areas that exceeded my scope, which didn’t prevent me from giving him the impression I understood everything he was saying. Working closely with my uncle Joseph’s law firm, the complaints would be ready to file before closing Friday.
If there were any leaks from the prosecutor’s office, it would mean the plaintiffs had a full weekend to stew with no ability to cover any of their tracks. Whatever banks they were using would be closed for business. No matter how egregious their crimes, banks did respect banking hours. It was a thing for them. The best scenario involved no leaks from the prosecutor’s office, meaning we could pin down Carl unawares in my office Monday morning and hang the indictments over his head for leverage.
The single truth about the prosecutor’s office was you never knew was on the take. It was often compared to a sieve in terms of containing leaks.
Hours slipped by and I was surprised to see it nearing eight o’clock when I got home. Though I was much later than I intended to be, I didn’t think it would be a problem. Jarrod was sedated and under the watchful eye of my housekeeper and probably still passed out.
Unfortunately, however, I found him awake, and once more well on his way to renewed obliteration. Jarrod had relocated to the library and the liquor cabinet, and a bottle of decidedly half-empty Macallan fine and rare scotch sat on the coffee table. When I entered he seemed relieved.
“I thought this was your place, Davy. I’ve been having a few orientation difficulties.”
“Jarrod, you’re sitting right where you sat over the holidays, as you’ve done a hundred times before.”
“Yeah. My brain is slowly catching up. When I woke I thought I was in a hospital. Whose idea was the IV?”
“I had a doctor check you out. He put it in to get you rehydrated. How long have you been this way this time? Elaine wasn’t any help.”
“A few weeks, maybe a month.”
“You’ve got tracks on your arms, Jarrod. I thought that was behind us.”
“Amsterdam. I kind of lost it there, I guess.”
“You’ve got to cut that stuff out, Jarrod. It’s going to kill you.”
“Would that be such a bad thing?”
I knew in his current state exploring the meaning of life wouldn’t get us anywhere. I grabbed a glass from the bar, sat in a chair facing Jarrod, and poured myself a finger of scotch. I said “Salut” and took a sip. This was to convey to Jarrod I wasn’t about to go Holly Roller on him.
“Tell me about Amsterdam,” I said. “I haven’t been in a while.”
“It was the usual routine. Elaine wanted to party, so we partied. One night a Swiss guy offered us some China White. I said no way but Elaine dove right in. I snorted some and then disappeared for a few days. When I came to I was on a barge with a bunch of addicts lying around on filthy mattresses. I was surprised to find I still had my wallet and phone.”
“Jesus. Was Elaine with you?”
“Of course not. I called her number and she answered from Ibiza. She had left me behind. When I complained she just said, ‘But you seemed to be having so much fun, Jarrod.’”
“What a bitch,” I said. I would have said much more, but he had been tentatively engaged to Elaine for years and I didn’t want to put him on the defensive.
Jarrod emptied his glass and refilled it to the brim. I didn’t do anything to stop him. Instead, I went upstairs to grab the prescription methadone the doctor left to help with withdrawal symptoms. I knew they were bound to start soon. He was probably already jonesing for another hit.
I returned to the library. Jarrod had already emptied his glass and there was a fresh bottle of Macallan’s opened.
“You know the drill, Jarrod. Take one of these now and another half before you go to bed. You won’t feel the need for the booze in another twenty minutes.”
Jarrod nodded and swallowed the methadone.
“Can you believe my parents still want me to marry Elaine?” he said. “My mother thinks uniting our two families is her only goal in life.”
“Two of the biggest, most powerful families in the U.S. She’s empire building, Jarrod. But you don’t have to go along with it.”
“You’re lucky your mom isn’t like mine, always grubbing for more wealth and power.”
“It’s not her thing, Jarrod. I just lucked out there. But sometimes you have to make your own luck. All you need to worry about right now is kicking these nasty habits of yours, and I’m including Elaine here. She’s fun as hell, but she’s deadly too. If you don’t get away from her, you’re going to stop waking up someday.”
Jarrod started sobbing. He was really hurting and it wasn’t just the withdrawal or impending hangover. He was in real emotional pain and despair. As I moved over to the sofa to console him as best I could, my phone chimed. It was Emma.
“Hey,” I said, in a quiet voice. “Now isn’t a good time, Emma. I’ve got Jarrod here and he’s pretty messed up.” She assured me she understood and would get back to me the following night as she had a long day ahead. I returned to Jarrod.
I got him upstairs to bed. The methadone was working and he seemed calm now. He asked for his phone and I couldn’t find it, so I gave him mine. He said he needed to call Elaine and tell her they were finished. I didn’t think it was a good plan in view of his current state, but was pretty sure he would fall asleep before ever getting around to it. I gave him a half tab of methadone and some Imodium to help with the sure to follow diarrhea addicts suffer during withdrawal. I wasn’t even sure “addict” was the right word. He was a recreational user.
His problem was, recreation was his life.
***
Jarrod was still asleep when I left for work the next morning. I gave my housekeeper his medications and instructions for administering them. She could only stay until noon, her normal Thursday schedule, but I thought Jarrod would be fine by then, as long as he continued the medications.
I had a long day ahead myself. I was meeting with both Benjamin and uncle Joseph to settle a final strategy, each of its steps crucial for a successful conclusion to the troubles facing Miles Investments. I thought of sneaking in a call to Emma, then noticed I’d left my phone with her new private cell number with Jarrod at home. It would have to wait until I returned home that evening. Hopefully, Jarrod will have behaved.




Chapter 21: Chink In the Armor



Emma
“So, at least you know what hell will be like,” said Camie. I was sitting in an airport hotel in Cleveland giving her a full report on my trip. So far it had been entirely bogus, which I summarized to her as my trip through hell.
“There’s always a silver lining,” I said, looking on the bright side. If I was in hell, at least there was a mini-bar.
“Well, any word from David on how things are going? I think I’ve sent over a thousand pages of stuff from Trident and Compass. I can’t believe they don’t have better security.”
“No. I tried to reach him last night, but he was busy with a friend who’s in some kind of trouble. He told me over the weekend the friend would be visiting.”
“No Skype or Facetime sex then.”
“No,” I said, though I did manage a solo and vivid reenactment.
“You can dirty talk with me. I’ve got a minute.”
“Oh, baby… But no, I think I’ll pass, thanks. I want to give David a try before I go to sleep.”
Not knowing what was on the program for my catch-up call with David, I took a shower and laid naked on the bed. The idea of talking to him while I was completely nude gave me a little thrill, albeit a cheap one in terms of expense. I wondered if purposely calling lovers while naked was even a thing. It seemed to be working for me.
David’s phone rang eight times before a voice answered. It wasn’t David’s voice, but a woman’s, and she sounded tipsy in a posh English kind of way.
“Hello? Are you…” The woman paused for a moment then resumed. “Hello? Am I speaking to, I mean to whom am…”
What the hell? I checked to make sure I had the right number. My phone had dialed properly.
“Is David there? May I speak to David Miles please?”
“You want Davy? I’m sorry. Hold on a minute.” She spoke with other voices in the background, but it was unintelligible. There were sounds of a party in progress. “He’s upstairs, I think. He doesn’t want to come to the phone.”
“David doesn’t want to come to the phone?” I asked, feeling this woman was speculating rather than telling me the facts.
“Sorry, who are you looking for?”
“I’d like to speak with David Miles. This is his phone number.”
“Izzit? I didn’t know that. I just picked it up. Is this you?”
“Who?” I said, exasperated now. “Look, is there anyone else there I can talk to?”
“Okay.” I heard the phone being fumbled, perhaps including a bounce off a carpet, and then another voice came on.
“Hello?” it said.
“Hi. I’m trying to reach David Miles. Is he there? My name is Emma Sterne.”
“Hey, is this his little southern belle? What’s your name? Emily? I heard you’re sexy.” The voice redirected to someone in the room and she heard it say: ‘It’s David’s Carolina girl.’ She brought her attention back to the phone. “Karen says you’re sexy. You should come over.”
“It’s Emma, not Emily. I’m sorry. Who are you?” I asked.
“I’m Elaine. My friends call me Lainey. Like I said, you should pop over.”
“I can’t. I’m out of town, Elaine.” Elaine seemed to have a firmer grasp on things if only just.
“That happens,” she said.
“What happens, Elaine? I don’t understand.”
“Being out of town. That happens to me all the time. Are you coming over?”
“Like I said, I can’t, Elaine.” I took a beat to compose myself. “Who was the other person who answered?”
“Lady Margaret. She’s a bit out of it I afraid. We’ve been partying. You should really come over. Bring a friend too.”
“Is David there? May I speak to him, please? Margaret said he was upstairs.”
It took a full a minute for her to reply. “I’m sorry. He can’t come to the phone, I mean, he’s really busy at the moment,” said Elaine. “Should I tell him you called? Or hey, just come over, but hurry. Lady Margaret can’t keep her hands off him.”
“Off of David?”
“Tonight, David, tomorrow who knows? It turns out she’s not that particular. Anyway, sorry about Davy, but you know, men, right? I gotta go. Bye.”
What the hell? I checked the number again. It was definitely David’s, and he had mentioned knowing a Lady Margaret and Elaine. I met Karen the first night we had the drink at Drake’s. Had David turned back into Mr. Party Time Billionaire? Had he lied about changing his ways? None of the dots were connecting.
Shit! Shit! Shit! Why did I think for even one second that David could be real? What sexy billionaire was going to settle for a hick from North Carolina? Damn! Fuck! Shit!
And I was basically making myself unemployed by trusting him. Maybe Camie too.
I could only think of one thing to do. Get back to New York and see for myself. I found and booked a flight that would get me into LaGuardia before midnight. It took five minutes to pack and ten minutes later I was in the hotel shuttle to the Delta terminal.
***
A minor detail I’d forgotten in my haste was I didn’t know David’s actual address on the Upper East Side. Fortunately, I had a general idea thanks to familiar landmarks and found his townhouse without too much trial and error.
There were lights pouring out of every window. I knocked on the door, rang the bell, and waited. Nothing happened, so I rang and knocked again. The door finally opened, and a disheveled presence leered at me with very unsavory, unfocused eyes. It was Jerry from the other night at Drake’s. He was blitzed.
Before I could say hello and why I was there, he pulled me inside and led me to the library. When we entered he said, “Look what I found everybody! I’m calling dibs on this one!” He let of my arm and started moving to music playing out of unseen speakers. There were a dozen people spread around the library. On the way in we had passed a couple on the stairs making out.
I looked for the soberest face and it belonged to a woman. I approached her and said, above the music, “Hi. I’m looking for David.”
“Who are you?”
“I’m Emma. Is David here?”
“So you’re Emma! I’m Lainey!” She gave me a kiss on each cheek like we were old pals from a French boarding school.
“Is David here?”
“You really have David on your mind, don’t you. We spoke on the phone earlier. Right?”
“Yes. We did. I was in Cleveland at the time.”
“Why?” She saw someone come into the library behind me. “Karen, your friend Emily is here!”
Karen came over and, slightly less tipsy than Elaine, said, “I didn’t think I’d see you again.”
“Hi. My name’s Emma. Why didn’t you think you’d see me again?”
“You know, just because, I guess. David picked you up in a bar.”
I wasn’t sure what she meant but skipped asking for a clarification. I was now feeling panicky.
“I’m looking for David, Karen. Is he upstairs?”
“He was,” she said. “But he’s stepped out. Don’t worry, there are plenty of rich boys here to entertain you.” She tapped the shoulder of a man sitting on the sofa. He barely acknowledged the tap. “Look, he’s still functional.”
I surveyed the scene one more time and felt tears streaming down my cheeks. I turned and left them to their party and walked over to 2rd Avenue to catch a cab. Having seen the “other side” of David’s life turned me off completely. There was nothing about it that appealed. Drunk rich people fucking each other and trading partners on a whim without a care in the world. Fuck that.
By the time I got home I felt cleansed. I even wondered if the weekend in the Hamptons really happened. It now felt like nothing more than a dream with no reality attached. Camie heard me come in and got out of bed. Seeing her utterly melted my resolve to handle what had just happened in a mature way. I began sobbing, and she instantly went into supportive girlfriend mode. She told me to sit on the sofa and tell her why I was upset.
I attempted to several times but couldn’t get very far before I sobbed again. Camie gave me the ‘there-there’ treatment to settle me down, then disappeared into the kitchen and returned with sherry and a box of tissues. I finally got control over myself.
When I finished my account I felt the need to add emphasis here and there. “I mean, it was clear he was there and knew I was on the phone.”
“Are you sure? It sounds like everyone was pretty wasted.”
“Three people said more or less the same thing. He was there, and he wouldn't come to the phone. I mean, come on. He ghosted me.”
“Well, you could be right,” Camie said. “What do we do now? David’s got all he needs to handle his situation with Carl Branson. You’ve more or less told him what he has to do with his company going forward—he saved twenty million there, right? I mean, he’s all set now, isn’t he? He doesn't need you or me. And it’s probably going to come up that I helped him steal records from Trident and Compass. I’m probably fucked. At least Roger still believes in you, I guess, even if he shouldn’t.”
“No, he doesn’t, Camie. That trip was totally a cover. The guy that took me around the stores didn’t know what the hell he was supposed to do with me. The only point of my tour was to get me out of the office. Roger and Carl probably knew something was up, and they didn’t want me around to give David easy access to company records. Of course, they didn’t know we’d recruited you for that.”
“Lucky me.”
“Yeah. We’re probably both going to lose our jobs. That was sort of the whole point of the plan David and I put together. We were going to bring down Roger and Carl. If Roger goes down, we won’t have jobs.”
“I guess David is a real fucker then. He used both of us.”
“It’s hard to believe, Camie. But I know what I saw tonight, I know what I heard. That side of David’s world... I think I’ve dodged a bullet, maybe two bullets. No David and I can’t work for Roger anymore. I’m so sorry I got you involved, Camie.”
“Hey, it was fun while it lasted. I was digging being a hacker. It was exciting. Now we just have to move on, Em. Let’s get away this weekend and figure out our next moves. We’re young, we’re smart, we are woman and all that. We’ll be fine.”
“Getting away is a good idea. But first I have to go to work tomorrow and tell Roger to fuck off. I may as well. I’m sure I’m going to be fired anyway, and this way I get to keep my balls.”




