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Chapter One

My Polar Bear

◆◆◆

For guests who stayed overnight, some celebrations went on almost until breakfast. Victor and I slipped away early, tired from the excitement. Also, my shoes hurt, and I felt bloated, so at 2 a.m., I lay on our bed with my husband, who rubbed my naked back, burping me.

“I ate watermelon. It makes me gassy at the best of times, never mind while I am pregnant. I’m sorry if I spoiled the party, sweetheart.”

“I would have it no other way, Amy. We danced everyone into the dust. You were awesome, as ever. I never knew you danced so well.”

“Mom and Dad taught me as a kid. We had a lot of music playing when I was growing up. Oh, I noticed you didn’t drink any alcohol - why?”

“My high is being your husband. I don’t need any other stimulus in my life.”

“Except caffeine, Victor. We all need coffee.”

“True.”

“Will you feel that way forty years from now?”

“Undoubtedly, Amy.”

“I believe you.”

Victor lay sideways beside me, staring deep into my eyes, conveying so much love that I felt it tingle through my body like raindrops on roses and whiskers on kittens. Being in love with my husband had been awesome, but being married to him, with all that state of happiness implied, was a far greater adventure in my mind.

We had reached the limit of our Captain’s will to risk Planet Nine in Prince Christian’s Sound. Our explorer yacht maintained a stationary position, powering its propellors into the slow current, dodging oncoming icebergs that inched towards us like giant Tetris bricks.

Out of our window, I enjoyed a surreal motion picture of nature’s unending beauty, and honestly, I could have watched it for weeks without pause. I rolled away from my husband, then backed into his comfortable, perfectly shaped big spoon, enjoying its warmth and love while I stared out of our windows at the floodlit monumental scene of immense floating icebergs outside.

“I had doubts about this idea, Amy, but I now understand why you wanted to get married here. I, too, needed this wilderness to ground and position me in life.”

“Our isolation kept journalists, photographers, and enthusiastic well-wishers away, honey. That was important. The only people here are those we invited and our crew.”

“And an immense polar bear.”

“We’ll never forget him, Victor. If only all of life can be like this.”

“It could be if we wished it.”

I rolled back over to look at him, then trailed a finger across my husband’s face, taking in the shape of his beautiful nose, cheekbones, and chin, tracing his beautiful smile. He was a wonder to me, more so now because our connection had deepened, like we somehow owned one another or, at the very least, owed everything to each other forever.

“What do you mean, Victor? We have so much work to do. It is unrealistic to do absolutely as we please.”

“Your new house is roughly the size of our home, Amy. We can travel and hang out in many places, employing more good people to manage workload.”

“It’s our house, husband, not mine. What’s mine is yours, remember?”

“Yes, that’s true. I love our new home.”

“We should hang out there occasionally. Perhaps spending one night every week there would be a nice change. I’d also like to use our apartment, too.”

“What about Florence, Amy? I can’t wait to go back there. It felt like we belonged in that wonderful, romantic city.”

“And, of course, there is your Porsche.”

“My second most treasured possession.”

I thought about what might be his first most treasured belonging, then slid my fingers to the gold wedding band I had slipped on his the day before, turning it halfway counterclockwise.

“This?”

“Of course, that.” 

His expression betrayed an excitement that profoundly impacted both of us. My husband wanted to spend as much time with me as possible, seeing work as an unwelcome distraction. I felt the same way and certainly agreed that moving from place to place made life enjoyable.

I also missed Florence for reasons I found difficult to articulate. In winter, the weather wasn’t great there, and, during a short chat the evening before while we danced, Antonella had described a city in hibernation until the next tourist season began. But I didn’t care about the chilly breeze along cobble alleys, longing, as Victor did, for the beauty, romance, and culture of a city that caused our love to bloom. 

“Let’s return to Florence soon, Victor. New York is getting very cold.”

“Said the lady who wanted an Arctic wedding. What about our friends and family?”

“They can join us or stay in New York at our home. I like that everyone is free to be where they wish, but somehow, we always seem to find each other. You must consider how Martin will fit in now Caprica is seeing him again.”

“I’ll let her work that out. I’m not sure he will be happy once he knows my sister sleeps with our Florentine housekeeper and her chef lover.”

We made love, and I rode Victor’s cock hard, enjoying my rock-solid polar bear’s cock while Majesty floated lazily past. He felt eager and far more urgent than usual to decant his seed deep inside me, undoubtedly knowing tonight was of such huge importance to us both.

When I ground my clitoris into his pubis, a colossal orgasm grew from my womb, as though my whole body wanted to celebrate a union with Victor’s. I raised both hands, entwining my fingers, stretching for the ceiling while crushing every millimeter of my lover’s veiny shaft in my velvet sheath.

I collapsed into his arms, tilting my head sideways on his chest so I could continue watching our outdoor theatre. His fingers found mine, meandering through as though knitted together, and Victor’s warmth was like a blanket underneath me.

I dozed gently off to sleep, watching icebergs drift past our bulkhead less than fifty meters away while nestled in the arms of my giant, loving polar bear.

Early the next morning, multiple helicopters landing and taking off woke me. Early birds departed to rejoin their aircraft at Greenland’s major airport for onward connection that would distribute our loving network of family and friends halfway across the globe.

After showering, dressing in clothes I especially planned to wear for the cold, and inspecting my wedding band, a gift from my husband that once belonged to a dearly departed mother, I followed Victor out of our bedroom.

A big cheer went up when we strolled into the main salon to an immense buffet breakfast. Our closest family and friends stayed to the end and showered us with love, kisses, and hugs while Victor held my seat at the head of the table with him.

I felt uplifted, beaming at the faces of people who genuinely loved us, glad the powerhouse of my life had grown so strong.

After a few hours of breakfasting, chatter, and gossip, the hustle and bustle calmed as people filtered away to pack and leave or hop on the next helicopter shuttle to the airport.

Minutes after we lifted off, our pilot circled Planet Nine in a wide arc, and I saw the vessel turning about, heading for warmer climes. When we changed direction, aiming for our airport destination, the pilot flew at a low level, skimming the ocean and sheets of ice for dramatic effect.

I gripped Victor by the hand and pointed out of my window excitedly.

“Look… it’s our polar bear. He’s running along an ice sheet, looking up.”

“My god, he is magnificent. How do you know it’s the same bear we saw yesterday, Amy?”

“I want him to be the one… our one.”

“How did you know he was a he?”

“He is at least ten feet tall, Victor. The girls reach a maximum of eight feet and weigh roughly a third of his mass.”

“Look, he’s stopped.”

I stared down at him as we passed overhead, and our polar bear reared up as though waving goodbye. He stared at us curiously, then dropped onto his paws as though entirely disinterested and lolloped away in another direction.

Our Arctic adventure was over, but my memories of it would remain with me forever.

At home, in my study, I caught up on emails, mostly well-wishers with smatterings of work-related entanglement I didn’t much feel in the mood for. I stood at the window, staring out onto a New York blizzard that reminded me of our polar bear and the day I got married.

Towards dinner time, a light, irregular knock at the door felt different from the signature rapping of Emma, Rania, or anyone who might ordinarily come to visit me. Victor would enter freely, so someone outside must be unsure whether this was my study.

I opened the door to a pleasant surprise.

“Antonella. To what do I owe the pleasure?”

“It’s about Jacques, my dear. We must talk now and about his roguish behavior.”

“Oh, this doesn’t sound good.”

“He has fled.”

While Antonella comfortably sat on my sofa, I messaged Rania, Kasimir, and Katerina to join me. I popped coffee capsules in and out of my machine, making everyone caffeine fixes. When I slid a pure Colombian medium roast double espresso in front of my criminally political friend, she raised an eyebrow, smiled in appreciation, and sipped.

“It’s not Italy, but you make good coffee, Amy.”

“It is Nespresso. I did nothing except slip in a pod, slam down a handle, and press a button.”

“It is a wonderful machine, Amy. It was first invented in 1976 by Eric Favre, a wholly underappreciated Swiss Engineer.”

“How do you know that, Antonella?”

“My mind is a sewer of useless information, my dear. One day, I shall write a book about all that fills my head.”

“Won’t that be dangerous, given your resume for the past few decades?”

“I shall publish after I die, of course, having no desire to advance that status while I remain healthy.”

As the others joined us, each gratefully accepted a coffee. On seeing Antonella lazing on my sofa browsing a case law book about the Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt Organizations Act (RICO), everyone knew a problem was looming, and all stared at Antonella, waiting for her bombshell.

When Antonella shook her head and sighed noisily, it seemed like a minor bother had invaded her otherwise peaceful life.

“Jacques ran away from me, Amy.”

“Why?”

“It seems some brown envelopes he received caught up with him.”

“Corruption is everywhere, Antonella.”

I grinned, nodding at her reading choice. She stared at the text, raised eyebrows, and slammed the book shut, returning the volume to its rightful spot in my library. I felt oddly calm even though fate and a dodgy Interpol officer were picking apart our righteous objective and mission plan.

“What does this mean to our project, Antonella?”

“Unfortunately, Jacques did not clarify our mission with the DRC President unofficially or at all for that matter. He is a naughty boy who snuck out of my hotel room in darkness, but he risks meeting justice as have many miscreant lovers before.”

“Then I’ll talk to the relevant people in the DRC myself and forge a necessary alliance.”

“Seriously, Amy?”

“It’s a simple negotiation, right? The President wants the same thing we do… to save enslaved children, and he doesn’t have the mission specialists or heavy combat equipment we can fund. Dead kids on his hands won’t look good if his people fumble the ball.”