Chapter 22: Taking Care Of Business



David
I woke to landing chimes as our Gulfstream banked for its arrival into the Salinas Municipal Airport. I went to the head to splash water on my face and collect my nerves. I had to prepare myself for the admitting process at the Harmony Hills treatment center in Big Sur. Six years ago I had admitted myself for treatment. Today it was Jarrod’s turn, and I wasn’t sure he’d cooperate.
Eight or nine hours before, when I found him nearly unconscious in my library, I told him I was taking over his life for the next six weeks. All he could muster was a “Thanks.” That’s all I needed to hear, this single word of surrender. What I didn’t want to hear was the party that percolated around us. No one had bothered to check on his welfare. He had been lying on the floor passed-out, possibly even dead for all they knew. Elaine said I was spoiling the party. How? By saving my friend's life?
When I got to the townhouse I expected to see Jarrod up and about and in much better shape than I’d left him that morning. He was always quick to bounce back. Instead, I found a cozy bacchanal in progress with Jarrod splayed out on the carpet like a biology experiment. He had used my phone to call in the troops. Even Lady Margaret was there and utterly bent out of shape. At first, she didn’t know who I was.
Elaine said she’d thought I’d organized a party and was happy to think my old-self had returned. Even my old-self would have been turned-off at the scene I walked into. These people had really dialed things up since I changed course six years earlier, or even a year ago when we were last all together in Ibiza. It made me sick to think this could have been my future.
I knew I now had to change Jarrod’s future. I booked a plane and medical assistance and literally dragged him to the airport.
The nurse I hired for the flight was checking Jarrod’s vitals in preparation for landing and the final brief journey ahead of us. He had slept most of the way but was now semi-conscious. I asked him how he was doing and he nodded he was okay. He had the shakes. The nurse was reluctant to put any more drugs into his system, not knowing what he’d already packed in there. The night before, as his pulse had steadied and his breathing became normal, the nurse gave the okay for lift-off from Teterboro. There would be no rush to a hospital. I trusted she knew what she was doing
It was passing 6:00 am California time as we landed. I was eager to connect with Emma and explain why I’d been out of touch. Thankfully, she was out of town and didn’t have to experience the mayhem that had just engulfed my life. If she had witnessed the scene in my townhouse the night before, there’s no telling what she would have thought. Her new cell number wasn’t in my memory but I could reach her at her office later, assuming she was back from her trip. All I really knew was that she’d be back by Friday.
Thinking of Emma and the brief time we’d shared gave me a warm, fuzzy feeling. No other woman had ever given me that. Now that I’d experienced these feelings, I knew I could never live without them. I could no longer see the point of not sharing my life with someone I truly loved. The insular bubble of my former billionaire lifestyle had burst, and there was no going back.
But first, I needed to get Jarrod squared away. I was taking care of business on all fronts.




Chapter 23: I Quit



Emma
Late the next morning, I strutted into the reception area of Case Consulting like a peacock on steroids. By “strut” I mean my best posture, head held high, chest out, my intent being to broadcast a “fuck you” to my soon to be ex-employer. My short week touring the rustbelt convinced me I was working for a scavenger, not that I had any lingering doubts before starting the trip. I should have had the foresight to carry a scythe and wear a black hood. Every employee of Eaton’s who shook my hand was meeting their messenger of death, at least as it concerned their livelihoods. My mission was to end their jobs and close their stores as efficiently and profitably as possible.
That would not be my jam anymore.
Roger Case was dismissing an underling as I invited myself into his office. He looked surprised to see me, but not pleased. He gave me a wary look, the kind a child gives when caught in a lie or misdeed.
“Oh, hello Emma. I didn’t expect to see you until Monday. Aren’t you supposed to be visiting Cleveland area stores today? I think that was the plan.”
“I got back late last night. There was no point in visiting any more stores.”
“I see,” he said. “Any reason in particular?”
“Roger, there was no point to my going anywhere other than to get me out of the office.”
“Why would you say that?”
“Women’s intuition? Or because I’m smart?”
“Your tone is little edgy, Emma. What’s up?”
He was right. “Roger, I’m sorry. Let me start over. I read the original project outlines Julie prepared. Her assessments of Eaton’s situation didn’t call for closing two hundred stores. She only found eight candidates for liquidation.”
“Her plan was amended. There’s nothing unusual in that. We’re always fine tuning as we go.”
“Going from eight closures to over two hundred is some pretty heavy fine-tuning, don’t you think? There’s something that doesn’t add up unless something else is in play here, some other objective.”
“I don’t follow,” said Roger.
“Roger, we’re paid a fee for managing liquidations when a project calls for them. We do all the financial planning and projections. We have no self-interest in the liquidations themselves. That way we can give unbiased recommendations. Enormous quantities of merchandise flow through our liquidation sales, but we don’t supply the merchandise. It would be unethical if we did because we would be making the best deal for us, and not for companies like Eaton.”
“Yes, of course, Emma. I know how it works.”
I reached into my bag for copies of the Delaware incorporation documents filed by Compass Liquidations. Roger’s name appeared as a co-investor alongside Carl Branson’s.
“Roger, why is Compass Liquidations listed as the primary vendor for Eaton’s restructuring? Is it because you’re a co-owner of Compass?”
Roger looked at the documents in silence, then stood and walked over to his floor-to-ceiling windows looking over midtown.
“Roger, closing two hundred stores versus eight is a tremendous opportunity for Compass. Is that why Julie is no longer here? Because she knew what you were up to?”
“Emma, I don’t think you have a full grasp of the situation.”
“I think the problem, Roger, is that I do have a full grasp of the situation and can state for a fact that it stinks. And it’s not just the Eaton project. You and Carl Branson liquidated four of Miles Investments holding companies. You put the mortgages owned by those holding companies into default, and then you bought them up cheap. That was through Trident Services, which you and Carl Branson also both own.”
“Look, Emma. Our business requires a lot of creative strategies that may appear unethical when in reality they’re simply bold and innovative. Eaton’s needed to build it cash reserves. We came up with a plan to optimize them. If I spot an opportunity outside of our primary relationship with Eaton, it’s good business to pursue it.”
“And unethical, Roger.”
“That’s your opinion.”
“I’ve just met about forty Eaton employees who are going to lose their jobs so you can run big liquidation sales through their closing stores. Those employees may not agree with you, Roger. Most of those stores are profitable. I saw their books.”
“Then we’re going to agree to disagree, Emma. I’ll speak frankly. It bothers me that you’ve been digging into my business outside of Case Consulting. We hired you to work for us, Emma, not against us. I think it’s clear now you’re pursuing the latter course.”
“I’m just stating the facts, Roger. Nothing more. I’m a business analyst. I’m just doing the job you hired me to do.”
“Tell me, Emma. Where are we with your friend, David Miles. I take it you’re shared with him what you shared with me today?”
“I haven’t.” This was entirely true. It was Camie’s job to share the information.
“Based on what we’ve discussed today, I take it, you will not be recommending Case Consulting services to him?”
“If he asks for my opinion, Roger, I will give it to him. I haven’t spoken with David since making my discoveries about your relationship with Carl Branson. I also have no future plans to speak to him about it.”
This was all true. I had no plans to speak to David Miles ever again. Camie only shared with me her further discoveries about Compass and Trident the night before, after dealing with my disappointing evening and discoveries about David.
Roger was silent for a while, then returned to his desk and sat down. “Well, Emma. There’s obviously no point in your continued management of the Eaton project, and it’s clear there will be no Miles Investments project forthcoming. This puts me in the situation of being overstaffed.”
“No problem, Roger. I quit. I’ll type a formal resignation when I get back to my office.”
“That’s not necessary. Anyway, by the time you get back to your office, Emma, your computer will no longer be operative. Goodbye.”
***
Well, at least I was able to quit before he fired me.
Silver linings.
I returned to my desk and called Camie to give her an update. She wanted to come up and offer her moral support. I was hesitant to let her be seen with me as I was on my way out, but she insisted, saying in all likelihood she would be joining me soon on the unemployment rolls.
There wasn’t much personal packing to do. For the hell of it, I clicked my desktop computer and sure enough, a bold “Access Denied” greeted me like a final “fuck you”. I turned it off with a sigh just as Camie entered my office for the last time.
“So, I guess I just call you Emma now. No more Ms. Sterne.”
“Hi, Camie. Yeah. As far as that goes you’ve now passed me in rank. You’re still employed.”
“That reminds me. What do we do about our deposit on the new apartment?”
“Let it go?” I’d forgotten about our upcoming move, its draw being it actually had a real kitchen. “I don’t know. What do you think?”
“I guess we can worry about it later.”
As I didn’t have a post-employment plan to get me through the rest of the day, I was at a loss about what to do next. Go to a movie? It was too early for that and I wasn’t really in the mood. All I really wanted to do was have a stiff drink and bitch about the unfairness of life.
“Let’s get some drinks. We can walk over to Old Town and mix it up with the day drinkers.”
“We may as well get started on our new lives. Day drinking is certainly an option.”
“I’m going to hit the head first,” I said.
“If you don’t need any help, I think I’ll wait here.”
Camie seemed a bit distant when I returned from the restroom. I chalked it up to shock. She was adjusting to the fact we were no longer workmates.
“Hey, let’s plan our getaway weekend over the drinks,” I said. “I’m thinking we should head up the Hudson River, maybe stay at the Roosevelt Hotel. We can sit on their veranda and get sloshed.”




Chapter 24: F*ck Off



David
After getting Jarrod settled in at Harmony Hills I finally had a moment to call Emma at her office. The receptionist put me through to her desk and a strange woman answered.
After I said my name and hello, she said, “Fuck off, David. She doesn’t want to talk you.” Then she hung up. By the time I was able to get through to Emma’s desk again the extension reported it was no longer valid.
What the hell? I was bewildered. I had been out of touch but that could be explained. Of course, I would need to talk to Emma to do so.
I didn’t have time to further process the call as things were happening quickly back at Miles Investments. Kit told me uncle Joseph had been trying to reach me all morning. I called his number.
“Oh, there you are David. I’ve been trying to reach you but a drunk woman kept answering your phone. She was rather incoherent.”
“What do you mean, a woman?” I asked. My bewilderment was expanding into new frontiers.
“All I know is she sounded English, and posh. She told me she was engaged to you.”
“Oh, God. That would be Lady Margaret. Listen, Joe. I’m in California for some personal business. I lent my phone to a friend and it got misplaced, and I guess Lady Margaret found it. She’s a little looney. I’m sorry.”
“Well, that explains that. Anyway, we’ve got all the necessary paperwork done to file your complaints. We need you to sign them before we can do that, but if you’re in California I guess we’ll have to wait until Monday. That’s a shame as timing is important here. We really needed to get this done before the weekend so Branson and Case wouldn’t have time to react if our manoeuvrings were leaked.”
“My mother has power of attorney. Can she sign the complaints?”
“Of course.”
“Then do me a favor. I’m a little handicapped here without my phone and of course, I don’t have everyone’s numbers memorized.”
“I’ll get it done. Do you know where she is today?”
Dammit, I thought. She might already be in the Hamptons, but we still had time to get the paperwork there and back. Uncle Joe said he’d do his best.
I called Kit. She informed me Carl was behaving like a caged animal. Good, I thought. It was essential that he feels that way for the plan to work.
I checked on Jarrod one last time. Even though he was still a little out of it, he’d already made a celebrity friend taking a break from his high octane lifestyle. Jarrod assured me was going to stick it out and join me on the road to righteous living.
I headed back to the airport after alerting the Gulfstream crew to be fueled and prepared for a maximum cruise back to New York. After wheels-up, I called Chou to gauge the activity at the townhouse. He assured me the last of the miscreants had left. Earlier, I had instructed Chou to turn off the power and close the water lines. If there’s one thing rich miscreants can’t abide, it’s the absence of electricity and running water.
We passed through forty-thousand feet for our near Mach 1.0 transit of the U.S., and I finally had time to think about that woman’s instruction that I was to “fuck off.” What was going on there? I’d only spoken briefly with Emma since our Skype session and everything was fine. I wouldn’t be able to decipher any of it until I was able to speak with her. That was the first item on my list upon my return to New York.
For reasons related to weather and local air traffic congestion, we didn’t touch down in Teterboro until after midnight. Chou delivered me an hour later to Emma’s doorstep. I found her apartment on the third floor and knocked on the door.
There was no answer and no sound of activity within. I waited a few minutes and knocked once more, this time drawing attention from a neighbor, who gave me a stern look. I nodded an acknowledgment, and rather than taking this as a dismissal, the neighbor suggested the occupants were not at home. I couldn’t resist his logic and asked if I could borrow a piece of paper to leave a note. I jotted down my home’s land line with a brief explanation saying I had misplaced my cell.
As there was nothing more to do I had Chou take me home. The townhouse was restored to order with a single exception. I found Lady Margaret passed out in a guestroom. I would have to have a stern word with Chou for this oversight. My phone was lying next to her on the bed. Several cracks scarred its surface.
As she was breathing but otherwise unresponsive, I felt it best to leave Lady Margaret until morning, though I’d be sure to lock my door.
My cell functioned just enough to let me see the call history but not the contact’s number. There were three calls from Emma the night before. If she had been trying to reach me only to find Lady Margaret consistently on the other end, it would explain a few things. There was no way to know what her disillusioned mind might have told Emma.
I called my mother to find out if she’d received the documents in time from uncle Joseph. Fortunately, she didn’t mind the late hour and sounded morning fresh. Contrary to my earlier fears, she was still in New York at her Park Avenue condo. The documents had been signed and delivered in a timely fashion.
I mentioned the Lady Margaret situation. My mother said she would be over in the morning to take her to the clinic in Connecticut for her semi-annual dry out. That would free me up to stick with sorting out the Emma situation. I was in that state of being too exhausted to sleep. I climbed into bed with my standby insomnia remedy, Will Durant’s History of Modern Philosophy. It was a great book, but man could it put me to sleep. After a few pages, I was out.
I got through to the next morning unmolested by Lady Margaret. My housekeeper served my breakfast in my room. I could hear my mother dealing with the Margaret situation without much protest from her patient. By eleven the house was calm. I cleaned up and had Chou re-deliver me to Emma’s address. I climbed the stairs and discovered the note I’d left was no longer stuck on the convenient nail used, I assumed, for holiday wreaths. I knocked and no one answered.
I concluded either Camie or Emma had retrieved the note. The only thing to do now was to wait for a call on my landline. Chou returned us to the townhouse before heading out to purchase a new iPhone and see what could be recovered from the damaged one. In the meantime, I stared at the old-fashioned phone on the end table waiting for Emma to call, and used Chou’s cell to catch up with Benjamin and Uncle Joseph.




Chapter 25: Live And Learn



Emma
Camie and I sat on the deck of the Roosevelt Hotel watching summer boat traffic on the Hudson River. We were sipping mimosas with the hope it would relieve the mild hangovers we were suffering from the previous night’s minor excesses.
The two drinks we had enjoyed at lunch the day before fueled an early departure for our getaway weekend. Camie, feeling quite sure no one would notice her absence from the dungeon, skipped the rest of her workday. We rented a car and headed up the river before the dinner rush. It is possible we celebrated our escape a bit too vigorously, having stayed in the hotel’s bar until closing.
Our plan now was to pace ourselves.
“Live and learn, as they say,” said Camie, reflecting on our week.
“I’ll drink to that.” So much for pacing ourselves.
We concluded the “suits” in Manhattan were to be avoided at all costs. They were known to use and emotionally abuse women like it was a sport. For every happy-ever-after, there was an ocean of tears.
“Emma, for my next job I’m going to shoot for something in tech, probably in Brooklyn. I don’t think I’m cut out for a button-down business career.”
“Something more tuned to our generation, at least. I loved the ideas I had for David’s company, building housing specifically for people like us.”
“For the new Millennium’s Millennials.”
“Something like that.”
“I’m surprised you said his name. I thought we were to call him ‘That fucker’ from now on.”
“Camie, I don’t think I used the F-Word more than a dozen times before I met you.”
“Fuckin’ roger that.”
I laughed. We ordered another pitcher of mimosas and played a round of ‘Depression’. It was Camie’s game for sharing our most embarrassing moments for the sake of dis-empowering them. She picked it up from her therapist in high school, who felt holding such things inside was detrimental to mental hygiene.
My most embarrassing moments were no match for Camie’s. One of her continuing themes involved inopportune farts, especially an accidental one during a Thanksgiving dinner with her boyfriend’s family.
“You know when you very confidently and slyly lift a cheek to release a little silent puff of wind?” Camie asked. “It went the other way. People were looking around to see if someone had picked up a trumpet.”
I laughed again. “We’ve all had similar incidents, Camie. No one is immune to inopportune farts.”
“That evening got even worse, Emma. After I recovered from that embarrassment, my boyfriend and I went for a walk to burn off calories. That was our excuse, anyway.”
“You wanted to make out,” I said, guessing.
“Right. We went into the woods near his parent’s house and started fooling around. He talked me into a hand job. It was dark, so we felt safe even though we could still see lights coming from his parent’s kitchen. He came in about thirty seconds, which in his case meant he was taking his time. That killed his interest in further fooling around even though he’d barely touched me.”
“Of course”
“We went back in the house and I started helping his mom with the dishes. She said, ‘Oh, honey you got something in your hair’. She inspected me a little closer and then got a look of horror on her face. I felt around where she had been looking and discovered jizz in my hair. And not just a little, I mean, there was a lot.”
“Okay, you win tonight’s competition.”
“It’s not like it could have been anything else,” said Camie. “What else has that consistency or texture or whatever? Nothing else.”
“No. It’s pretty much its own thing. You never see it and have to guess what it is. You just know.”
I wondered if I should mention my recent threshold experience with David. It was the remedy to the risk of having jizz in your hair. As much as it pained me to think about him, I couldn’t put aside my amazement that he could fit inside me anywhere, or that I’d swallowed his come.
“What are you thinking, Emma?”
I smiled and said, “I was thinking about David. I’m trying not to but your story reminded me of how I’d let him come in my mouth, and I was thinking if you’d blown your boyfriend, you wouldn’t have had come in your hair.”
“Was that your first time?”
“Letting someone come in my mouth? Yeah. How about you? Was that where you were headed with Duane when I saw you on our sofa giving him head?”
“Well, it’s a lot less messy that way.”
Normally, Camie and I didn’t discuss the intimate details of our sex lives, but as we’d opened the door this far, I thought there was no harm in opening it further. Plus, I was curious.
“Is that just something you always do with a guy? I’m talking about blowjobs.”
“If I’m in the mood, I guess. It isn’t something I dream about but when I recall the times I’ve done it, it can sometimes get me pretty hot. But you know, I was baptized and everything. I’m not evil. It’s just something boys and girls do.”
“Is that what your mother told you?”
“Right,” said Camie. “We covered blowjobs right after anal sex, and then we ate scones and drank camomile tea.”
“Since we’re in the neighborhood, what about…”
“Anal? Just fingers. You?”
“Same.” I winced at an accidental stray thought of David’s large cock.
“Good chat,” said Camie. “We should do this more often.”
I couldn’t help but think of my conversation with David after our last time when deli meats were a feature. We both said we’d never had orgasms like that before, and that we really did feel like we’d been taken to another dimension.
“Camie, is your sex always good? Or are there times when it’s great, and other times when you wonder why you even bothered?”
“God, no. It’s only been great, like really, really great, a few times, and that was all with the same guy. All the other times it varied. A few times I couldn’t wait for the guy to finish.”
“I’ll just give you my stats, Camie. I’ve been with five guys. It was only really great with one, and I mean out of this world great, and that was with David.”
“Jesus. Kind of makes me wish I hadn’t told him to fuck…” She didn’t finish her comment.
“Told him to fuck what, Camie?”
“Okay. I wasn’t going to tell you, Emma, but when you went to the lady’s room yesterday, David called your office line. I told him to fuck off, and that you didn’t want to talk to him.”
“Are you kidding me? Why the fuck did you tell him that? And don’t you think I’d want to know if he called? Part of me is dying inside.” I didn’t know what else to say. Had I had superpowers, I would have flung Camie into the Hudson River.
***
“I can’t believe you sometimes, Camie.” That’s all I could think to say as we began our drive home. I hadn’t said a word since her disclosure about telling David to fuck off.
“I know. I’m sorry, Emma. It just happened. When I heard his voice on the other end it just came out. I thought I was doing you a favor.”
“No, I get it. I’m just wondering why he called. To say he was sorry for not coming to the phone the night before? It’s not like it would have changed anything.”
It would have been a lie to say I was feeling hungover. I was feeling very hungover. Feeling hungover and sad at the same time is not a party.
“Maybe... I don’t know,” said Camie. “Maybe there are always drunk women hanging around his place. What else do those people have to do but party?”
“David said he’d closed that chapter of his life.”
“Yeah, but it could have been a front, suspecting you wouldn’t go for that side of him. He could have just been wooing you so you’d help him with his business. Maybe he thought he could get you cheap with a little wining and dining - you know, to get you on his side.”
Sure, it was a possibility, but it didn’t really fit with the David that had just given me the most romantic weekend of my life—and best sex ever. He couldn’t fake that, could he? Hell if I really knew. I wasn’t a woman with a trail of men bobbing in her wake. I barely had a wake.
Or, had I just been seduced by the obvious wealth and luxury that surrounded his life? I had to admit, his Hampton’s estate was romantic as hell. I wasn’t a material girl, but nor was I immune to romance.
We crossed the Third Avenue Bridge on our way into the city. I was usually excited to see the Manhattan skyline but, for the unemployed, it was an unwelcoming sight. You didn’t just have to “make it” here to have a decent life. You had to make it big. The raise Roger gave me made me feel I was on my way. Having no paycheck now meant I was not making it at all.
“I think we need to chill tonight with Ben & Jerry’s and a movie,” I said. “Tomorrow, I’ll have to figure out how to salvage my brilliant career. Let’s call it my Plan B.”
“Does that mean you want to have sex with me?” asked Camie, with a touch of concern.
“You’re thinking of  ‘Netflix and chill’, Camie. I’m talking about eating ice cream and watching a movie.”
“Good. I was afraid you were thinking of changing teams.”
Chapter 26: Was I Played?



David
Nothing makes you feel more wounded than the compulsive desire to stare at a silent landline. It was the middle of Sunday afternoon and still no call from Emma. Earlier, I had spent a distractive two hours huddled with Benjamin and uncle Joe discussing strategy. Our plan was to unseat Carl Branson and restore the money he’d fraudulently steer away from Miles Investments coffers was moving right along. After Benjamin and uncle Joe left I was back to mindless staring, and it was driving me nuts.
As the landline had no message service, I installed Chou next to the phone and took a cab to the St. Regis. I needed to get out of the house, and the subdued atmosphere of its King Cole bar was a nice, cool place to lick one’s wounds or reverse a hangover. Thankfully, I wasn’t hungover.
I wasn’t surprised to see an old acquaintance sitting at the bar nursing a whiskey sour.
“Hello, Nick,” I said. “Come here often?”
“Davy! Haven’t seen you in forever. Big night last night?”
“No. Just needed to get out of the house.” I ordered a cranberry juice and soda, a truly uninspired beverage. “How about you, Nick? Are you still up to no good?”
“Doing my best. Remember Christie and her crew, the blue-ballers? We whooped it up a bit last night, you could say. Nothing epic though. I don’t recall there being any vomit or fist fights.”
“That’s always a good sign,” I said. Nick’s reputation for excess began his freshman year at Harvard. Why he wasn’t now a corpse was a mystery.
“Christie asked about you, Davy. I told her we didn’t see you much anymore. Why is that?”
“No particular reason,” I said. I didn’t want to elaborate. Besides, he already knew why, as defections always had behind them the same causes—burn out, and a will to live.
“So, what brings you here? No one sits in dark bars on Sunday afternoons without a good reason unless they’re morally corrupt.”
“Well, Nick, I guess you could say I’ve had some lady problems. A woman swept me off my feet recently, then later told me to fuck off, but that was through a third party. She hasn’t told me directly.”
“Do I know the girl?”
“No. She wouldn’t have crossed your path, Nick. She works for a living.” I wasn’t sure Nick would understand the concept of work. “Her company had some business with mine. That’s how we met.”
“Ah,” said Nick. “You can’t trust the proles. If you aren’t generous with them from the get-go they move on. They’re impatient that way, plus there are plenty of rich men in this city. You can’t swing your dick without…”
“She’s not like that, Nick. When we met, she didn’t know anything about me.”
“You stink of rich, Davy. She would have known immediately.”
I was resisting the idea that this was a possibility. Could she have been playing me? It didn’t seem likely. There was nothing about her to suggest she was looking for a rich guy. Nick ordered another round, and I decided to have what he was having. The first sip told me it was a double.
“Davy, tell me if any of this rings a bell. You met this girl, had drinks or dinner, she dropped a sob story into the conversation, went out of her way to let you know she wasn’t used to your style of living, and that she’s not into money herself, blah, blah blah. You got the idea in your head she was the genuine article. You had sex and found her to be extremely good at it. She told you she’s never had it so good, and that she was falling in love with you, and went out of her way to tell you it’s not about the money.”
“Nick, I won’t say you’ve got it entirely wrong, but you’re not entirely right either. Any rich man, poor girl scenario will involve some of what you’re saying. At best I give your analysis a D minus.”
I knew I was being less than truthful as his commentary did ring surprisingly true. What it lacked was the proper context.
I consented to another round of Nick’s double whiskey sours. Our conversation wasn’t helping me much but the liquor was taking the edge off.
“David, we’re not meant to mingle with the plebs. That’s my point.”
“What’s wrong with dating women who don’t come from rich families, Nick? That’s most of the world’s women, by the way.”
“You’ll never know you if they love you just for your money.”
“That’s nonsense, Nick.”
“Why take the risk? There are plenty of women in our crowd, and they don’t need to be trained how to hold the right fork at supper.”
I was taking great offense at Nick’s assumptions about Emma. I recalled Karen’s condescending remarks at Drake’s, when she said I should bring Emma along to the strip club, referring to her as “sexy”, which suggested she was no more than a sex toy. When they were alone again, Emma had said, “I’m so glad you’re not like them.”
Or like Nick.
I paid my tab and left the bar. I dialed up Chou to see if there were any messages. There were none. There was nothing left to do but go back to Emma’s apartment and see if she was in. We needed to talk. I knew in my heart that what we had experienced the weekend before wasn’t a fluke. We were meant to be together.
I stormed out of the St. Regis onto the sizzling street, hailed a cab, and gave the driver Emma’s address.