“What is your point, Amy?”

“Our proposed deal remains the same: We rescue the kids, the President takes credit and mops up the gangs.”

“It’s kidnap country, Amy. You cannot go to the DRC without an Airborne Brigade protecting you, and even then, it’s still risky.”

“Fuck!”

“Did you know that your unborn child can hear voices later in your pregnancy?”

“I’ll curb the potty mouth long before that.”

“I worry for my godchild, Amy.”

I shot Antonella a surprised look, then laughed hysterically at her joke, knowing she meant it. Victor and I hadn’t considered who might make good god-parents for our baby, and now, I scanned the room from a new perspective, shaking my head when I realized everyone present had killed plenty of people.

At least our child would be safe.

Kasimir raised a hand and looked hopeful.

“What is is Kasimir?”

“You have a relative who knows the DRC President personally.”

“Who?”

“Artyom. Your father-in-law has been funding construction for a new hospital in Kinshasa. I saw a piece on it in a news article.”

Katerina looked surprised, and the expression — why didn’t I think of that lit up on her face. She immediately fished out a phone from her jeans back pocket and called her almost ex-husband, putting him on speakerphone.

“Where are you, Artyom?”

“Good day to you, too, my darling. Do we not greet one another anymore?”

“Sorry honey… I am in a great rush and need your help.”

“We saw each other yesterday on Planet Nine. What could be so urgent already, my dear?”

“Felix Addo.”

“Ahh, okay. What do you want with him?”

“A private meeting, please.”

“Katerina, is this the sort of private meeting Felix will not like and that will cause a regime change in a country where I have significant business interests?”

“I don’t do that anymore, honey; come on, we have both set those intrigues aside.”

“Yeah, I forgot. You retired, right?”

“I’m semi-retired but not dead yet.”

“What do you want with Felix?”

“We are planning a mission into the DRC.”

“What sort of mission?”

“Must you know, Artyom?”

“Wouldn’t you ask me if our roles were reversed?”

“We must collect some children who became lost in the jungle. We will bring eight helicopters and some very highly qualified trackers to find them.”

“What do you need from Felix?”

“We need his unofficial sanction to cross the DRC border and an assurance we will not be impeded. We will find the kids and then exit the country safely.”

“How many lost children are you looking for?”

“About one hundred.”

“Ahh, come on, Katerina… you are drawing me into some clandestine bullshit you are pulling off.”

“This project is for Amy, sweetheart.”

“Jesus Christ, have you no shame, woman. Only yesterday did you make me promise we would never play the Amy card. Even you cannot resist her.”

“She is here right now, Artyom. If you don’t believe me, you can ask her yourself.”

“Hi, Dad.”

“Oh, hi, Amy.”

Artyom’s semi-hostile tone changed instantly, taking on the voice quality that only the power of a woman bearing his grandchild could elicit. I stifled a laugh, feeling slightly guilty that I was manipulating a nice man.

“You can’t go to the DRC, Amy. It is not safe there. All manner of waterborne illnesses might inconvenience you, never mind the likelihood of kidnap.”

“Can you act as a go-between with Felix?”

“I could, but you and Victor have more chance of convincing him.”

“Why?”

“You are both far wealthier than me.”

“Will he ask for a bribe?”

“Not this guy. He is clean and decent, but he will ask you to build a hospital for his people or fund another social program as a gift. I don’t do gifts. Maybe you could construct a safe hostel for kids who get lost in the jungle.”

“They aren’t really lost, Dad.”

“I know that my dear.”

“What do you suggest?”

“How far can Planet Nine travel in a week?”

“About two thousand seven hundred miles at cruising speed.”

“New York to Iceland is two thousand seven hundred and six miles. If you divert Planet Nine now, she has far less distance to travel, already being part underway from Greenland.”

“What should we tell the Captain?”

“Ask him to park his vessel more than two hundred miles from Iceland’s southern coast, and I will get Felix there to meet you all. I am assuming you have a mission… err, I mean jungle rescue planning team.”

“Why two hundred miles, Dad?”

“That is the extent of Iceland’s territorial waters. Mind what you say to the Captain. Tell him to wait due south and outside all other nation’s territorial waters.”

“Okay. Consider it done.”

“I will bring Felix to you one week from today. I’ll need some time alone with him as well to discuss my business, and I do not wish to be invited to your meeting.”

“No problem, Dad. Thank you.”

“You are welcome, Amy. Can we have dinner on board while sleeping over there as well? Felix will not stay, but I would love to.”

“Of course we can.”


Chapter Two

Bedroom Playtime

◆◆◆

I dangled a couple of feet off the floor, lying comfortably in a velour-covered, free-swinging bed hooked to a steel ring firmly embedded in the ceiling. Victor restrained my ankles using fur-lined cuffs attached to climbing ropes fastened to the walls on both sides of me.

When he hauled more rope through a metal pully, tying it off, it stretched my legs wide apart. I felt ready to be fucked, and my husband had positioned me perfectly for the job. My wrists were also bound together, secured to the load-bearing rope that held our fuck swing in position.

“I’ve always wanted to be fucked in a swing Victor.”

“I’ve never done it either, honey.”

“Remodeling a spare room at our new home was such a great idea you had.”

“I had to soundproof so that Stanza won’t hear. It’s temporary, so don’t scream too much.”

“I shouldn’t think she will care and has probably heard it all before.”

My husband had decided to spice things up a little, and today, my asshole was our main event. We sped across the city to our alternate New York residence, where more privacy could be enjoyed. Victor had created a playroom, and our bed swing was his first foray into a more kinky lifestyle.  

I glanced sideways to a chest of drawers and saw my preferred anal lubricant, gun oil, with a syringe dispenser beside it, filled to the brim. Soon, the plastic tapered end of the syringe would slide deep inside my back passage, and a cool gel would coat my rectal walls, preparing me for Victor’s and my pleasure.

I stared at my husband with burning eyes that matched his, enjoying the metronomic sway of his semi-hard cock as it slapped gently off each thigh while he made his way around the meter-wide, soft mattress bed.

I sizzled and popped, doing everything I could to present myself to be fucked even while tightly restrained. He looked aroused, constantly smiling while discretely checking my bindings and the bed swing’s connection to a beam in the ceiling.

“Can we try the webbing strap sex swing, too, Victor?”

“Not while you are pregnant, sweetie, but I have more surprise toys on order.”

“Such as?”

“It wouldn’t be a surprise if I told you.”

“I’m sure there is a fuck chair somewhere in our future, you know, those massive S-shaped ones.”

“You won’t squeeze it out of me, Amy.”

“Are you certain of that, honey?”

“No.”

I laughed and wriggled, bathing in a pleasant rapture, shuddering when flutters from my womb spread throughout a body in need of loving. I strained against my restraints, enjoying the feeling of being trapped while making sure I couldn’t move, such was my need to be dominated by my new husband.

Victor knew submission wasn’t my constant desire, but occasionally, I enjoyed giving myself up to his power. When my husband’s cock dangled an inch from my lips while he checked my wrist cuffs, I smelled the musk I had grown to enjoy so fervently.

“Please fuck my throat for a while, Victor.”

“I’m here to eat pussy and fuck your asshole sweetheart.”

“It sounds so fucking sexy when you say it in such a dirty, horny manner. It’s like I am your pleasure whore.”

“And I am yours, honey, but I desperately need to taste your sweet pussy. Your sweet aroma is setting me on fire.”

“I need your tongue too, but I want to see if this position makes it easier for you to fuck my throat.”

I pouted, pleading with my husband to face fuck me. I knew I looked like a naughty schoolgirl in a spanking movie because I frequently practiced the expression in a mirror. Victor stepped forward, and I tilted my head back, straightening the line of a soft tissue tunnel my husband would carefully fuck.

When I opened my mouth, and Victor’s salty veneer-coated cock slid inside, my inner slut was accessed, and her needs to be defiled were finally assuaged. My head was trapped against the mattress; I breathed deeply but still choked when my husband’s precum-soaked glans pressed deep inside my throat.

My taste buds seared like butter skimming across a hot skillet, and my throat burned from the overwhelming salty musk of my husband’s cock.

Victor held my chin in both palms, tilted my head back further, leaned in, and fucked my face, gagging me so vigorously that saliva snorted through my nostrils. I never panicked once, enjoying when I gasped every time Victor relented on using me.

He released my head, cupping both breasts while I gagged on his cock. When Victor kneaded, my orgasm powered like booster rockets on a ship bound for Mars. He tweaked my over-sensitive nipples, rolling them hard between index fingers and thumbs, rocking my world.

“That’s enough, Amy. You’re choking.”

“It feels so good.”

“This is scaring me.”

“Don’t worry, sweetheart… I’ll tap out if it hurts too much.”

“Not restrained as you are now. You can’t tap out.”

“Good point.”

Victor released my wrists, and I rubbed where the fur lining had chafed slightly. He smiled lovingly, kneeled, and kissed me gently.

“Sorry honey… that wasn’t safe.”

“I’m sorry too, Victor. I never thought about it.”

“I’m licking pussy now, sweetheart.”

“Be my guest.”

“I will.”

My husband loved kneeling between my legs to feed from my pussy, and he was so respectful when doing it. I enjoyed his long, loving stare, a slow sleazy descent to his knees that made my pussy tremble and throb with anticipation.

A pubic bush proliferated where I previously shaved off stubble daily. I wanted to look respectable for doctors’ appointments, but those hairs were coming off after our baby was born because I preferred my cunnilingus without a barrier.