Chapter 27: Ben & Jerry’s



Emma
“Who needs men when you can stream Daniel Craig anytime you want to?” asked Camie. “Do you think he cares that I haven’t shaved my legs in nearly a week?” She’d had me freeze-frame on Daniel Craig’s bare chest as he emerged from the ocean on a Nassau beach. We were chillin’ with four pints of Ben & Jerry’s. I was wearing my gym shorts from high school and a man beater now stained with Brownie Batter Core. My hair was in a sloppy, angry ponytail. Compared to Camie, I was ready for the red carpet.
“I don’t know, Camie. I’ll take Brad Pitt in Fight Club any day. Craig looks a little dis-proportioned.”
“Don’t forget the blue eyes.”
“We’ll just have to date both of them and then judge.” Mentioning Brad Pitt reminded me of David. They had similar bodies, and I felt my heart drop a notch. It was already sitting in my stomach, which was telegraphing my brain to give the Ben & Jerry’s a break.
Just a week ago I was flying back from the Hamptons by helicopter after a blissful weekend at David’s estate. Now I was sitting in a hot apartment with my best friend, gorging on ice cream, while girl-talking about men completely out of our league. It wasn’t helping my mood though I did wonder if I’d look good with Eva Green’s hairstyle in Casino Royale.
Hope!
As I click the play button to put Daniel Craig back in motion, a determined knock on the door startled both of us. We weren’t expecting company, nor did either of us look prepared for any.
“You’re not expecting Duane, are you?” I asked Camie.
“No, but maybe I should give him a call. He really should see me like this for, you know, full disclosure.”
I clicked paused. Our door was not one of those fancy kinds with a peep-hole. Or rather, there had been one, but it was plugged with a dowel. It was probably just a friendly neighbor hoping to borrow some drugs or rape us, so how we looked wasn’t a concern. I opened the door.
It was David. He looked anxious and was clearly suffering from the heat.
I opted not to say “FUCK!” or “HOLY MOTHER OF GOD”. I simply said, “David?”
“Hi, Emma. I hope I’m not interrupting anything,” I could hear Camie in the background, who did manage to whisper a “FUCK!”
“No, David. You’re not. What are you doing here?”
“I’m not sure Emma. I don’t know if I’m here for an explanation or need to give you one. I don’t understand what happened. I called your office and someone told me to fuck off, and that you didn’t want to talk to me anymore.”
I heard Camie dash into the bedroom. David had never met her in person and apparently didn’t know it was Camie on the phone when he called my office.
I didn’t say anything. It’s a good strategy when you don’t know what to say.
“Could we talk, Emma? Here, or somewhere else?”
“David,” I finally said. “Do I look like I’m ready to go out anywhere?”
“You look great Emma. Don’t worry about that.”
I felt my heart take its first baby step out of my stomach.
“We can talk here, David, but it’s a mess and like an oven. We were just vegging with a movie.” He came in and within six steps was standing in the center of our “living room.” On the coffee table were four near empty pints of Ben & Jerry’s and an open grease-stained pizza box. “I’ll just clean this up real quick. Have a seat.”
Camie emerged from the bedroom slightly improved and said she was going out. She acknowledged David with a nod but didn’t speak, possibly afraid he would recognize her voice.
I returned with two bottles of water and sat on the other end of the sofa which offered the only seating options in the room. I resumed the silent treatment.
“Thanks,” he said, when I gave him the water. He opened it and took a long swig. He stared around the room and had apparently opted in on the silence strategy as well. I didn’t budge.
After a couple minutes of this, he finally cleared his throat.
“Emma, why did someone tell me to fuck off when I called your office?”
There’s nothing like a direct question to spoil the silent treatment.
“David, I never asked anyone to tell you that. I’m sorry that happened. They thought they were protecting my interests.”
“Why? What could I have possibly done to make that person think that way?”
“Because I told that person you had broken my heart.”
“We haven’t seen each other since Monday morning. How could I have broken your heart?”
“Because you wouldn’t talk to me. I called you three times and different women answered telling me you wouldn’t come to the phone. I made it clear it was me. Why were they answering your phone? Why were you having a big, drunken party at your house? Why is Lady Margaret back in your life? Why did someone call me ‘that Carolina girl’? None of it made any sense unless you had lied to me. You told me you’d put that kind of life behind you.”
“I can explain all…”
“And I went to your house, David. I saw it with my own eyes, and there was no mistaking what I saw. It wasn’t my scene at all. If that’s how you want to live, that’s your business, but I don’t want to. Plus, ignoring me when I called, I mean, come on. No one wants to be treated like that. One of the women tried to pass me off to some drunk on your sofa. She said something like ‘there are plenty of rich boys here, don’t worry’. It made me feel like a tramp or a gold digger.”
“Jesus, Emma. I’m so sorry, but I can explain if you’ll let me.”
“David, am I smelling whiskey on your breath? Have you been drinking?”
“I had a strong drink at the St. Regis, Emma.”
“Why? Were you with those people again? Were you with those women?”
“No. Not at all… Let me back up a bit. There’s a lot to explain. I left a note on your door Thursday night asking you to call me. I didn’t have my cell and left you my landline number. I came back the next day and saw the note was gone and assumed you really didn’t want to talk to me. But I was still hopeful. I’ve been staring at my phone at home since yesterday morning hoping to hear from you. When it was clear you weren’t going to call, I decided to go to the St. Regis bar and lick my wounds. I saw an old friend there, Nick. It was while I was talking to him that I decided, fuck it, I’m not giving up on you. There had to be some reason you weren’t speaking to me, and I felt sure it must have been based on erroneous information, or that there had been a misunderstanding or something. So I came here.”
“And it’s you talking to me now, not the booze?”
“Absolutely not the booze, Emma. I ordered two drinks. I barely finished one of them.”
“Okay. I believe you, David.” So far, I did believe him. Being with him in person made me feel there was a good reason after all for all that had happened. He seemed in genuine pain. “I’ll let you try to explain the rest now.”
“I told you in the Hamptons I had a friend, Jarrod, and that he would be visiting. I mentioned he was not in great shape. When he got to New York, he called from Drake’s, so I went there to meet him. He was already showing signs of being out of it, and it was more than just the drinking. He was doing drugs too. He later passed out in the restroom. I took him to the townhouse and had a doctor check him out. The doctor got him stabilized after telling me Jarrod had to quit drinking and drugging or he was going to die soon.
“I went to work the next day, leaving Jarrod under my housekeeper’s care. I’d lent Jarrod my cell phone the night before and forgot to get it back. I got home late and discovered he had used my cell to call in a party. He was passed out again, and no one had bothered to check on his welfare. I knew I had no choice but to get him some help, so I put him on a plane and flew with him out to California for treatment. You must have come to the townhouse after I left with Jarrod. I really wasn’t there when you called. I was on a plane flying across the country. I don’t know why those idiots didn’t tell you that.
“I couldn’t reach you because I didn’t know your number by heart, so I had to wait until you were in your office. When I called the next day, someone at your desk told me to fuck off. As soon as I landed back in New York I came here, but you were gone. I left the note on your door and went home to wait for you to call me.”
I wasn’t an easy sell when I was pissed off, but everything David outlined clearly explained what had happened. His being the good samaritan had led to a series of events that ended in a big misunderstanding.
“Emma, you have every right to be upset. I can just imagine what those people were like with you. They’re not very nice unless you’re in their tribe, a known quantity. If I could take back all the hours, hell, years, I spent with that crowd, I would. I’m not like them now and really haven’t been since I was a college kid. I’ve just stayed on their periphery since getting out of treatment. Why? I can’t give you a good answer. Old habits, I guess.”
“How is Jarrod now?”
“I think there’s a 50/50 chance he’ll change his ways now. I appreciate your asking.”
“So what now, David?”
“If it were at all possible, Emma, I’d rewind us back to that moment when I removed a piece of pastrami from your beautiful ass with my teeth.”
I was no longer smelling the whiskey on his breath. Instead, his musky, manly scent filled the space between us like a magnet pulling me in. He smiled, and I felt the last of my reserve evaporate. The misunderstanding only happened because David had felt responsible for his friend Jarrod.
“I’d like that too, David. What I told you back your townhouse is true. I haven’t been able to think of a sandwich or cured meats without thinking of you. Sexy, huh?”
He laughed. “Me too.”
I scooched closer to him on the sofa and put my head on his shoulder. His hand instinctively massaged the side of my head, then he twirled a loose strand of my hair around his finger.
“I hate misunderstandings,” I said. “They’re the worst.”
“Agreed. By the way, who told me to fuck off? She had a nice voice.”
“You just sort of met her. That was Camie.”
“Oh... Well, I understand better now. She had a right to feel protective. I thought it was some random person from your office. It seemed strange.”
“David, Roger had just fired me, or rather, I had just fired myself. The atmosphere was a little thick when you called.”
“The prick... But I’m glad. When can you start working for me? Better yet. Let’s just say you’re hired. Now take a week off.”
“Just like that? Don’t you want to see my resume? Do a background check? I might just be after your money, you know.”
“I’ll take the risk. Anyway, I don’t think you’ll need my money. You’re going to be earning a lot of it on your own now. I feel a two-hundred grand a year salary is a good place to start. Plus performance bonuses, of course, benefits, generous 401k plan.”
The ease with which I switched from being utterly depressed to overjoyed was amazing. Twenty minutes earlier I was unemployed after losing the man I thought would be the love of my life. Now I was thinking about decorating my new office and buying ridiculously expensive clothes.
“So, you’re free and clear of Case Consulting,” said David. “That makes everything easier. Tomorrow, Carl Branson is going to have a bad day. I have no doubt Roger will have one soon too.”
David brought me up to speed on the week’s developments. Everything had moved along much more quickly than anticipated thanks to Camie’s hacking skills. It was her research that empowered the investigation, bringing it to a swift conclusion.
“We need to let Camie know she’ll be welcome at Miles Investments too,” said David. “I don’t want anyone else to have her talent on board. Her skills will become very useful to us. Benjamin, my financial investigator, said we’d be nowhere without her help.”
“Do you mind if I text her? I mean, I just want to let her know everything is cool here. I won’t mention the rest.”
“Just tell her I want to hire her because I loved the sound of her voice.”
I laughed. Camie did have a nice voice, and I could even imagine her telling you to fuck off wouldn’t hide the fact.
David’s index finger stroked my cheek, and I looked up into his eyes. I gave him a kiss.
“So that’s that. We’re all good here,” I said. “Now what?”
“Sitting here is nice, Emma.”
“I look like roadkill, David. How can you even look at me?”
“You look adorable. I love seeing this side of you. Nothing could distract from how beautiful you are, even your stained top. Ben & Jerry’s?”
“Good eye. Plus you saw the empty cartons on the coffee table.”
“There is that.”
David’s hand now moved down to my side and his fingers did a gentle exploration of my side-boob. I kissed him again and then sat up. “So, you think this look is a keeper? That’s good to know. I was getting tired of good hygiene and stuff.” I took a long swig of my water.
“As I said, you look adorable, plus I especially like the braless look. Are you cold?”
My nipples were looking very amused, poking through my stained top. I pulled it off.
“That’s even better,” said David. He pulled me in for another kiss, and then his hand gently stroked the underside of my now freed boob. It was just the right touch.
“They’ve missed you, David.”
“I missed them too, Emma. All of you.” He pulled me over on his lap and his hand landed on my thigh. He gently stroked it. Anticipating where it might go next gave me a pleasant rush of anticipation. I slipped my hand under his crisp white shirt and felt his pecs. My fingers couldn’t have been happier.
He pulled the shirt off. We laid on the sofa and started kissing and fondling each other like hormonal maniacs. Then my gym shorts and panties were on the floor and David was deep inside me. I lifted both legs into the air as we climaxed together in my little living room, on my second-hand sofa, drenched in sweat and drunk on our renewed passion.
After basking in the afterglow, I led David to my small shower. I turned the knob to cool and we held each other as the water streamed over us. Thirty minutes later we were strolling the lower streets of Manhattan, still baking in the late afternoon heat. We went into the Oscar Wilde lounge and ate appetizers of calamari and small sausages with cheese. When we got back to the apartment, it was unbearably hot. I asked if he wanted to go back to his townhouse. He said it still needed some airing out from its recent intrusions, referring to the perpetrators as “boorish rich miscreants.”
Instead, we checked into a suite at the Mandarin Hotel. David said he’d have to get to work early and suggested I spend the next day at their in-house spa, saying I should invite Camie to join me.
“But for now,” he said. “The night is still young. Let’s see if we can find something to do.” He smiled. “Maybe we can order up some cold cuts from the kitchen.”