Victor stared at my pussy and sighed, gently stroking my thighs until his thumbs parted my pubic hairs, then splayed open my soaking wet pussy lips.

“I feel sticky, Victor.”

“You are very aroused.”

“I’ve needed anal for a while, honey.”

“I know. I’m sorry. I was never properly prepared.”

“You are now.”

“These leg restraints lift your ass nicely into position for me to fuck you.”

I gasped and wriggled in utter ecstasy when Victor plowed his tongue the entire length of my creamy slit. The slightest brush of his lips on my swollen, sticky clitoris was enough to send me thrashing around, erupting a mini orgasm somewhere deep in our baby’s bedroom.

I tensed and railed against my bindings, failing deliciously to free my ankles. My fingers plowed into his thick mass of hair, and I pulled Victor’s lips into my pussy so he could eat me. I moaned loudly, pushing my pussy into his mouth, crushing him.

Victor’s lips planted soft, mildly sucking kisses all over my pink furrow as he cleaned and harvested my sweet nectar. I was a frisson of excitement and trembling arousal, orgasming hard when he clenched my clitoris and sucked, brushing his tongue across my solid tip like an artist.

I squirted unabashedly, enjoying filling my husband’s mouth with unicorn pee as my body responded to his expert cunnilingus. He swallowed, puckering his lips, sealing them around my pee hole, and sucking hard as I controlled powerful jets that filled his mouth with pungent ambrosia.

When Victor stood, my eyes enjoyed soaking in an immense erection sported by a wonderful, rugged man, and my tingling orgasm continued as wave after wave of pure pleasure salved my tension, reigniting my sexual being.

The long, tapered nozzle that slid deep inside my back passage felt like foreplay as my body prepared for its favorite sexual kink, anal sex. When Victor pumped the syringe plunger, I felt cool gel marinate my rectum, delightfully lubricating my fuck hole.

When Victor withdrew the syringe and tossed it aside, I noted it was empty, and my back passage was already full. I grinned at him, then bit my bottom lip, trembling like a leaf on strong winds, while frowning in my best wanton slutty girl fashion, making sure he enjoyed taking me.

My husband’s glans pressed against a tight sphincter that hadn’t been fucked in a few days, bouncing back like a trampoline several times. I clenched tightly, forcing Victor to savage my anal whorl with his thick, veiny cock. I felt no tearing around my anus when he slid deep inside me.

Only pleasure echoed in every taboo vault in my mind. My husband was fucking my back passage, and I couldn’t be happier.

I breathed deeply, sighing my satisfaction when Victor bottomed out deep inside me while gently thumbing my sticky clitoris from side to side. I shouted obscenities and screamed joyously while pushing my asshole onto his cock, making sure I got it all.

When my husband withdrew his cock, then reached for a six-inch vibrator, my head buzzed excitedly. My pussy wanted cock, too, so Victor slid the peach-colored vibrating latex dildo, balls deep inside me.

I arched my back, enjoying two vibrating latex prongs that wrapped and entertained my clitoris while my cunt was two-thirds full of pulsating cock.

Victor slid his cock back inside my anus, and I wriggled vigorously, never so full in my life. I was being double penetrated and closed my eyes, picturing two real guys filling me, one my husband, the other a stranger.

When Victor reached the bottom of every stroke, his abdomen pressed the vibrator base hard. My clit erupted like a volcano, wreaking pleasure through my body and mind. A deep satisfying fullness massaged my pussy and rectal muscles as I clenched hard against both latex and fleshy cocks, feeding my rampant orgasm.

My husband took what was his, railing my back passage, sliding his immense cock along the artificial one that squeezed my pussy’s soft tissue walls. I stared at my beloved and saw true love reflected, mixed with a desperate lust that soothed when an ocean of Victor’s seed filled my back passage.

“I can feel your cock twitching deep inside me, honey.”

“The vibrator works for both of us, Amy.”

“We should shop for more toys.”

“We should indeed. Remember, we have the ice dildo to try yet.”

After my husband released both ankles, we showered in our playroom, donned robes, and skipped across the hallway to our master bedroom suite. Victor hauled me on top of him, kissing me as though we were standing at the altar.

As we rolled around the bed, I sizzled, trembling from his slightest touch, breathing in the aroma of a man I would recognize blindfolded while enjoying his tender, loving aftercare.

“Shall we eat, Victor?”

“Shall I cook for us?”

“I think Stanza found a chef already. I saw someone downstairs when we arrived.”

“Shall we see?”

“Okay. It’s late, so she might have gone to bed, but let’s see.”

I heard women’s voices before we reached the kitchen. Stanza, Rania, and our new chef were talking while she removed the most delicious-looking and incredibly smelling bagels from an oven. I heard a rustle of paper behind me, turned, and saw Kasimir with Greg, both reading from tablets with a pile of heavily buttered, freshly homemade toasted bread in front of them.

“Do you have strawberry jam, Greg?”

“Yes, and it’s homemade. There is marmalade and fresh duck liver pate if you prefer. It’s all the best I ever tasted, but don’t tell Martin I said that, please.”

“My word, we are lucky - nighttime comfort food on the first day of a new chef.”

Our new chef came out from behind the counter with a beaming smile, reaching out a hand. I shook it, instantly befriended by a generous, kind soul with beautiful, wide, honest eyes, skin like chocolate, long, straight hair, and a figure to die for.

“Hi, you must be my new boss?”

“I’m Amy, and this is my husband, Victor.”

“I’m Diana, named after Diana Ross by my Daddy, who loved her so much.”

“You kind of look like her.”

“I can sing too, Amy.”

“You’ve certainly captured the hearts of everyone here.” 

“I know how to tame a couple of tigers like those two guys. Honest baked bread, lightly toasted with preserves I made at home. They are completely satisfied.”

“And for the girls?”

“Bagels with cinnamon cream cheese and an apple topping.”

“Oh wow. May I?”

“It’s your house.”

“You all live here too.”

We had a private lounge next door, but I preferred staying to gossip with the girls while Victor couldn’t escape quickly enough, taking up residence with the toast mountain.

“What is your specialty, Diane?”

“I can cook anything. For the last three years, I have been the head chef on board private and charter yachts, from fine dining to home cooking. Stanza said you like pizza.”

“I love pizza. I especially enjoy dipping the cold, crusty bread in ice cream.”

“I’ll make nice ice cream for you, Amy.”

Diana laughed and pointed to my growing baby swell.

“We have extra mouths to feed.”

“We have a yacht, too. We just got married there.”

“You have two yachts, Amy. Lady Lara and Planet Nine.”

“Yes, that’s right, we do. I forgot. How do you know that?”

“When I was asked to interview with Stanza, I did research and found out what I could about you and your new husband… how’s that going, by the way?”

“Fabulously.”

“Good.”

“Would you like to join us on the yacht sometime? They have chefs, but none with your experience.”

“I’d love to.”

One bite into Diana’s loaded bagel told me everything I needed to know about her cooking. My mouth had an orgasm, and I frowned at her.

“Good, huh?”

“Unbelievable.”

“I’ll need to shop for a few days and buy staples, get us some decent food contractors who deliver. This pantry doesn’t even have tarrogan.”

“Others have said the same. You are going to love our family.”

I chatted for a while and ate a whole bagel that I could have easily doubled, but willpower restrained me. I worried about my weight, wanting to feed my baby without becoming a fattened calf.

When I gravitated to Victor, standing behind him with my hands draped over his chest, I saw what he looked at on his phone and smiled.

“You heard us talking, Victor.”

“I’ve only visited Lady Lara once. She is a beautiful yacht, less functional than Planet Nine but far more luxurious.”

“I will always love Planet Nine. Where is Lady Lara right now?”

“Gibraltar.”

“Oh my. That sounds deliciously in range of Florence.”

“Shall we go via Gibraltar in a few weeks, Amy?”

“I’d love to.”

“Do you like Diana?”

“I love her already, but there is a problem, Victor.”

“What’s that?”

“I love her a lot more than I love Martin.”


Chapter Three

Early Bird Catches The Worm

◆◆◆

Victor’s Point Of View

I slept better in our new house than in the home I’d lived in for most of my adult life. As I lay peacefully under a warm goose-down duvet, watching my wife sleep, I counted my blessings, something I had done much more frequently since Amy came into my life.

Something about our new house excited me. It felt more homely, with a fabulous kitchen that extended into the dining and living areas as though they were all one huge space. That openness unrestrained my life. The gym needed work and all new equipment, a surprise given that the previous homeowner was so well-connected to the Swiss International Olympic Committee.

My sleeping beauty opened her eyes and smiled, lighting up my day.

“Hi, Victor.”

“Good morning, sweetheart. You look so beautiful when sleeping.”

“I know there is a compliment in there.”

“You are beautiful awake, too, but something about your natural being when you are asleep soothes me.”

“I’m at peace because I have a wonderful husband.”

Amy reached out and gripped my fingers, squeezing them gently, rubbing mine with a thumb until she dozed off again, purring like a kitten. It was 6 a.m., and I had an early call with business partners in Hong Kong, so I slipped out of bed, wrapped myself in a bathrobe, and closed the bedroom door quietly after I left my wife to sleep on.

I made it to the fourth stair before hearing Kasimir coughing upstairs. My bodyguard and friend was letting me know that he had heard me and would be nearby if needed. I didn’t need to worry about protection because he would already be dressed and armed, although you wouldn’t know two pistols could fit so snugly on such a muscular and tall man.