Chapter 28: Gotcha



David
It would be a fib to say I wasn’t enjoying this “Master of the Universe” stuff. Monday morning I sat in my office flanked by Benjamin and Uncle Joseph. Kit sat in a corner with a notebook which was a front, as her sole secret purpose there was to record the conversation about to unfold. I had summonsed Carl Branson in for a chat. Presumably, he was still in the dark on the criminal complaints filed against him the Friday before.
I had a list before me of Carl’s transgressions. There were thirty bullet points outlining the known illegal transfers of Mile Investments monies to shell corporations set up by Carl with his cohort Roger Case. Thanks to Camie, we had more than enough proof, but it was in our favor that Carl be left clueless until the right moment.
Uncle Joseph had friends at the prosecutor’s office. This enabled us to coordinate the serving of papers with our meeting. I just had to get Carl to say the right thing, or the wrong thing in his case, before showing our final hand. It could mean the difference between a long court case and a quick settlement. Up to three hundred million was at stake, a number growing with each new revelation turned up by Camie along with an army of investigators run by Benjamin. But I was going to cut Carl a break and only demand half of it back. We would be able to write the rest off as losses using legitimate accounting strategies and IRS loopholes.
After Carl joined us and everyone was introduced, I started by noting Carl’s faithful service to my father. He nodded his thanks but his face betrayed a hint of apprehension. He knew my uncle and of his capacity to send white-collar criminals to jail. Thus, it must have been unsettling for him to see Joseph, a known entity among nervous Manhattan elites. As Joseph billed one thousand dollars per quarter hour, his presence clearly suggested a meeting of some importance was in progress.
“Carl,” I finally said, after letting him stew for a full minute. “We have reason to believe Miles Investments has been a victim of fraud for some time. We’re hoping you will be able to help us get to the bottom of it. As my father is no longer here, and as you were next-in-line before I started, your insights will be invaluable.”
“What kind of money are we talking about, David? I haven’t noticed anything unusual in the financial reports.”
“At least two hundred million”
“Jesus. That’s a lot of money. What’s your evidence?”
“Well, we discovered a lot of money flowing to a company in Boca Raton, Florida, Carl. Trident Services. It appears we paid them quite a lot of money for their help liquidating our holding companies involved in mortgage lending and speculation.”
“I recall we used their services,” said Carl.
“And then there’s Compass Liquidations. They worked in tandem with Trident. It seems they were involved with buying quite a few of our assets at fire-sale prices. It also appears that you, not my father, approved of the sale of those bundled mortgage portfolios offered for liquidation or transfer.”
“I recall approving the sales we were forced to make to keep Miles Investments afloat. It was all above board, David.”
“Except we were never in the subprime market, Carl. All those mortgages were 100% secured. They should still be on our books and bringing in profits. Now those profits are flowing to Trident Services and Compass. I would say you made out pretty well there.”
Carl was silent. He surveyed the room, looked like he was about to speak, then resumed his silence.
Joseph handed me a copy of the incorporation paperwork for Compass Liquidation. Carl’s name was prominent among the listed investors.
He finally decided to speak. “I won’t deny I have a minor interest in Compass, David. I’m invested in lots of companies. It’s just coincidental that Trident used them to handle our mortgage bundles.”
Joseph handed me a copy of Trident’s incorporation filings. I handed them over to Carl and ask him to read the name to the top of the masthead. It was Roger Case.
“Carl, it’s clear to those of us in this room that you’ve been working with Roger Case for a long time, and that you’ve been systematically draining our company’s assets since the Great Recession. You used it as a cover to convince my father we needed to sell assets to survive.”
“You’ve got some papers with names on them, David. You have no proof of anything else. Everything I’ve done was above board, financially speaking and otherwise.”
Benjamin removed a thick file from his briefcase and put it on my desk. “These are lists of money transfers and supporting documents from various banks used by Trident Services and Compass over the past five years. All the transfers go to three banks in the Cayman Islands. Mr. Branson,” said Benjamin, senatorially. “We can prove that the bulk of those monies belong to Miles Investments.”
What Carl didn’t know was that the thick file Benjamin put on my desk contained nothing but random printouts from our accounting office. We couldn’t prove the transfers, even though we knew they occurred.
Carl shifted in his seat for a few moments. “Well, David, I guess you’re saying you want me to lawyer up. Your father would never have put me in this position. He would have known there was nothing in these allegations.”
“I don’t want you to lawyer up, Carl. I want you to return the money. And I’ll do you a favor. Pay us back half of the estimated three hundred million. Do that, and you’ll avoid the thirty count criminal indictment that’s waiting for you outside that door.”
The blood drained from Carl’s face. He looked at the door and shifted in his seat once again.
“Carl,” I said. “We know exactly how much you have in each of your Cayman accounts. We know the transfer dates. Cayman banks are all about secrecy and protecting their client’s anonymity, at least until they know they could be under investigation by the U.S. Attorney for the southern district of New York. Frankly, they don’t like that kind of attention. Neither do their depositors. That’s when they become extremely cooperative.”
In truth, we had no idea how much of Miles Investments money Carl and Roger had squirreled away in the Caymans. I was playing serious poker.
“So, Carl, you should probably let us know now what you intend to do. If you want to fight this, we’ll let the court officers in to serve you papers. You’ll have to surrender your passport. Of course, all of your financial accounts will be frozen. You’ll also be facing a prolonged and public criminal investigation and prosecution. If you want to work with us to find another solution, we can talk some more.”
This was the money shot. Carl needed to fold now for the entire plan to work.
He looked defeated. He rubbed his hands together. “I give you one hundred and fifty million, and all this goes away?”
“Not quite, Carl. I want you to say to our witnesses here that you admit to fabricating a scheme with Roger Case to defraud Miles Investments.”
“Why would I do that, David?”
“Because if you don’t I’m withdrawing my offer for a settlement and calling in the court officers. You’ll potentially lose everything, including your freedom.”
Carl pondered for a moment. There was sweat beading on his forehead. I almost felt sorry for him. This guy had watched me grow up. He was always considered a dear and loyal friend of the family. This wasn’t hurting me as much as it hurt Carl, but I was still feeling some pain.
“Okay, David. I along with Roger Case fabricated a scheme to defraud Miles Investments.”
“So, you admit Roger is involved in this. That’s a bonus. We have a separate investigation underway on his complicity in all of this.”
“Why not?” said Carl. “He’s going to help me pay it back.”
“Kit,” I said. “Will you please bring in a laptop so Mr. Branson can make his money transfers.”
“What?” said Carl, suddenly looking even more panicked. “You want me to transfer the money now?”
“If you want to get past those court officers, yes, Carl. This is your only way to freedom. I told you we know you have the money. Why wait? We’re not taking all of it. You’ll still be a rich man.”
Kit returned with a laptop. Carl looked at me. “Is this secure? I mean, it isn’t rigged or anything like that?”
“Carl, you can take it with you once we confirm the transfers.”
Carl dialed up three banks to transfer $150,000,000 over to Miles Investments’ account. Kit confirmed the transfer. Uncle Joe told the court officers they could leave and security accompanied Carl out of the building. I assured him personal effects from his office would follow soon.
“Jesus, you’re good David,” said my uncle. “He could have walked if he’d been smart. He never even looked at your phony accounting documents.”
“A hundred and fifty million is a good day’s work, Mr. Miles,” said Benjamin. “I should have charged a little more for my services.”
“In this climate, Ben, don’t be surprised if we need your services again.”
“I’ll be honest, David,” said Benjamin. “I’d like to hire Camie. Any idea if she’d be interested in working for me? Her boss might not be around for much longer.”
“I’m sorry, Ben. I’ve already hired her, as well as the woman who clued me in that something was amiss with the company. Her name is Emma Sterne.”
Benjamin smiled. “My wife keeps telling me this will be the century for women to take charge of politics and business. Hiring those two women gives me the feeling you’ve already clued into that, David.”
“Thanks, Benjamin. And I hope to make one of them my wife.”
After Benjamin and Uncle Joseph left, I asked Kit to get a screen grab of the $150,000,000 wire transfer. I wanted to have it cropped and framed so I could hang it in my office. It represented my first big victory for Miles Investments. Without Emma, it never would have happened.
I called for Chou to meet me outside. It struck me that a visit to Harry Winston was in order and that I might find a nice solitaire diamond there. Five karats should be enough. I didn’t want Emma to think I was showing off.




Chapter 29: Lobster Omelets



Emma
“Sorry about last night, Camie,” I said. “Where did you end up?” She had just joined me for brunch in my suite at the Mandarin.
“Duane’s place. He was happy to see me.”
“Did you…?”
“Twice. Last night and this morning. There’s nothing like temporary homelessness to loosen a woman up.”
“Again, sorry.” I was picking at a lobster and shrimp omelet. Nice combo.
“So you and David are back on track. I’m happy for you.”
“Be happy for both of us,” I said. “We’ve got new jobs and our new employer isn’t a scumbag.”
“That’s always a plus. So what’s next?”
“You turn in your notice at Case.”
“I mean today, Emma. I’ve never had a spa treatment.”
I picked up the brochure. “I selected the Oriental Harmony package. It’s only $900 per person. You get a two-person massage, and it includes a sauna, steam room, and a facial.”
“Jesus.”
“Then we’re getting the Aroma Stone manicure and pedicure package. They’re only $100 each.”
“I think I’m going to like you being rich, Emma. I could get used to this.”
“It’s a little weird, isn’t it? Yesterday we were sitting in our baking, crummy apartment eating cold pizza and melting ice cream. Now we’re looking out over Central Park eating lobster omelets.”
“Somebody’s got to,” said Camie. “The staff depends on it. How long are you staying here?”
“I don’t know. I’m not sure what we do now. I go back to the apartment and he goes to his townhouse? We haven’t talked about that side of things. This morning he said, ‘This is how I hope to wake up every day from now on’. I watched him get dressed. I thought, yeah, I’d like to do that every morning. There’s something about a man going from naked to expensive tailored suit that really gets me going.”
“Yum… Well, it sounds like he’s pretty serious. When can you get your clothes out of the closet? I could use the space.”
“Camie, with our new salaries neither one of us will have to stay there.”
“I still can’t believe that’s happening. All I did was snoop around a little, break a few Federal laws, you know, ordinary stuff.”
We managed to only half finish our elaborate brunch. It could have fed the Duggar family. After it was cleared away, we both needed a lie-down. Our spa appointment was at one. To get ready, all we needed to do was strip naked, put on the cushy hotel robes, and descend to the fourth floor.
Four hours later we were back in the suite.
“Holy Hell that was nice, Emma. We should do this every day.”
“It kind of eats up the day, don’t ya think? Maybe once a month would be nice.”
We got dressed. Camie left with the hotel robe she’d worn to the spa. It would be her keepsake from our first spa day. David texted to say everything went as planned with Carl, and that he would be picking me up at six, saying we’d be having a casual night out if I was up for it. I texted I would be ready.
I opened a mini bottle of champagne from the bar ($200.00) and stood at the floor to ceiling windows facing midtown. The city truly felt like my home now. I started here as mid-level office manager living in a tiny apartment in the East Village, one I couldn’t afford without a roommate. Now, I was standing in a high-end hotel room sipping expensive champagne after blowing a couple grand in the spa. I was waiting for a billionaire to come and take me for a casual night out.
Was this guy also to be my future husband?
***
“I hope you don’t mind keeping it casual tonight, Emma,” said David, holding the door open to his Bentley. “I thought a picnic might be nice.”
“In the city?”
“You’ll see.” The Bentley steered east and then down FDR drive to the Williamsburg Bridge.
“Brooklyn?”
“There’s a great deli there. Their cured meats are exceptional.”
“I see when you get something on your mind and it sticks, David.”
“I don’t mind running with a theme for a while, but we can get something else. How about pizza? Brooklyn pizza is among the best in the world.”
“No, cured meats are fine. I just hope you never get a hankering for sushi, at least in our peculiar, naughty context.”
“I see your point.”
We arrived at Sal’s Deli, and Chou went in to procure our sandwiches and a few deli sides. When he returned, we drove south to the Brooklyn Bridge Park. David got a blanket and a small picnic basket out of the “boot” and we found a grassy spot to sit. There were quite a few Brooklynites enjoying the view of lower Manhattan on a hot summer evening. The lights of the city were beginning to sparkle through the dusk.
We set ourselves up and David opened another bottle of champagne. I now wish I hadn’t opened the first mini-one back at the hotel. His beaming smile as he toasted was incandescent in the low light.
“To victory,” said David. He outlined the day’s successes. “None of this would have happened if you hadn’t put that bug in my ear during our first meeting.”
“I’m glad it all worked out, David.”
“It’s just a beginning, Emma. I think the company is on to great things now like my father always envisioned. We’ll be a great team.”
A great team, meaning just for the company? I was hoping to hear we would make a great team in other areas, like outside of business. I felt my mood slip a bit.
We were quiet as we watched the lights of the city brighten and listened to the hum of people around us. It felt like we both had something on our minds, but neither of us was able to bring it out into the open. I finally couldn’t take it anymore.
“David, where do we go from here? Where are you sleeping tonight? Where am I sleeping? I simply don’t know where we are, now that we’ve patched things up and your business has been put on the right track. It feels odd that I’m not sure what lies ahead for us as a couple.”
“You agree we’re a couple, then?”
“I want us to be, David. But I know it’s too early to be really serious.”
“Why is it too early?”
“I don’t know. It’s just what people say? We’ve only known of each other’s existence for less than two weeks.”
David reflected for a minute. We were leaning on our elbows facing each other. His hand stroked down my forearm and then held my hand. I suddenly felt an intense anticipation, like I knew what was to follow.
He massaged my fingers, then turned my hand over and gave it an inspection.
“We need to do something about this hand, Emma. There’s something not right about it.”
I looked, and it seemed like it always had though now it was nicely manicured thanks to the Aroma Stone treatment.
“I don’t understand, David. What’s wrong with my hand?”
He let go and reached into his pocket and withdrew a small velvet box. He flipped it open with his thumb. In it was the largest diamond I’d ever seen in person. If you put my mother’s and all of my aunt’s engagement rings together, combined they wouldn’t be half the size. My eyes glazed over.
“What is this David? I mean, I know it’s a ring, but what does it mean?”
“I’ll let it mean whatever you want it to mean. It’s up to you. You could also tell me to get up on one knee, put it on your finger and ask me to propose. It’s your choice, but it’s yours in any case.”
I stared at the ring and then into David’s eyes, then back to the ring of course. It was beautiful. As my vision blurred I felt tears streaming down my cheeks. David gently drew his finger over them.
“I want us both to stand, David. And then you’ll get down on one knee and ask me to marry you.”
We both stood. David bent to one knee, held my hand in his, and asked me to marry him. I said yes and nodded as tears began streaming in earnest. He slipped the ring on my finger, then stood and we embraced. The people surrounding us started to clap and cheer. We laughed and smiled back. My tears were really making a scene. I looked like a water feature.
We laid back down on our blanket and drank another glass of champagne.
“Emma, have I answered your earlier question?”
“What question is that, David?”
“You asked where we would both be sleeping tonight.”
“Oh, that one... Yes, I think you’ve answered it. We’ll be together, David. But I don’t think we’re going to get much sleep.”