I wondered whether love between Kasimir and my adopted mother would spark and, if it did, what would happen next. Relationships within my household were evolving, some of which I approved of, like my sister Anastasia with Hannah and mother Katerina with Amy’s father, but others, like Caprica and Martin, did not enthuse me so much.

I stepped inside the boundaries of our kitchen, examining the coffee machine, which was different from the one at our other home. I reached over, about to flick the on/off switch and hope for the best because I was desperate for coffee.

“Can I help you boss?”

I spun, startled until I saw Diana making her way from the front door to where I stood inside her kitchen. She carried a large wooden crate full of ingredients and was grinning like only someone who loves food and wine could after shopping at a fresh produce market.

“Oh, hi Diana. I thought I was the only one awake.”

“I’ve been shopping for groceries with several market wholesalers I know. I brought this lot back, but we have more deliveries later today. For now, we needed meat and fresh fish, some vegetables, and lots of herbs.”

“It’s Victor, by the way. I don’t enjoy formality, especially at home.”

She carefully placed the wooden crate on a stainless steel table, admiring its contents, tapping every item as though taking inventory. When she was done, Diana glanced around our downstairs home, clicked her fingers, and hummed her approval, grinning from ear to ear.

“This is some beautiful home, right, Victor?”

“I feel comfortable here. Amy does, too. We have another home of a similar size twenty minutes away, but it’s far more formal in layout and how we manage things there.”

“You don’t like formal at all, do you?”

I sat on a stool, discretely craning my neck to identify the ingredients Diana bought. Cooking fascinated me, and my curiosity was piqued whenever I was around food. I saw Tarrogan and smiled at the irony of its appearance after so many had noticed its absence, but most basic herbs were there, too, so it was undoubtedly a coincidence.

Diana looked at me, grinning, waiting for an answer.

“Sorry… umm, no, I don’t like formal at all. I didn’t mean to ignore you, but I was curious about what you bought.”

“Are you a foodie, Victor?”

“An enthusiastic but amateur one, yes. I have my own kitchen on the same floor as our bedroom at the other house.”

“What? Are you joking with me?”

“Amy built me a kitchen as a gift. It’s the best present anyone ever gave me.”

Diana laughed, and I saw fun in her eyes. She wasn’t at all like Martin, which was good because he’d become dour. She was probably in her late twenties, with a less stuffy attitude than my much older chef and friend at home. Her relaxed temperament promoted a homely spirit.

“My chef, Martin, is possessive of his kitchen to the point of an obsession, so I am self-taught, and we don’t discuss food or share tips.”

She raised an eyebrow and looked surprised. Diana dragged out a shopping list and ticked a whole bunch of items off, but I knew she was thinking what to say next.

“If you ever want to practice here, please be my guest. I’ll gladly share tips with you.”

“Is that a genuine offer, Diana?”

“For sure, why not? It’s all part of the food-sharing dynamic that makes us human. Come around here anytime you want. It’s your kitchen anyway.”

I slipped off the stool, circled the big cooker island, and joined Diana on her side of the kitchen. She smiled welcomingly and carefully lifted each ingredient from her wooden crate, setting them out neatly on a food preparation table.

“We have grilled fish with a light jus and fresh salad for lunch. Then, for dinner, Porterhouse steaks.”

“I approve.”

“How do you treat your steaks, Victor?”

“Leave them to rest for a few hours until they reach room temperature, then season lightly a few minutes before grilling. I let them rest afterward for about ten minutes. Sometimes, I marinate in olive oil, crushed tomato, herbs, and lemon juice for a few hours.”

“That’s good, except for the lemon juice. Why not try yogurt for twelve hours? Buttermilk and full-fat milk work, too.”

“Does that tenderize the meat?”

“A steak that marinates in an acidic or enzymatic liquid too long, such as citrus juice or cola, becomes tough or mushy. The acid in milk is so mild that you can soak beef in it long enough to tenderize without damaging the proteins on the surface.”

“I’ll try that.”

“You can prepare these steaks while I put everything away if you’d like.”

“Oh my, Diana. Martin’s going to hate you.”

“He would be the first person who ever did, honey.”

She smiled and then giggled, pointing to the herbs, a large tub of fresh yogurt, and the steaks.

“Enjoy, Victor. Ziplock bags are in the third drawer to the right of that Wolf cooker.”

I set about my task with verve, chopping and mixing a few herbs with the fresh yogurt before slathering it on the steaks. Then, I sealed each steak in a ziplock bag and placed them in the fridge. 

Diana checked my work and hummed, then nodded her approval.

“Perfect. It’s as easy as that, Victor. These steaks will be excellent by dinnertime.”

“Everything in life is easy when you know how.”

“You and Amy are showing the world that. Speaking of which, your wife is looking for you.”

Diana nodded towards the stairs down which Amy traipsed. She looked cute and sleepy, wrapped up warm in a bathrobe with snoopy slippers on.

“You are a cliche this morning, Amy.”

“I love these new slippers you bought me. Oh my… I see you are allowed in the kitchen.”

“Diana and I have an agreement. I have a free pass to do as I wish as long as I don’t untidy or disrupt her kingdom.”

“Martin’s going to hate you, Diana.”

Diana grinned and waved at Amy before expertly setting about the coffee machine, the first essential in any breakfast meal. My wife hugged me tightly from behind, leaning all her weight on me. Her casual, loving nature, regardless of who was around, was something I enjoyed about her. Tactile contact, love, and affection were never problems because Amy loved giving and receiving.

“Have you made your phone call yet, sweetheart?”

“Oh, Christ! No, I didn’t.”

“You sit comfortably anywhere you like, make your call, and I’ll bring over coffee.”

I was ten minutes late joining a call discussing a possible investment in a bank rescue. The Hong Kong and Chinese property booms had stuttered badly. One bank that was friendly to me, Hong Keong Banking Corporation, struggled to make its daily liquidity numbers, an essential regulatory component to retain its banking license.

I dialed into the Zoom conference using voice only, setting my phone to speaker. Only Kasimir was within earshot, and Amy was deep in a conversation with Diana about food and yachts.

“Good morning, Victor.”

“I’m sorry for my lateness.”

“It is still early in New York. Everyone here understands.”

“What do you have for me, Steven?”

“I’m sitting with Raymond Keong, his brother, and their legal team. Things are tense because the bank is close to not fulfilling its daily liquidity obligations. If the problem isn’t fixed soon, insolvency and closure will follow.”

“How short on the numbers are you, Raymond?”

“Hi, Victor… umm, it’s around twenty billion U.S.”

“Will things improve for the bank anytime soon?”

“Not for at least a year. However, we’ve reached the bottom of our debt chasm caused by the half-trillion-dollar loss the Evergrande Group property developer declared yesterday. I covered most of our subsequent losses, but our family has no money left.”

“How much of your own money have you put in to stay afloat?”

“Fifty billion dollars.”

“When they unwind the Evergrande Group, will you get the money back?”

“We’ll break even once property values bounce back, but there will be no profit from their liquidation. Poor people are losing their homes and any deposits they made on new contracts. It’s savage, Victor. I’ve never seen anything as bad as this.”

“What leeway have you got, Raymond?”

“The financial regulator has said we must either prove our liquidity compliance by tomorrow at 9 a.m. or we are to become state-owned.”

I heard Raymond sobbing, so I turned on the video stream and figured my state of dress wouldn’t matter to an old money Hong Kong banking family about to lose everything. The scene in their boardroom was carnage, and even my Hong Kong-based head of legal, Steven, looked as white as a sheet.

I saw Raymond with an arm wrapped around his younger brother’s shoulder. The latter cried into his hands. I could sympathize because nobody in banking except me believed the Chinese housing market would crash.

Amy slid a coffee in front of me, then sat opposite, looking concerned because she saw and heard grown men crying on my call.

“Has anyone offered to buy out your bank, Raymond?”

“Vultures circle hourly, including from your fair city, London, and Switzerland, but they want to take the bank for cents, leaving my family out in the cold and flat broke. One guy said he would do me a favor, letting us walk away if I sold to him for a dollar.”

“That isn’t going to happen, old friend.”

“Can you help us?”

“You’ll have the twenty billion and whatever else is needed to stay afloat and seem healthy by close of business in New York today. My bank will send a promissory within hours, and the capital will be sent once they get the Treasury’s approval. Will that satisfy the Hong Kong financial authority?”

“Yes, but what will you take in return, Victor?”

“Whatever fair number of shares allocation I would have got before Evergrande went broke.”

“Are you serious? That’s not a deal; it’s a handout.”

“It’s friendship. Your father helped me when I started, Raymond. I would be a poor friend if I took advantage of you now.”

“You’ll get less than one-tenth of the value possible if you played hardball with me.”

“Would you do that to me?”

“No.”

“Then why would I do it to you? My banks have enough liquidity to get us both through the storm. When you are ready to buy me out, we’ll agree on capital plus base interest rate for the term my money was in.”

“That’s too generous, Victor.”

Tears flowed down his cheeks, and an old friend clasped his hands together, shaking them at me joyously. Only an honest banker would have put every penny they had into rescuing their family business, knowing bankruptcy might still happen.

“I need friendly banks owned by honest families, Raymond. We’ve been on a journey together for some time, and I would like that to continue. We’ll stick by one another if it suits you.”

“Dad speaks of you often, Victor. He still calls you the crazy white dude.”

“He wasn’t wrong in those early days. It was a good job that your father placed a warning hand on my shoulder a few times, or my business could have taken an early bath.”

Raymond would have hugged me had he been in the room, and as I looked past my phone, I saw a tear roll down Amy’s cheek, along with her proud expression, warming me. I smiled at my wife and then at my friend.