Chapter 31: One Year Later





David

“Emma, there’s something I want to show you before we head to the Hamptons. It’s a surprise.”

We were in my office at Miles Investments, and we’d had just signed a large contract to build five hundred new housing units, though this phase of the contract was just a formality. We’d shook on the deal a month before and already broken ground on construction. Its seed money came from our settlement with Carl Branson. The units were specially designed for young professionals by a Danish architect Emma hired after seeing his work in Denmark. The new development was located in a downmarket area of Brooklyn. Our research determined it was “up and coming.”

“I’m not sure I need another surprise right now, David. I might need to take a Xanax.”

“Oh, come on, Em, you’ll like it.” I led her to the elevator.

“Hey, where is everybody?” The main floor of our office was now empty as were the individual offices on its perimeter.

“They’re probably out celebrating, Em, as will we soon be, but for different reasons.”

The elevator took us to the tenth floor which had been closed for six months due to construction. We arrived and the elevator door opened. In my usual custom, I held back, motioning for Emma to exit ahead of me. She was greeted with an outburst of cheers and applause by the entire staff of Miles Investments. We were now standing in the reception area of a new company named Inception Property Development.

Emma gasped, then her expression melted into a look of wonder.

“What’s going on, David?”

“Emma, I’d like you to meet the president of Inception Property Development.” She looked around for anyone who might be stepping forward, then back to me.

“It’s you, Emma. You are now the president of Inception Property Development. It’s a new subsidiary of Miles Investments and we want you to run it. I can tell you, keeping this a secret has been a monumental task.”

“I don’t understand, David. I mean, why a new company? Why me? What will it do? I don’t get…”

“Emma, Inception’s first order of business is to oversee the new Brooklyn development. That’s your project now, as well as all new projects designed for that market, the one you identified as under served only a year ago.”

“I’m still not tracking, David. What about Miles Investments?”

“I’m taking it in a new direction, at least in part. We’ll be focusing on the commercial market, creating offices spaces for all those upstart companies employing the young professionals you’ll be housing. We’ll work in tandem with Inception but with different areas of focus. Miles Investments will now also be involved in lower-income housing. Units will be spec’d a little differently than what you’re doing to hit a lower income level. When their incomes rise, they’ll be able to step into Inception properties at a higher price point.”

“That’s genius, David. I get it now.”

“Thanks, Em. Now let’s get all these good people some champagne and then let them all go home.”

Camie joined us and handed Emma a business card.

Camille S. Burton

Senior Vice President, New Technologies

Inception Property Development

“Wow, Camie. This is perfect for you!”

“I know, right?” Camie gave Emma a hug, then me. “Every unit we build is going to be super wired. I’ve been testing all sorts of new hi-tech stuff out at home. My place looks like a Star Trek set. Jarrod loves it.”

“I’m so glad you two connected,” I said. Once Jarrod de-Elained himself after rehab and hooked-up with Camie, his life turned completely around. Who knew that all he needed was a strong woman behind him?

Emma grabbed my arm and tippy-toed to kissed my cheek.

“Keeping this all a secret from you has nearly killed me.”

She smiled, then said: “Okay, what else is up your sleeve?”

“What? You’re not impressed with what we’ve just told you? Hmm. You are hard to please... Maybe this will take you over the edge.” I reached in my breast pocket for a copy of Inception’s incorporation documents and showed it to her. She looked at it and then back to me, not fully grasping their meaning. I pointed to the middle of the page under Article III, Incorporators. Beside my name was a Ms. Emma Sterne.

“That means I’m an owner, David, right?”

I flipped the page to show her the stockholder and trustee statements. “You’ll own 51% of the stock, Emma, once you sign on the dotted line. That will make you the majority owner. The paperwork is sitting on your desk, in your new office, of course. The balance of the stock will be divided between me, a small trust and your employees. Camie will be getting shares too.”

“I don’t know what to say, David. And of course, I’m surprised, very surprised. And that one percent majority means you can’t boss me around?”

“Nope. It’s your show completely.”

“For the record, I don’t mind if you want to come up here and boss me around from time to time. Maybe over lunch?”

“I think I can guarantee that will happen, Emma. And if you’re ever naughty up here you’ll have to come down to my office for a good talking to.”

“Or something.”

“Right. Or something. Now let’s get these people out of here so I can show you around in private.”

When the last of the employees left I took Emma’s hand and led her behind the reception area. It opened to a broad room with eighteen spacious but closed cubicles divided by glass walls. I picked one and asked Emma to sit down.

“Now watch,” I said. “You’re about to have a private office.” The glass walls slowly turned an opaque blue. “Our body heat is doing that. The colors will change randomly to avoid monotony, and of course, you can turn it off as well. Your Danish architect came up with it.”

“It’s brilliant. I hated sitting an open cubicle at Case.”

“You’ll also notice there’s no set overhead lighting. Each cubicle determines its own.” Because at heart I was like a six-year-old with a new toy, I played with all the possible lighting configurations.

“Now let me show you the rest of the space.” I took Emma down a short corridor. “Here’s the daycare and nursery. It’ll be used by both companies. Soon, employees won’t have to hassle with outside arrangements for their kids. They can come to work with them.”

“That’s wonderful, David. So progressive.”

“It’s a start, anyway. As we grow the companies, we’ll grow the amenities. We can’t let Google employees have all the fun. What we do here will benefit everyone.”

“I like that.”

“Now let me show you your office.”

I took Emma back the way we came and led her through two large, mahogany doors.

“Ta-da!” I said, for lack of better words.

“David, it’s gorgeous and so big! I’m going to get lost in here.”

“It’s exactly the size of my office, Emma. I always thought it was just right, but let’s go through that door in the corner. There’s more.”

I led Emma into a private space resembling a VIP living and dining area. “There’s also a kitchenette behind this panel.” I pushed a button on the wall and panels parted to expose a small kitchen setup. “And through this door is your private bath and a small bedroom.”

“In case I need to nap?”

“Or something,” I said.

“I like that idea, ‘Or something’.”

“So that’s it.”

“I’m too overwhelmed to speak, David. I’m going to miss being on your floor, though.”

“It’s just two floors, Emma. But let me show you one last thing.” I took Emma down another short hall off the bedroom to a small elevator door. “This leads to my office once they punch out an opening in the wall downstairs. I had them wait to finish it. I didn’t want to spoil the surprise. This way we can go back and forth and no one will be the wiser.”

“I like it, David. It means quickies at our discretion.”

“That’s one possibility.”

“I have a feeling it’s your major reason for putting in a private elevator.”

“You may be right. Keep in mind it works both ways, obviously.”

“It’s okay, David. I love the idea of you ravaging me in the office. It’s naughty.”

“Should we sign the papers now? They’re on your desk.”

“Only if you make love to me first.” Emma walked us back into her office and leaned over her desk. “Does this work for you?” She wiggled her bottom.

It worked. I walk over and pushed her skirt up around her waist and pulled down her panties. I gave her a light spank.

“Okay, this is working, David…”

“Almost, Emma. I want you completely naked, I think.” She stood and unbuttoned her top. I pulled her skirt down and she stepped out of it.

“How about you? Shouldn’t you be naked too?”

“Okay.” I undressed, letting my clothes fall to the floor. Emma reached for my freed cock, bent down, gave it a lovely tour of her mouth, then stood up again.

“I think you’re ready, David. But, whenever aren’t you ready?”

I turned her around, bent her over the desk with convivial force, grabbed her hair, and penetrated. She released a lovely, encouraging gasp. From my position, the sight of this, of her wonderful bottom slapping against my cock, liberated my fine sense of control, and I felt once again on the verge of ruining my reputation for self-control.

“Emma, Jesus, I can’t…”

“Don’t worry, David, I’m there too… Just do it…”

I started coming almost immediately and the violence or our mutual orgasm nearly knocked us to the floor. I fell on top of Emma and we remained like that until our normal breathing was restored.

I stood and Emma turned around to embrace me. We were now both standing naked in her new office rocking gently back and forth in each other’s arms. Thanks to the floor to ceiling windows, anyone in the adjoining buildings might have enjoy the spectacle of our lovemaking and now be applauding us.

“Well, we’ve christened my new desk. Let’s not forget the sofa over there, the bed in the back, the other sofa, our private elevator...”

“There’ll be plenty of time for that, Emma.”

“Have I ever told you I love you, David?”

“You’ve mentioned it. I love you too of course.”

“Of course.”

“We have to tell each other at least once a day, okay?” I said.

“Only once?”

“At least once.”

As we slowly got dressed the daylight dimmed over Manhattan. Emma slipped into her skirt and zipped up, then stepped into her shoes with one hand on my shoulder. I loved this getting dressed together bit.

“All set,” said Emma. “How are we doing on time?”

“Let’s see. You still have to sign the papers, after which you’ll be a fabulously rich woman in your own right. Then, ten minutes to the heliport for a quick hop to the Hamptons… We should be sitting down at our rehearsal dinner just in time. Does that prospect make you happy? Sitting down for your rehearsal dinner?”

“Incredibly. Plus, I can’t wait to see mom, my brother and my nieces. But I’m going to my rehearsal dinner smelling like sex.”

“I think my mother would be worried if we didn’t smell like sex. She adores you, you know.”

“That almost sounds like a challenge. We haven’t made love in the helicopter yet.”

“I’m sure we’ll get there too, Em.”

“Me too. Now, let’s go start our wedding weekend.”

“That sounds like a very good plan.”

The End

***

Thanks for reading A Very Good Plan: Saving The Billionaire. I hope you enjoyed it. I hope you will consider posting a review.

Below is a preview of  Loving Daniel Wood: A Silicon Valley Seduction. It’s the romantic story of a woman letting her true self be known to a Silicon Valley titan, the man she thinks she loves. Will he love her back?

Well, it gets complicated. Love is never that straightforward.

Loving Daniel Wood
A Silicon Valley Seduction
Time For A Makeover 



TASSIE

Tassie stared into her walk-in closet and got very depressed. It was a sea of dark gray and dull brown, shapeless sweaters, sullen hoodies, uninspired dresses and skirts, unisex tops, baggy jeans and unflattering blazers. If one was being polite, it could be said her footwear looked comfortable, but that was it. It was an otherwise dreary selection of women’s attire.

This was her entire office wardrobe, purchased a year earlier for her new job at Trans Tech in Palo Alto. Though she had shopped the higher-end stores offering free tailoring, she declined those offers, even though clerks stressed that a little tailoring would accentuate her great body. Instead, Tassie pointed them in the other direction, the result being all her new clothes fit loosely and abundantly.

But that’s how it was for a lot of the women working in tech in the Bay Area. Unisex ruled. Stressing one’s sex appeal was not on the menu.