“Steven, please make all necessary arrangements with Raymond’s team.”

“Of course, Victor, and thank you.”

“And Raymond. Please ask your father if the crazy white dude can visit soon for dinner.”

“An open offer is always there, brother. You know he will obsessively practice his Mahjong before you arrive. That you beat him last time is a wound he wishes to cauterize.”

“I’m a bit rusty these days.”

“Come anytime, and please bring your lovely wife. She is in all of the women’s beauty magazines here. Dad says you punched above your weight with her, but you’ll always have Mom in your corner.”

“We’ll come soon, I promise.”

I disconnected the call and was immediately swamped by Amy, who sat in my lap and kissed me deeply.

“What was that for?”

“You amaze me, Victor.”

“How so?”

“What a nice thing you did for a friend.”

“I helped Raymond and would have done it anyway, even had I not profited from his losses.”

“Oh.”

“I began shorting the stock on Evergrande Group, Country Garden, and other property companies three years ago. They were all cooking the books by massively inflating their property values. That’s normal; everyone does it, but they went too far. Some executives are being rounded up by the police for questioning.”

“You saw the crash coming then?”

“I predicted it three years ago. The pandemic was a catalyst. China pulled the handbrake on its economy for three years. They were always going to have economic problems after reopening, and these property companies had been teetering on the brink of their demise for years.”

“How much money did you make by shorting the stock?“

“One hundred and fifty billion dollars.”

“Shit!”

“I shorted slowly and used several banks I own worldwide to do it. I never caused their collapse, but I am benefiting from it.”

“In a perverse way, Raymond and his family are benefiting too.”

“They are damn good people, Amy. You’ll love the old man, but I advise you to learn Mahjong to beat him.”

“I might thrash you now, Victor.”

“Do you play Mahjong?”

“Doesn’t everyone?”

“Oh, Amy… you constantly amaze me.”

“I intend to keep it that way, sweetheart.”


Chapter Four

Sweeping Clean

◆◆◆

Amy’s Point Of View

Watching Victor do deals always turned me on. I felt proud to be one half of a couple who cared for others but could defend themselves and their own in most, if not all, circumstances. After I showered with my husband, sucking his cock midway through, I dressed and left home for an important meeting.

I had a transformative plan, which I figured out over months, but one thing prevented it until now. I needed Victor to ask for my help.

Rania sat beside me in my car, sipping her coffee while Greg enjoyed his, and I had a third. I smelled, then sipped mine, hid my verdict on the quality, and then grinned at the face beaming back in the rearview mirror.

I giggled because I knew what was coming.

“What is it, Greg?”

“Come on, Amy, don’t hide it, you noticed too.”

“The coffee?”

“Yes, the coffee.”

I laughed, and they did, too. I sipped again, enjoying the velvety, rich coffee that was almost a luxuriant cream that coated my taste buds, making love to my body as it slipped easily down my throat.

I tipped my cup to the rearview mirror.

“How is Diana doing it, Greg? I saw the same beans we use at home beside the machine.”

“It’s in the way she uses the machine, Amy. Small adjustments, her technique, and suddenly the crema is extraordinary.”

“Diana is a great addition to our home.”

“But where is your home these days?”

“That’s a fascinating question, Greg. I want to say Florence, but we have so much happening in New York that it’s impossible to ignore our responsibilities here.”

He smiled again. Rania did, too, but she didn’t comment. My security chief played her cards close to her chest, whereas my relationship with Greg was more chatty and open. He’d raised an interesting point about where Victor and my home was, so I dwelled on that for a while before answering.

“Victor wants to travel more frequently, and I’d like you to join us, Greg.”

“Oh.”

“What’s the oh for?”

I glanced at Rania and noticed she had pressed a pointed toe deep into the back of Greg’s seat. She saw me looking, stopped, raised her fingers as though relenting, winced, then smiled embarrassingly.

“What’s going on with you guys? Rania, please?”

“Greg and I have become serious about each other. I wanted to discuss it with you privately because there will be problems, and I wanted to tender my-.”

“Whoa… don’t finish that sentence.”

I raised my hands quickly, horrified that we were back in resignation territory. The last thing I needed while implementing my plan was the woman who made me feel safe bailing out. She pursed her lips, frowned, and paused to rethink, knowing I was unhappy. 

“I can’t continue in my job under these circumstances, Amy.”

“You can, no… you must.”

“What if a situation demands that I choose between saving your life or Greg’s?”

“We’ll fire Greg right now if that’s your only dilemma.”

It was Rania’s turn to be on her back foot. I liked putting her there, drawing out her fight until I could win the war.

“What do you mean fire Greg? You can’t do that. It’s not fair.”

“Why not? Security chiefs are far more difficult to acquire than drivers, right?”

“Jesus, that’s a bit heartless, Amy?”

“But no less true than your worries about continuing in your role, or am I mistaken?”

“Ah. I see what you’re doing with this. It seems I need to wake up earlier in the morning. The student is schooling me now.”

“Are we agreeing that resignation is a null option, Rania?”

“Okay.”

“Good. I’m glad you have come to your senses. Full disclosure - I would never fire Greg, and you won’t resign until we both retire. We’ve discussed this shit before. It’s not happening.”

“Fine, what will Greg do when we travel?”

I tapped Greg on the shoulder. His expression was like that of a husband who didn’t want to fight, which cracked me up, so I giggled, holding my baby bump steadily for no reason other than basic motherly instinct.

“I want you to manage all of our homes.”

“What about Emma?”

“Emma is a fabulous housekeeper, and she will join our traveling team if she wishes, but someone needs to liaise between the houses and yachts, manage a growing car collection, and make all our travel arrangements.”

“What sort of role is that?”

“One that’s managing hundreds of millions in assets.”

“It sounds like a butler?”

“Do butlers manage the household, Greg?”

“Yes.”

“Then you would be a very evolved and modern butler. We need a budget to run our houses, a register of all property and contents, and maintenance contracts so our homes don’t wither. So far, we’ve been winging it. Our privately held property values reach three hundred million dollars by my reckoning.”

“You want me to be your butler, Amy?’

“Are you in a daze or just parroting me?”

“I’m a bit surprised by this. I have never thought of myself as a butler.”

He looked cute, and Rania noticed that as she watched him with the pride of a woman who loved her man. I let the idea percolate with Greg, enjoying watching his expression change as he warmed to the first part of my plan.

“What do you want to be, Greg?”

“I want to be a butler that still drives you around.”

“I want that too. Are we agreed then?”

“Are you sure you know what you’re doing, Amy?”

“I’m positive. Stanza will buy more properties; when she does, you’ll ensure they are properly managed, including offices.”

“Then, I accept. Thank you.”

Greg smiled, and I could tell Rania was relieved, too. When we reached our main home, I felt pensive about the meeting ahead but needed time to settle some personal matters between me and my security chief, so I drew her into the dining room, where a breakfast buffet was being cleared away.

“Are you okay, Rania?”

“Yes.”

“What’s going on between you and Greg?”

She paced around, wringing her hands, sighing, huffing, and puffing in a total quandary that showed no sign of abating.

“Spit it out, Rania; I don’t want to go into labor still in total suspense.”

“Oh my god, Amy. I’ve never loved anyone so much in my life.”

“Okay… well, that’s good, right?”

“Yes, but, but… I don’t know if me doing this job can work anymore.”

“Why not?”

“We’ll get married one day. I am sure of it. What happens then?”

“Will that mean you’ll stop working?”

“Of course not.”

“And when you have kids. Will you stop working then?”

“I’ll adapt to a different role.”

“Which you can do while working for me, right?”

“Maybe.”

“There will always be a need for a security consultant, even when you are as bloated as I am. We can work around any needs you have. If you must, bring in another coordinating field supervisor; then you can step back for as long as you need.”

“Can that work?”

“It must be so, Rania. You need flexibility in your work. I need you in my life.”

“And are you sure it’s no problem if Greg joins us on our travels, Amy?”

“None at all.”

“What if we quarrel?”

“You’ll manage that situation together.”

“We don’t quarrel anyway, Amy. He’s a sweet and good man. There is no reason for anyone to pick a fight with Greg.”

“Someone needs to look after our real estate, and Greg was my first choice when I planned this weeks ago, Rania.”

“He is perfect for the job.”

“Property management has become complicated with overdue utility bills, unpaid municipality taxes, and our belongings remain uncataloged and probably uninsured. We’re a shambles because nobody is looking after basic household administration.”

“I wanted Greg to come on trips away, especially when it’s for weeks and months at a time, but if something went wrong, it would be my fault.”

“We all mess up, Rania.

‘“I guess I am overthinking this.”

“You are. Can you please ask Martin to join us?”

“Of course.”

“And be prepared for histrionics.”

Rania left the dining room while I paced around it, anxious to get another problem out of the way. Victor had spoken to me through the night about Martin. We had a heart-to-heart, and my husband asked me to run our homes, yachts, and, in fact, anywhere we stayed because he felt I was better at it than he was.

I’d already figured the whole thing out and was ready to pounce, but I wanted Victor to ask rather than force through in a brutish way that made him uncomfortable.

Today was about changing things and putting the right people in the right jobs to create success in Victor and my personal situations. We were a fragmented household, and I was glad for Rania and Greg’s exchange in the car because it allowed me to alter things quickly, per my plan.

When Martin strolled into the dining room, he looked defensive. When he sat, the chef I had little time for eyed me with no small measure of hostility.

“Hi, Amy.”

“Hello, Martin.”