Now, a year later, it was Tassie’s decision to reverse course and swim against the current. She was emptying her closet of frump. She was going to quit hiding her killer body and let her hair down (literally, as she had kept it up in ponytails or buns for six years).

And she was now going to wear a touch of fashionable makeup, a just right touch. She knew she could sex things up easily, but she also wanted to be classy.

Just days before when she was back home in Ohio, her family stressed, almost to the point of staging an intervention, that it was time for Tassie to “whore it up a bit, but in a classy way,” and quit hiding her natural, sexy beauty. Her sister Maureen even encouraged her to “show her tits a little more.”

Tassie sat on the edge of her bed to collect her thoughts. In less than a week her entire outlook had changed. Instead of hating men, or at least the disappointments they had always represented, she was going to give love another chance. It had taken a recent family trauma and intervention to turn her mind around. Able to heal from her psychic wounds, she discovered the truth about love and her true self. She was liberated from her past demons. Tassie now knew that true, passionate, everlasting love was not a fairytale. It was real, and she could experience it in her life.

But not if she continued hiding from the world under yards of frump.

She wondered if any man would really understand and accept the journey she had just taken to finding her true self. He would have to have a past full of symmetries bearing similar experiences to her own life, experiences that could only be understood by living them.

But she didn’t want just any man. Her target was Daniel Wood. They’d worked near each other for over a year and she knew they both felt a longing for each other. But instead of acknowledging her true feelings, she hid them and used her frumpy appearance as camouflage.

Now it was time for Daniel to meet the true Tassie. She knew, without a doubt, he had tried to connect with her multiple times, but she had always refused to respond.

And now that was all in the past. Come Monday morning, Daniel would meet the new Tassie, and she would respond this time.

Unless it was too late, of course. She didn’t keep track of his social life and she didn’t indulge in office gossip. There was no way she could know if Daniel was free or not.

But she remained optimistic, and there was only one way to find out.

She filled four lawn-size garbage bags with her unfashionable clothing and dropped them off at Goodwill. From there, she headed to the mall to shop the boutiques, Nordstrom and Macy’s. She wore a simple flutter-sleeve dress with a zip front, easy to put on and take off for a day of trying on new clothes. It was a gift from her mother, and she’d never worn it before because she had deemed it too sexy.

As soon as she entered the mall, she knew she was right about that. Men and women took notice when she passed. She had never noted people staring at her before.

Her first stop was one of the smaller boutiques. Its window display featured deep plunging, peek-a-boo lace tops, and Tassie felt they would work with the designer jeans (tight) she planned to purchase. A clerk, a young woman with spiky hair and a pierced eyebrow, helped her make a selection and showed her to the dressing rooms. She admitted to the clerk that this “girly stuff” was all new to her, and she needed help to get up to speed.

Tassie was startled to see the amount of cleavage revealed by the low-cut tops. Initially, she thought, no way. But the more she admired herself in the mirror, the more her sister Maureen’s instructions to show more tit echoed in her her brain. She purchased an assortment in different colors but with similar necklines.

At Nordstrom and Macy’s, she stocked up on a selection of pencil-style tight skirts, tight jeans, slender-fitted white dress blouses, and new suit jackets that, when tailored, would follow her curves precisely. She could pair them endlessly with the collection of skimpy camisoles and the low cut blouses she had now added to wardrobe. From there she went on to shoes, buying six new pairs, then picked out a few tasteful bracelets and earrings. She finished her shopping spree buying several drawers worth of new lingerie, all sexy rather than utilitarian.

By the time she got home and got all the tags removed and clothing put away it was nearly midnight. From her Redwood Shores condo, she could see flights still lining up to land for SFO. She fixed herself a stiff martini using apple flavored vodka and stepped out on her small upstairs balcony. A favorable wind diminished the sound of air traffic into SFO, but with a downside. It was bringing in the low tide odors from Bair Island.

Tassie left the balcony, sat on her bed, and popped open her laptop. Her work email had been slight during her four-day absence, so she noticed right away a fresh one queued at the top from her company’s New Products Incubator. It said she was assigned to a temporary work team along with several others from her department. Its focus was to “Develop strategic and proactive forecast models involving holistic client modeling…” As with most memoranda received from department heads, none of them knew what the hell any of the special teams would actually be doing until they sat down in their first meetings.

The email named Daniel Wood as the lead supervisor.

Her Daniel Wood!

Tassie thought the planets might really be lining up for her now. This couldn’t just be a coincidence. There were surely supernatural forces of some kind at work, and she felt a giddy excitement at the prospect that things may be finally going her way.

When Tassie began her three month internship at Trans Tech, Daniel was her lead supervisor. She was impressed by his extremely confident manner, his bright sense of humor and the aura of success that seemed to follow him around. Plus, he was very handsome, but in an effortless way. In short, he was hopelessly attractive. He also reminded Tassie of Tom, her mom’s lover, a man she had greatly admired and trusted completely.

It was her moms lover’s recent suicide that took her back to Ohio. Tassie viewed Tom as her unofficial stepdad. From the shock and recovery from this family tragedy came the genesis of the New Tassie.

Daniel’s low voice and confident manner also matched Tom’s, and Tassie always felt a little flustered when he spoke to her directly at work. Regardless, she excelled at every task that landed in her tiny cubicle and she was soon assigned a permanent position in Forecast Analysis, Retail Division. The downside there was Daniel was no longer her supervisor.

And that was about to change! True, it was just a temporary assignment, but that’s all she needed - a new opportunity to shine for Daniel Wood, and this time without the frumpy and cool exterior.

Aside from two minor and very brief office flings since landing in California, Tassie hadn’t dated anyone, nor had she attempted to. The only male in the entire wing of their vast campus that interested her was Daniel. He was the only man who gave her those telltale tingles that were hard to ignore.

As far as Tassie knew, Daniel didn’t date anyone from the office, and she had never heard his name come up during gossip sessions she accidentally overheard involving office romances.

As she concluded these reflections on the past, Tassie felt excited about the future. She finished her cocktail, closed her laptop and turned off her light. The retail therapy that had occupied her day now left her worn out, and she quickly fell asleep.

***

The weather the next day, Sunday, was brilliant for a San Francisco summer. The early fog that occasionally spilled over from Half Moon Bay failed to materialize and the sky was blissfully cloudless and sunny. Tassie felt jet-lagged and generally depleted from her recent trip and exertions the day before. She was also recovering from all the booze she drank with her siblings to numb the pain of Tom’s death.

She decided to bring some reading to her condo pool and take it easy. Her sole prior appearance there had been in a mommy style one-piece bathing suit, it’s sole benefit being no one bothered her. Today she’d set the new Tassie in motion and wear a killer two-piece bathing suit with the near-thong bottom. She’d purchased it on impulse and only worn it a few times at home. She had never thought of wearing it “in public” before. But her family was liberated when it came to matters of the flesh and thus unbothered by skimpy swimwear.

There were three other people at the pool when she arrived, a couple and a single man staring at a laptop. The woman, possibly in her early thirties, gave her a wary stare as she crossed the pool patio.

Tassie pulled off her long T-shirt and immediately felt the fresh air over her very exposed bum. For a moment she wondered if she’d forgotten to put her bottoms on. A quick check confirmed that she had. She bent over to spread her towel on a lounger and sat down. She noted the three sets of eyes examining her, to which she offered a single smile. She had seen these people before around the complex but didn’t know any of them personally.

After reading for a while, her eyes got tired from squinting at the sun drenched pages, so she put the book down and rolled over onto her stomach. She undid her top so there wouldn’t be a tan-line, and tried to doze.

After a few minutes, a voice seeped into the din of the traffic noises surrounding them, both from the airport and 101, and it was apparently directed at her.

“Excuse me… Do you work at Trans Tech?” said the voice.

Tassie looked up to see a head haloed by the sun. She shielded her eyes by mimicking a salute.

“Yes, in Forecast Analysis,” said Tassie.

“I thought I’d seen you there.”

“Yes. Maybe. Do you work at Trans Tech too?” asked Tassie.

“Yes.”

It was obvious this voice wasn’t attached to someone skilled in social graces. Tassie started to get up but realized her top was no longer secured to her body. She reached around and tied the straps and made some liberal adjustments as she sat up. There was generous boob hanging out in several places, which she tucked in as she gestured with her eyes to the adjacent lounger.

“Why don’t you have a seat… I’m sorry. I don’t know your name. I’m Tassie.”

“Hi.” The voice sat down holding a laptop to his chest. He wore unattractive, thick glasses with a clip-on sun visor attached.

“So, you work there too. What section?” asked Tassie.

“Technical Services.”

“I haven’t seen you before, but I think you’re in another wing.”

“I see you in the canteen at lunch, or on the quad. I’ve seen you both places.”

“I’m sorry, I still don’t know your name,” said Tassie.

“It’s Jared.”

“Hi, Jared. Nice to meet you. I really don’t know that many people outside my department.”

“Maybe I’ll see you at lunch then,” said Jared.

“Sure,” said Tassie. “Anytime.”

“Okay. Well, have a nice day.” He then got up and left.

That was the first time a male outside of work had introduced himself to Tassie since landing in San Francisco. That was almost a year ago. And of course, he was from work. She looked down to see half a nipple peeking out of her top and adjusted her suit. She laughed, thinking Jared was probably now back in his condo getting her out of his system.

She looked at her phone to see it was one o’clock, reclined on her stomach again, undid her top and fell asleep.

About an hour later she awoke to notice several dozen more people around the pool, and most of them men. She looked over her shoulder at her backside. From her angle, it appeared she wasn’t wearing anything. She tied up her top and made sure the cups were fitted properly this time, sat up, pulled on her T-shirt and left. There was silence as she walked, and she felt all eyes were on her. It made her feel deliciously conscious of the fact that the New Tassie was a hit.

When she got back to her condo she studied her reflection in the bathroom mirror. Hell, she thought. Why had she been hiding the woman in that mirror for so long?

Tassie decided to figure out her outfit for the next day. She laid out her sexy new underwear, new skinny jeans, new low-cut top and the single blazer that fit off of the rack. She took a picture and sent it to her sister Maureen, who texted back a few minutes later.

“What’s this?”

“My clothes for first day back at work”

“Try them on.”

“Okay”

Tassie had to do some jumping up and down to get into her new skinny jeans. She put the low-cut top on over her balconette-style bra and was surprised at the amount of boob showing. Her new blazer minimized it but not by much. She took a selfie in the bathroom mirror and sent it to Maureen.

“That’s a lot tit.”

“Too much?”

“No. It’s right on the edge though.”

“Thanks.”

Tassie decided she’d go with it. Monday would be tits, then Tuesday a pencil skirt with a scalloped front and white blouse, and then she’d alternate. She put the clothes away and spent the rest of the day and night reviewing her new team packet, eighty pages of gobbledygook and techie speak that managed to tell her virtually nothing about what was expected of her.

Later, as she trying to fall asleep, she kept thinking of something that happened a few days before when she back in Ohio. It made her ruthlessly aroused. She turned on her light and pulled a hand mirror and dildo out of the nightstand drawer next to her, set them on the bed, and removed her panties. Holding the mirror, she watched herself masturbate.

When she was done, she put everything away and turned out the light. As she closed her eyes she concluded that no, no one would ever believe the journey she’d just taken.

But to know her truly, she wondered, wouldn’t they have to?





Tassie? Is That You?




TASSIE

When Tassie walked into the lobby of her wing at Trans Tech and headed down the hall to her cubicle, she was stopped by security. She was surprised, as it was the regular security team that had waved her through hundreds of times before. She showed them her identity badge and one of them said, “Welcome To Trans Tech” and waved her on. It was the same guy who had helped her get into her car when she’d lock the keys inside.

Could she really look that different? Instead of the usual bun or ponytail, she had dried her hair properly and curled the ends. She was wearing just a dab of makeup, versus her no makeup prior self, and had noticed immediately the difference just a dab made. She was wearing the outfit she selected the night before: sleek jeans, low heels, a low-cut top with ample boob accenting her steps as they quivered, and a sharp blazer that hugged her waistline.

Okay, she thought. She probably did look a little different. She’d only noticed one other woman on her floor who ever wore low-cut tops, and unlike Tassie, she didn’t have a lot to show for it.

As she approached her cubicle no one said hello or acknowledged her by name until she set her bag on her desk and sat down.

“Tassie?” The voice belonged to Jason in the adjoining cubicle, who pushed his chair out to look around the divider.

“Hey, Jason. Miss me?”

“I, ah, didn’t recognize you at first. Sure, we missed you... What have you done? You look different?” said Jason.

Tassie smiled and said, “Oh, my hair’s down. I always wore it up before.”

“Yeah, but…”

“That’s really it. Oh, I got some new clothes too,” said Tassie.

“Well, you look nice. Hey, we’re on a new team, did you get the email?”

“Yeah. I read all the spec stuff. Is there a meeting I should know about? Hey, my computer isn’t booting up,” said Tassie.

“Yeah. At ten. Let me look at your computer.”

Jason stood and came over. Tassie leaned around the back of her screen to check the connections, and when she leaned back and looked at Jason, he was staring down her top.

“Hey, Jason, over here,” she snapped her fingers. “It’s all connected. Do some magic for me.”

Jason clicked some keys and her screen came to life.

“Thanks, Jason.”