“Have I reached the end of the road with you?”

“In a manner of speaking, but probably not how you think.”

“Where did I go wrong? Was it getting Caprica pregnant or the error of judgment I made about letting people in the house when I shouldn’t have?”

“They were a murder squad, Martin, and you knew they were going to kill the woman who now carries your child. Let’s not understate what you did.”

“Yes. I will forever be sorry to Caprica, and it seems that finally, I will also be punished for my misdeeds.”

“You sound self-pitying.”

“I kinda thought these matters were in the past.”

“You slept with a woman you knew had emotional problems.”

“I never broke the law.”

“But that still makes you not a very nice man.”

“So I am being fired or what?”

“I have an offer for you.”

He looked stunned, and for a moment, some hope remained in the expression of a man who believed he had lost everything. I let our conversation sink in because, honestly, Martin made my skin crawl ever since he allowed Caprica to be hunted down by the most cruel murderers. She was lucky to be alive but didn’t realize that, having gone on to sleep with a man who didn’t seem suitable for her.

“What sort of an offer doesn’t amount to me being fired?”

“I have recently purchased a bankrupt restaurant in Los Angeles.”

“For me?”

“For us. I own fifty-one percent. You own the rest.”

“Am I being moved away from Caprica?”

“Nope. You can stay here and cook for the people living in this house for as long as you want. Or….”

“Or I can accept your offer to own my restaurant and leave here?”

“I’m willing to pay for a high-quality refurbishment and financially support your restaurant for one year. After that, the place must be profitable.”

“I’m a good chef, Amy.”

“You’re a great chef, Martin. One of the best, and I don’t doubt that Michelin stars and other accolades will follow.”

“But, Amy?”

“But what, Martin?”

“There is a but. I know there is. You don’t want to fire me because Victor and I are friends.”

“If my husband is your friend, when was the last time you and he sat down for coffee and had a laugh? When did you share a cooking tip, offer him some encouragement with his hobby, or even ask to see his upstairs kitchen?”

“I’m the chef here, Amy. It’s my job to cater, not appease.”

“Do you cater for your friends, Martin? Are your friends just diners to you?”

His face paled, and Martin slumped back. I was fascinated that he hadn’t realized his friendship with Victor had been destroyed long ago, even before he messed up twice with Caprica.

“We aren’t friends then?”

“You were friends until you decided Victor was someone to cater for.”

Martin stared at the ceiling, gathering his thoughts. I imagined a version of geniuses could be as arrogant and emotionally disengaged with people as Martin was, but his wizardry and passion for food were the qualities that left no space in his life for others.

“Okay. So, we are here, and I assume you’re calling the shots now, Amy?” 

“I’d do anything for my friends, Martin, so imagine what I would do for my husband.”

“I messed up, didn’t I?”

“If someone wants to walk into a kitchen they paid for, in their home, to make an omelet, don’t you think they should be able to do that without worrying about how an employee feels about it?”

“I thought we were friends, and now I know we are not; everything seems different, and my behavior was boorish. I was quite wrong about how I treated Victor, but him learning to cook seemed like a joke, especially since I was here.”

“Victor is an excellent cook. He’s not as good as you are, but you don’t own and manage banks. My husband does, and he’s the best in the world at doing that.”

“He is for sure. Will you tell him I am sorry?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“If you are leaving, tell him yourself and explain to Caprica what happens next. I’m not cleaning up your shit, not here or at our new restaurant, if you accept my offer.”

“I’m leaving because I must.”

“I’m not making you go, Martin. I’m just sliding an opportunity across this table.”

I slid a thick red portfolio of documents across the table to him. When he opened the file and leafed through the photographs on top, I saw a Michelin-starred chef in waiting, salivating over what was inside.

“There are photographs, a contract of employment between you and our company, a proposed budget for refurbishment, and a shareholders agreement. I leave it up to you.”

There was no point in my being spiteful unless he started a fight, which now seemed less likely. My husband wasn’t to know that caging a culinary genius would end badly, no matter how well-intentioned.

I watched greed massage Martin’s conscience through his sparkling eyes and conflicting expressions. I had never doubted my plan when I conceived of it in Florence the day Caprica told me who got her pregnant. I just needed the right restaurant to dangle before a man who would thrive there.

“This is the right restaurant for me, Amy.”

“I’m glad.”

“I’ll accept your offer, thank you.”

“Good.”

“How much notice do you need?”

“None.”

“So I can leave today?”

“It’s up to you.”

“Does Victor know about this?”

“No.”

“Will you tell him?”

“That I own a restaurant in partnership with you, of course, but you’ll tell him you are leaving first or duck out of that, and I’ll explain why in words you might not like.”

“I’ll tell him myself.”

“Good, then we are done.”

“Will you visit my restaurant?”

“Of course.”

I stood and left Martin poring over the file I had left him. In the right hands, the restaurant I bought from bankruptcy could become one of the finest in California, if not the USA. It was up to Martin now.

Rania followed me out of the dining room, chuckling when we got out of our former chef’s earshot.

“That was nicely done, Amy.”

“You catch more flies with honey, honey.”

“You’re changing so much. What will you be like ten years from now?”

“I’m sure you’ll tell me since we’ll still be friends.”

“Is that what we are?”

I spun around, stepped closer, and took Rania’s hands. She looked like a woman rather than a bodyguard and killer, wearing an innocent expression, wide, fun-filled eyes, and a nice smile.

“I love you as a friend, Rania. We are kindred spirits, and I think our relationship has gone way past your being my employee. We are companions.”

“I love you as a friend, too, Amy.”

“I can tell you one thing that won’t change in the next ten years, or ever, for that matter.”

“What is it?”

“I’ll always have Victor’s back as he will mine.”

“I have no doubts about that.”

“Can you find Emma, please?”

I stood in the middle of Victor’s first home’s foyer, looking up at the second-floor balustrade, the long, wide chandelier that dangled above me, and the glass wall I had contractors build to make our unused kitchen more private.

We never used that beautiful kitchen because Martin always lurked in his restaurant-standard home next door, waiting for the next food order. When Emma approached me, she looked startled.

“Is anything the matter, Amy?”

“It’s time to remodel our home, Emma. Greg is taking charge of all real estate, so you’ll report to him.”

“Not Martin anymore?”

“No. I’d like you to work with Greg and find remodeling contractors. Diana will specify the kitchen, and you’ll ask Chance Bill Esq to install it, of course. I want everything downstairs to flow, like one continuous space to be lived in.”

“What about Martin?”

“Martin, who? You’ll find he’s already left to a great restaurant opportunity in California.”

“Oh, thank god. You made my day. He’s not a bad man, but he creates an unwelcoming atmosphere. Will you and Victor live here as a main home?”

“I’m not sure we’ll ever have a main home, but I know you, Greg, and Diana can travel with us to whichever home we live in.”

“You need living space down here, Amy, not a huge, cold marble foyer. Your home is already filled with family and friends, and now, with a child on the way, you’ll need a place where people love to be.”

“The first of many such homes, Emma.”

“While this work is being done, what happens to your houseguests?”

“Move everyone to our new home until we’re properly fixed here. A couple of months should do it. Speak to Greg and go meet Diana.”

“This is so exciting.”

Emma looked thrilled to bits, and I imagined she had felt as stifled as Victor and me in a house dominated by an overzealous chef who cared more about making perfect scrambled eggs than he did about the people eating them.

She hurried away to make plans and move forward. I took one final look at our home as it was. Until refurbishment was complete, I would return to study because nothing about our upstairs accommodation would change, but I felt a surge of excitement knowing the wind of change blew for the better.

Anastasia and Hannah trotted downstairs, hugging me tightly. It was good to see my friends, who followed me to the front door. I hugged them again when they stepped outside while Greg opened my car door.

I was surprised when both women followed me into my car while Rania rode shotgun. We three friends sat in the backseat, and I stared at both, grinning, waiting for an explanation.

“What’s happening, ladies?”

“We’re coming with you.”

“Where to?”

“To your other home. It’s boring here without you and Victor. We want a bedroom in your new home.”

“Are you stalking us?”

“Yes.”

“Good.”

Victor was as pleased to see his sister and her lover as I had been. Anastasia made a bee-line for Diana, and I followed, desperate for a coffee. I flicked my heels off along the way because my feet were sore and threw them onto a sofa.

When I sat on a kitchen stool beside my sister-in-law, I felt overjoyed, having rid myself of the one thorn that had poked in my side far too long.

“Could I have a coffee, please, Diana?”

“One decaf coming up, Amy. And for your friend?”

“I’m Anastasia.”

“Good to meet you, Anastasia.”

“Does this kitchen have tarragon yet, Diana?”

“Oh, and so much more.”

“We’re moving in, Hannah and me, that is. My mother and her boyfriend, Amy’s Dad, will arrive here later. We’re a strange bunch.”

“I think we’ll need more steaks and yogurt for dinner.”

Hannah joined us, so I slipped away, letting everyone become acquainted. Victor sat alone, so I joined him, sharing my coffee.

“Hannah was catching me up on her training, preparation for the nationals next week, and what brand ambassadorial work she’s been doing. She’s very happy.”

“Our new gym equipment shows up here tomorrow afternoon, so she’ll have everything right here.”

He looked curious and inquiring. I hid from his gaze, giggling, knowing precisely what he was thinking.

“You knew everyone would come to live here, Amy, at least until we move again.”

“Of course I did. I think it’s wonderful, don’t you.”

“Me too.”

“What’s been happening here since I left Victor?”

“I got a text message from Martin saying he’s leaving today. I guess that was your doing too.”

“He needs a restaurant in which to bloom.”

“In California?”

“Los Angeles is a great city for a restaurant.”

He reached over and held my hand, brushing his thumb gently across the back. I saw raw emotions flicker in his expression and knew his relief was palpable. When he looked up, my husband smiled beautifully, lifting my morale.

“Thank you for fixing everything, Amy.”

“You’re welcome, husband.”


Chapter Five

Closer Bonds

◆◆◆

Amy’s Point Of View

By morning, our house was full of family. While lying in bed, I heard shuffling feet upstairs, more outside in the corridors, and bedroom doors opened and shut carefully to avoid waking others.

I slipped out of bed, leaving my husband sleeping, donning his bathrobe, and rolling up the sleeves because I couldn’t find mine. On my way downstairs, the aroma of freshly baked goods, friendly banter, and chatter wafted to greet me, and I instantly felt happy.

When I reached the bottom stair, Emma passed by, grinning like the cat who got the cream before ducking through a nearby door leading into an extensive basement where household storage was throwing up new gems by the day.

When I arrived in our kitchen, I gratefully accepted a freshly made decaffeinated cappuccino sprinkled with Olympic rings. It was as if Diana had installed motion detection sensors on our bedroom door.

Diana smiled, and I nodded enthusiastically when she pointed to one of a dozen freshly baked croissants cooling on a wire rack.

While they sat on wooden stools at the kitchen bar, I kissed my father and mother-in-law and bid them good morning, pausing momentarily to giggle before turning away. Rather than join others, I preferred to find a comfortable place among the many sofas and chairs nearby where I could sit peacefully to enjoy a solitary breakfast.

Katerina’s hand gently gripped my wrist, and I was denied an escape. A master reader of body language and lie detector was to hold me accountable for my private joy. I turned again and saw that my mother-in-law had lined me up for questioning with a laser-pointed gaze.

“What is it, Amy? You cannot laugh like a naughty schoolgirl and then walk away from your parents.”

“Sorry, Mom, but an interesting thought has struck me.”

“Won’t you share?”

It wasn’t a request, so I giggled some more while hopping onto a kitchen stool separating my father from Katerina. Without even looking, Dad lazily wrapped an arm around my shoulder while continuing to read a lifestyle magazine on his tablet.

I grinned at my mother-in-law, and even though I had initially intended to eat alone, I couldn’t wait to break away and picked the curvaceous, butter-crisp topmost layer off my croissant, treating my mouth to a culinary orgasm.

“You are my mother-in-law, right, Mom?”

“Yes, and a very privileged one at that, my dear, what’s your point?”

Katerina looked curious, almost to bursting point, and I enjoyed my little tease. I paused to glance down when Michelangelo rubbed his cheek against my bare feet.

“Hello, little one. Did you arrive home from a late night out?”

“Michelangelo came here for breakfast. My cat instinctively knows when mealtimes reach the optimum moment for delicious scraps to become available.”

Michelangelo purred loudly and stared up with dark, bottomless eyes that held the secrets of every female minx for at least a block. By the end of the week, his roving range would double and then some more until his harem was complete.

“Come, little one… enjoy some bacon.”

Michelangelo’s loyalty bolted, and with it, his body slid around the corner of our kitchen aisle until he wove a figure of eight around Diana’s ankles. She giggled playfully, feeding the gorgeous black cat slivers of crispy bacon.

Katerina regarded Michelangelo with mock disgust, snorted, and then raised an eyebrow before turning her attention back to me.

“Diana has beguiled my cat, Amy.”

“She feeds everyone here, mother. We are all Diana’s pets now.”

“She’s a refreshing change from the grumpy bastard who abandoned his responsibilities mid-shift yesterday. Did you know Martin left a sign on the kitchen door shortly before dinner saying he was closed?”

“Martin is gone and already forgotten. Is that why you came here, Mother? Because we ran out of food at our other house?”

“I heard you were remodeling there. It seemed like the perfect excuse to move in here.”

“You never needed an excuse to visit or come to stay for a day or forever.”

“Parents moving in with their kids could be misconstrued. Everyone is here because we all love you and Victor. Well, that is now also true of the excellent baker in residence.”

“And you are very welcome here.”

Katerina watched her cat prostitute himself to the highest bidder; at the moment, it was Diana, but when Anastasia arrived later, Michelangelo knew the best place to snag easy snacks was sitting on her lap. For all her killer instincts, my sister gave love the most, especially to Hannah and Michelangelo.

Mom eyed me, conveying her continued interest in my outburst of merriment.

“Will you tell me what amused you, Amy, or do you intend to tease your mother?”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.”

“Spit it out then.”

“You are my mother-in-law.”

“We already established that.”

“What happens if you marry my father?”

Dad revealed his feelings instantly. Having almost spat a mouthful of coffee on the counter, he choked loudly and gripped my shoulder tightly, maintaining his balance on the stool. I was impressed when Katerina never batted an eyelid, but she smiled, desperately hiding an immense amusement behind her best poker face.

“Would you be prepared to give your father away to me?”

“Would you like to ask me for his hand in marriage, Mother?”

“I don’t know. Peter is frequently more unruly than Michelangelo, and I have a weakness for naughty boys. I’m not sure about having a tame husband.”

“Assuming the two of you married. What would that make you to me?”

“I would become your stepmother.”

“You certainly would.”

“Would you prefer that I were your stepmother, Amy?”

I was hoisted with my own petard in the fun game Katerina and I played out. I stared at her grinning face, knowing she desperately wanted to laugh but expertly contained her exhilaration. I stared at the ceiling, feeling joy and mischief, before leveling my gaze at her.

“I would love to be your stepdaughter.”

“We would be much more closely related. One might say, a simple, small step away from blood.”

“I would like that, Mom.”

“So would I.”

She burst out laughing, and I followed, descending into giggles. Both of us turned to see my father’s reaction. He looked visibly shaken, nervously reading his magazine, before realizing he had been set up.

“You two nearly gave me a heart attack.”

“Is the idea of marrying me so repugnant to you, Peter, sweetheart?”

“No! I.. Oh my… Jesus, Kat. I didn’t mean…!”

Katerina snorted, tossing her head and hair back wildly, laughing riotously while I joined in. All Dad managed was a weak grin and a huge sigh of relief. Michelangelo returned to see what was going on, having exhausted either Diana’s generosity or her supply. He quickly decided we were of no further interest or benefit and continued prowling his new domain.

“I’ll leave you now, Dad, Mom. I need some alone time, and you have a wedding to plan.”

I left my father spluttering and placating his girlfriend, who continued teasing him. It occurred to me that Dad would propose marriage to Katerina one day, possibly soon, because their intense love for one another was evident.

My desire for solitude quickly became a distant hope, but my first companion surprised me. After a few minutes of sitting down, Michelangelo stopped by, leaped onto my chair, and squeezed himself beside my thigh and the leather arm. He popped his head into a nook between the arch in my back and the furniture, falling asleep seconds later.

I heard yawning and heavy feet trampling downstairs and recognized them quickly. Caprica appeared, looking like a girly morning shambles. Her long hair was pulled backward through a hedge, and a bathrobe was tied scruffily, not quite fully reaching around her waist. I wasn’t surprised when she made a beeline for me after collecting breakfast from our new in-house Michelin Star cafe.

“Good morning, Caprica.”

“Likewise, sister.”

Caprica sat opposite, eyeing me carefully, looking displeased but not deranged, a small mercy for me. I felt anxious because I had meddled in her life, however subtle and well-intentioned my efforts had been. Martin was gone, and while most seemed happy about that, Caprica had the least reason to be enthused.

Another mercy came in the form of my husband, who joined us. He wore my bathrobe and snoopy slippers, which he kicked off at my feet when he joined Caprica and me.

“I brought your slippers so you won’t have cold feet, sweetheart.”

“I see you found my bathrobe, too.”

“We’ll swap later if that’s okay, Amy. I’m not wearing much underneath this, and I would rather enjoy the satin feel of the fabric a little while longer.”

“What about the immense pink lily print?”

“I could live without it.”

My husband had a plate of homemade toasted wholemeal bread with marmalade and a couple of bacon rashers on the side. Michelangelo caught a whiff of the smoky treat and raised his head curiously, but Victor shut him down instantly.

“You can’t bewitch me like you have done with all the women in this home, cat. Begone, purloiner of bacon and assorted treats.”

When Victor jokingly shooed away an imaginary cat poised to steal his bacon, Michelangelo stared apathetically before returning to his snug for the recuperation he needed before tonight’s adventure. 

Caprica caught my eye, and I knew danger lurked in the form of her broken heart.

“You got rid of Martin then, Amy?”

“I made a business opportunity, and he accepted it. I believe he has already left.”

“Yeah. He wished me a happy life by text, referring to our baby as your baby.”

“Yours as in you, Caprica?”

“Yes, as in good luck with your baby, Miss Alexander.”

“It sounds like you came out a winner there. No contested custody, and you found out what an asshole father he would have made.”

“It doesn’t feel like I won anything, Amy.”

Caprica looked upset, and I empathized with her. Speeches about how much better she could do and how many more fish swam in the sea would be useless. Caprica needed a reality check—if not for right now, at least one she could mull over later to get closure.

“Did you ever love Martin?”

“I think so.”

“You think so? Would you bet your whole life on a man who abandoned you by text message and made it clear he wants nothing to do with his child?”

“You planned this. I’m not dumb, although I do a lot of dumb things. I’m hurt because you plotted to move Martin away and said nothing about it. I trusted you, Amy.”