“There’s a new security protocol. Hey, maybe I’ll see you at lunch. You can tell me about all the fun you had on your vacation.”

“I went home for a memorial service, Jason. My stepfather killed himself.”

“Oh yeah, I forgot.”

“It’s okay. We only called him ‘stepdad’. He was my mom’s lover for years, in fact, for most of my life.”

“Well, I’ll see you at the meeting and then maybe lunch.”

“Okay.”

After Jason returned to his cubicle Tassie reviewed her boob situation and decided to button her blazer. It didn’t really conceal her cleavage much but it was all she could do.

“Tassie?” Said a new voice.

She looked at the source. It was Kelly from another nearby cubicle, a young woman with a very cool manner. “Hey, Kelly. How are things?”

“Good. You look different,” said Kelly, while staring at Tassie’s chest.

“It’s the hair. I’m not wearing it up.”

“Okay... Listen. Wood wants us to get together with him before the meeting later. He didn’t say why.”

Tassie felt her heart jump a little. She had to revise her panic schedule. “When?”

“Ten minutes okay?”

“Sure,” said Tassie, smiling.

“It’s not just the hair, Tassie,” said Kelly, looking as if she was pondering other possibilities. She returned to her cubicle without further comment.

Tassie now had the feeling she was overdoing it her first day back. She turned on her webcam and did a few turns and twists to see how her cleavage was behaving. She didn’t think there was too much showing, but she tucked her top down in the back to let it rise in front. It was a little better and frankly all she could do. By no means did she look like a tart, or any different, really, than most career women with office jobs outside of tech.

“Tassie?” said a fresh voice, this one a baritone.

She looked up to see Derek from three cubicles away.

“Hey, Derek. How are you?”

“Good, good… Say, now that you’re back I was wondering if we could grab lunch. I thought we could talk about the incubator. You’re on my team.”

“What do you mean ‘my’ team? Aren’t we all on the same team? Daniel is the supervisor.”

“Yeah. Sorry. I meant the team.”

“No problem. Okay, maybe I’ll see you there after the meeting,” said Tassie, offering an ambiguous response to the lunch suggestion.

“Okay. See you later then,” said Derek as he left.

Kelly collected Tassie and they walked to the corner office where Daniel Wood would oversee the New Products Incubator. Tassie had only been there a couple times during her internship. When the women knocked, Daniel waved them in, said hello to Kelly, and looked at Tassie with an amused and boyish smile, but failed to offer her a greeting. He looked at Kelly, then back to Tassie, offering his hand. “Hello, I’m Daniel Wood. I don’t think we’ve met.”

Tassie blushed and explained they’d met many times over the past year, also mentioning that he’d hired her.

“Oh my God, yes. Jesus, I’m sorry! Of course I remember. Sure... Please forgive me...” said Daniel, stumbling. He was clearly, thought Tassie, acting like a bashful seventh grader.

“It’s the hair, Daniel. She usually wears it down,” said Kelly, her voice mimicking the effect of an eye-roll.

“Okay. That’s it. Right,” said Daniel. “Well, let’s sit down and chat a minute.”

“Look,” he continued. “We’ve been handed this pile of… Let me start again.” Daniel referred to his notes. “We’re to study launch readiness criteria, validate testing requirements for identifying monetization opportunities, make recommendations/solutions, timely completion, blah blah blah… I’ll be honest. I can barely understand this nonsense. It’s basically a vanity project to secure more funding. It’s so they can show activity in programming aimed at optimizing revenues.”

“So we’re going to scratch the project?” asked Kelly.

“No, we can’t do that. But we can make it useful to us. The only thing worthwhile here is the monetization analysis across retail platforms. I want you two to focus your efforts there and ignore the rest. You will not be integrating with the team. Also, you will not have to wear those hideous green T-Shirts sitting in that box in the corner... I’m sorry if that’s a disappointment.” He attached a smile to his last comment.

Tassie looked at Kelly, her junior, to see if she was going to speak, and noticed she’d undone the top two buttons of her blouse. She didn’t seem moved to say anything.

“So,” said Tassie. “We’re going to be a super sub-team while the others sit in the Imagineering Pit, spew nonsense at each other, and eventually condense it all into a report that no one will read.”

“That’s it precisely,” said Daniel. “You’re a quick study, Tassie. I recall that now.” He seemed to smile at thoughts inspired by his recollection. “Anyway, you two won’t need to attend the meeting. We can talk more about our project later.”

“Is that it?” asked Kelly. “If I’m not attending the meeting I can go over to the hub and run reports we’ll need to get started.”

“That’s great... Yeah, that’s it. We’re done,” said Daniel, who stood up to see them out. When they got to the door he tapped Tassie on the shoulder.

“Say, Tassie, hold on a minute, will you?” Kelly stopped for a moment, gave Tassie a catty look, and moved on.

“Sure,” said Tassie. The low voice he used startled her. It was the same voice he might use to say, Tassie, I love you. Will you be my wife? “What’s up?”

“Well, I was just thinking, Kelly can handle the data collection side for the retail stuff. I recall you have a real knack with statistical projections. I’d like to work closely with you on that, make that our focus.”

“Okay, where do we start?” asked Tassie.

“Why don’t we grab some lunch after my meeting. We can go off campus so we won’t be disturbed.”

“Okay, sure.”

“Great. I’ll grab you at lunchtime,” said Daniel. Tassie half expected a parting peck on her cheek.

When she returned to her cubicle she found Derek hovering. She put her laptop down and pulled out her chair and sat down. She had been hoping for a quiet moment to reflect on her meeting with Daniel and his proposed luncheon. It was completely unexpected and needed processing.

“Hey, Derek, what’s up?”

“Oh, there you are. I was just wondering how your meeting went. You know, the team thing?”

“Derek, you can see my desk from your cubicle.”

“Yeah. I was just walking by though.”

“I’m not on the team after all. You’ll have to get along without me I guess,” said Tassie, smiling. Derek was staring at her cleavage. As Tassie was feeling a little high from her meeting with Daniel she felt a little mischievous as well. She unbuttoned her blazer and fluttered her top, pretending she was warm.

Derek didn’t bother looking away.

“Not on the team anymore?” he asked, still staring at her chest.

“Nope. Daniel has something else for me to do, so…”

“Okay, well, see you at lunch I guess.” He returned to his cubicle and Tassie checked her calendar, turned off her out-of-office responder and opened a new project file. She didn’t really have anything to put in it yet, closed it, and decided to get some coffee.

At the end of their wing was a small concessions area with an espresso stand. She ordered a double shot mocha and sat in the adjacent “Think Center” to text Maureen.

“Tits a success.”

After a few minutes, Maureen responded.

“Go tits! Explain.”

“Having lunch with Daniel, that guy I told you about.”

“That was fast. Wedding bells?”

“LMAO, not.”

“I’m happy for you.”

“Thanks. LUV YA.”

As she clicked out of messaging to surf the web and drank her coffee, a fresh voice loomed over her, front and center.

“Tassie?”

She looked up and saw Sean, a guy she had an unfortunate tango  with during the office Christmas party. This was the same Sean who hadn’t spoken to her since.

“Hey, Sean. How are you?”

“I’m great… I wasn’t sure it was you.”

“It’s the hair. I’m wearing it down,” said Tassie, flinging a strand of hair to demonstrate it was not up.

“Yeah. You look nice.”

“Thanks.”

“Hey,” said Sean, his voice attenuated. “Look, I’m sorry I never got back to you after that party, I mean the night we…”

“Fucked?”

Sean seemed startled by her frankness. “Well, yeah I guess.”

“That’s okay. I didn’t get back to you either, or didn’t you notice?”

“No. I mean, yes, I noticed.”

“So we’re cool then, right?”

“Yeah. Hey, I was thinking maybe I’d see you at lunch,” said Sean, hopefully.

“Sure,” said Tassie standing up, making sure he got a nice downblouse on her way up. “Maybe I’ll see you at lunch.”

Tassie left Sean and returned to her cubicle and fortunately no one was hovering. She sat down and pondered her forthcoming lunch date. It was extremely unusual to be taken off campus by senior management for a lunch meeting. Even lunch meetings between senior managers were taken in a private dining room setup for executives.

Was it really that simple to get attention? Show some cleavage and men fell over themselves to invite you to lunch? None of her cubicle mates ever planned to eat together, though it happened occasionally. Tassie usually ate a sandwich alone sitting in the quad.

If Daniel was planning to put a move on her at lunch that would be it. She was lose interest immediately. If he didn’t put any kind of move on her, that could mean it was strictly a business meeting. That idea bothered her as well. She worried she was developing the mind of an eighth grader wondering whether a cute boy in class loved her. If she had a notebook open she might be drawing nice houses with white picket fences. How did kids get through school with this nonsense in their heads? Maybe she should thank her guru for saving her from all those miseries.

It was her guru, currently an inmate in Federal Prison, who taught her men were not to be trusted, sex was bad, and women should wear potato sacks to hide their feminine virtues. His movement was called the Virgin Path, and she’d bought into it hook, line and sinker. She now felt it had destroyed almost eight years of her young life.

But that was all in the past now.

High school must be where you learned the game of love and how to pick yourself up when your heart was broken. She had missed all that thanks to the Virgin Path, which taught her to shun men.

Not being frumpy anymore clearly meant she faced a new set of problems. She checked her cleavage and noticed a big coffee stain on her top, dead-center between her breasts. It sat there like an exclamation mark off its diet.

She went to the women’s room to wash it out. She debated whether she should take off her blouse, but that would leave her standing in a not-for-work style, here-are-my-tits bra meant more for evening entertainments. She couldn’t go there, so she kept it on and dampened the stained area. That caused the wet area to spread significantly, and where there wasn’t a coffee stain, her top was now transparent. After some more scrubbing the stain was mostly removed, but now she faced returning to her cubicle as a one woman wet T-shirt contestant.

She bent down to get her wet top in front of the hand dryer and punched it on. This startled her hair, which reacted as any wind-blown object might. She gathered her hair around her back with one hand and continued holding herself in a bent posture over the hand dryer. It was heating her up significantly. She soon felt her face beading with perspiration and her underarms getting damp. She stood to survey her top. It was almost dry, so she bent down again over the dryer and punched for another cycle. At this moment Kelly entered the women’s room, which Tassie thought was unfortunate.

“Hi,” said Tassie, above the noise of the hand dryer. “I spilled some coffee.”

“Bummer,” said Kelly, as she disappeared into a stall.

When the dryer finished its cycle Tassie looked in the mirror. Her top was mostly dry now but the coffee stain remained slightly apparent, and the drying action had caused unsightly wrinkles and stretch marks on her top. There was no way her slim-cut blazer could hide it.

Tassie was feeling flustered as Kelly exited the stall to the sound of a gurgling toilet and came to the sink area.

“Didn’t work, huh?” said Kelly, looking at Tassie.

“No. I think the top is ruined.”

“It’ll be alright once you wash and dry it.”

“That won’t do me any good for today.”

“No… So, what’s up with Daniel?” asked Kelly. “I noticed he held you back.”

“He wants me to handle some statistical forecasting, that’s all.”

“That’s it?”

“Yeah. He said we’d get together later to talk about it.”

“Well, be careful there,” said Kelly, as she walked out.

Tassie wondered what the hell that meant. Was Daniel a serial office abuser of women? Did he have some history she didn’t know about? Damn, she thought. If only she’d made some close friends she could ask them about it. She stared at her top situation, which was hopeless. There was no time to go home and change.

Feeling rather sullen, Tassie left the bathroom to return to her cubicle. There were ten minutes left until the lunch hour. She’d just tell Daniel she couldn’t make it due to wardrobe distress and ask if they could schedule another time to meet. As she passed Derek’s desk she noticed his green T-shirt.

“What’s that for?” she asked Derek, who instantly stared at the stain on her top.

“It’s a team T-shirt. We got them at the meeting.”

“Can I get one?”

“What for?”

Tassie gave him a duh look and pointed at her top, which Derek interpreted as Tassie pointing at her boobs.

“Oh. Yeah. Sure.” Derek got one for her from a box on the floor, the same one that had been sitting in Daniel’s office. In bold white lettering it said, “I’m Incubating”.

Tassie’s first thought was she should get one for Maureen, who was trying to get pregnant. Her second thought was, there was no way she could wear it. As she was holding it up to her chest she received a tap on her shoulder. It was Daniel. She turned around still holding the T-shirt over her front.

“Didn’t I tell you they were hideous?” he said, smiling.

“I don’t know. Maybe. Anyway, I was thinking of wearing it.” Tassie dropped the T-shirt to reveal her stained top.

“Oh, I see. Well. You can’t wear that out in public.”

“Can we reschedule our lunch?” asked Tassie.

Daniel thought for a moment. “Where do you live? We could pass by your place so you can change.”

“Redwood Shores.”

“That’s not too far. There’s a decent place up there, Mistral.”

“I know it. It’s near my condo.”

“Let’s go there then,” said Daniel.

In the meantime, Jason had appeared to walk with Tassie to the lunch area, which Derek thought he would be doing as well. Behind Jason was Kelly, who stood in her cubicle staring at them.

As Tassie and Daniel walked the long corridor heading to the parking lot, it was clear all eyes were upon them and from every direction. When they got to his gleaming white BMW, he opened her door, and that made Tassie feel she was on a date.

Was she?
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