“Making Martin a great offer to do the one thing he excels at wasn’t all about you, sweetheart.”

“I know you did this deliberately, and that planning began long ago because restaurants like the one you are giving him don’t suddenly become available at the drop of a hat. Also, nobody buys without thoroughly checking it out.”

Caprica stared at Victor, who shrugged and shook his head. Her unspoken accusation that my husband was privy to my plan was silently disputed, and he ignored our conversation.

“Yes, I did plan to buy a restaurant, and I knew there was a better-than-average chance Martin would drop everything immediately to go and run it, given the slightest encouragement.”

“Why did you do it then?”

“Martin isn’t good for you or anyone else in our household. I don’t see the problem setting him free.”

“So you schemed against me, Amy?”

“That is one way to describe what I did. I prefer a different perspective coming from a place of love and to make everyone a winner.”

“Why not simply fire him?”

“Martin isn’t entirely to blame for his downfall. Ultimately, it was less about you and more about how he made others in our home feel about themselves. Had you loved him, and he returned that affection, I would have bought a restaurant in New York. You could have continued seeing him, and my aims would still be achieved because he would be out of the house and running a thriving business I co-owned.”

Caprica stared at me as though I’d grown two heads, wincing, with flickers of annoyance, distress, and confusion trading places in her expression.

“So you’ve done me a favor?”

“That is for you to decide, Caprica. I won’t lose my soul and start believing I have the answers to life’s mysteries and know what is best for everyone else just because I have a few bucks.”

“And yet you seem to have those answers, dear sister. You know me better than I know myself. I thought Martin loved me, but he doesn’t at all.”

“He loves food, not people. We diners are a means to his end, a reason for him to cook, and that makes him a golden goose as a restauranteur but a shitty friend, lover, or husband.”

Caprica leaned forward, pursing her lips while drumming the fingers of one hand on a knee, cupping her chin, and holding her head upright with the other. She frequently glanced away, then down at the floor, and finally back at me, assessing my body language.

“I guess you are right, Amy. Everyone wins, including my unborn child.”

“Martin didn’t ask me to buy him a restaurant in New York. That tells me he wanted to escape.”

“Escape from me?”

“No, Caprica. Martin wanted to be rid of all of us.”

I strolled upstairs with Victor, and we showered together, as was our habit. I loved my husband’s singing, which improved vastly in an enclosed space during a monsoon.

I hurried along, dressed, kissed my husband, and left because Kyle and Gabriella had returned from Switzerland. I was due to meet them at potential new offices advertised for rent a few miles away in Brooklyn. Stanza had arranged a viewing and left before me to meet the realtor.

When I wandered through the entire top floor of an old wallpaper manufacturing company, I fell in love with the historic building. The far end of the whole wall was a textured wallpaper black-and-white forest scene containing massive ancient oak trees lining a rough trail through a deciduous forest. Immense boughs hung precariously over a small lake where cormorants waded, hunting prey.

As was typical of its age, the building had beautifully repointed red brick pillars standing equidistantly throughout, spaced out every six meters in three rows. These pillars held the building upright but also nicely divided the massive space.

I stood alone, watching Stanza work her magic on the realtor while waiting for my friends to join us.

“The landlord had floor-to-ceiling windows fitted to allow more light in. I think it is a winning feature, Stanza.”

“Will the landlord sell instead of rent?”

“I don’t think so.”

“You’d better show us something else then.”

When my friend and new fixer executive made a move towards the door, the realtor shit a brick, holding up both hands while barring her way. Her elevated tone, speckled scarlet cheeks, and deeply furrowed brow suggested the stress of someone about to lose a chunky commission. 

“The landlord is open to a rent reduction if that oils the wheels, Stanza.”

“We wish to buy, not rent.”

“This building has five floors, with other tenants fully occupying the other four. Why would the landlord sell one floor?”

“We wish to buy the whole building.”

“Oh, I see.”

“Would you negotiate on our behalf, please? I’m sure the commission will enthuse you, and a reasonable price might do the same for a willing vendor. Post-pandemic economies are proving to be challenging.”

“I’ll try.”

“We’ll wait here while you contact the vendor and move on elsewhere if a deal cannot be done immediately. Ask for the best possible price, and we will accept or reject without horse-trading.”

I liked how Stanza put the realtor and vendor under pressure. If the landlord wanted to sell, they had one shot to do it at a price they and we could live with. If they squeezed for too high a price intending to discount in a negotiation, it meant they didn’t need to sell, and we would be out of the building very soon.

Gabriella and Kyle walked in, holding hands, which impressed me because so few professional couples do these days. They beamed with the satisfying look of a successful work partnership who had made love only hours earlier.

In the middle of an immense, light-filled warehouse floor, painted all white except for a beautiful forest at one end, I introduced Stanza, Gabriella, and Kyle to each other, and we held our impromptu inaugural board meeting for the company that would manage my private investments.

Kyle looked thrilled and shook my hand before handing me a file that I browsed.

“Congratulations, Amy, you own a Swiss bank.”

“Thank you, Kyle. Is Alexander playing ball?”

“I have the deeds for your new home right here and another set of documents pertaining to a house in the Hamptons that Schelling never mentioned. And yes, he signed our compromise agreement handing over control of the bank in return for retaining his Swiss wealth, your confidence, and a consultancy fee.”

“You had a good trip then?”

“We had a great trip, aside from the bank being close to insolvency. That can be remedied within two years if we recover a reasonable percentage of outstanding debts.”

“You two can do that?”

“We can.”

I glanced at Kyle’s girlfriend, raising an eyebrow. She seemed startled, then laughed loudly, blushing profusely.

“Are you going to show me your engagement ring, Gabriella?”

“I didn’t think you noticed.”

Like any woman recently engaged to be married, she flushed bright red when showing off the immense diamond solitaire ring on her wedding band finger. Stanza and I shared finger time, admiring the gem while Kyle stood aside, beaming with pride and love.

I felt happy for them, too, having brought two friends together and watched love do the rest.

“Congratulations, you guys. Kyle bought you a lovely ring, Gabriella.”

“Thank you, Amy.”

“Who proposed to whom?”

“Kyle proposed to me, down on one knee in a Zurich restaurant, to a standing ovation after I accepted.”

“Nice.”

Our realtor returned from an animated client call with an offer, taking Stanza aside for a discussion. Gabriella joined them, adding legal expertise to the process that I hoped would result in acquiring a great building in a supercharged commercial district.

I studied Kyle’s demeanor, which was more open and positive than I had ever seen.

“Gabriella is very happy, Kyle.”

“I hope so. I sure am.”

“I can tell. Love suits both of you.”

“Our relationship won’t become a work problem, I promise.”

“I know it won’t.”

I knew he felt awkward, probably because of where he was when we met versus how much he had grown so quickly. Dating an older woman agreed with Kyle, as did his age complement Gabriella’s zest for life and love.

I linked my arm through his, dragging my friend and fellow executive to the vast row of windows lining one side of the building. The views were lovely because we were one floor higher than any nearby building.

Kyle glanced at me and smiled warmly and in the most friendly way.

“I hear my mother will also be working for you soon.”

“Victor knows I need great staff, and he has so many. Sarah wants a new challenge, I believe.”

“Mom will be pleased to join the team. Victor’s empire is so well run, she has little to do except keep his diary.”

“I think she will enjoy working with Anastasia in my Foundation.”

“I agree.”

Stanza looked elated when she hurried carefully on long heels, returning to me with a slip of paper. I was surprised at the number written on it, which was far less than the property’s market value.

“Someone wants to sell quite badly.”

“I think retirement beckons for the vendor.”

“Get Greg involved in this purchase right away, Stanza. Gabriella can do the legal conveyancing. Let’s close this deal before the weekend and move in once the office is fitted out.”

I glanced at Rania a few meters away and noted that she looked proud and smiled at the mention of her boyfriend’s name. She had no idea that her days guarding me were numbered because I had already planned a broader role for her in my Foundation.

I left the building with Rania, joining Greg, who was about to discover that he would need to hire me a new driver. I could easily slot people where I saw fit, but I preferred they define their roles in my life and their work.

Greg got a call from Stanza when we were halfway home. He nervously glanced at me after he disconnected the call. I played dumb, enjoying the humor in our situation that I hoped would make an important point.

“Do you need to be somewhere else, Greg?”

“It seems so?”

“Shall I take a cab home with Rania?”

“Jesus Christ, Amy, please don’t say that.”

“I don’t mind if you are too busy now that you have so many important duties. Perhaps Rania can drive while I hold her pistol.”

“I get the message, Amy. I will interview for a new driver right away.”

“We should probably get at least one more car while you are at it.”

“What brand and model should I buy?”

“Ask Victor, please. He loves cars.”

At home, a visitor waited patiently for me. Michelangelo sat in her lap, sleeping comfortably, probably with a belly full of whatever Antonella had found in the fridge. I scrutinized her, noticed a telltale sigh that confirmed all was not well, and kissed her twice on the cheeks.

“Ciao Antonella.”

“Ciao, baby girl.”

“You raided our fridge for a cat, didn’t you?”

“You should have seen how he stared up at me and then at the fridge door handle, Amy. Michelangelo even cried and broke my heart with his starvation. I think the girls hereabouts are wearing him down.”

“What kind of a politician feeds the hungry?”

“One who came from the poorest neighborhood and understands what a bare pantry looks like, my dear.”

I knew we had a problem but waited a few moments to unwind, slipping off my heels, which were increasingly difficult to justify wearing as my pregnancy advanced. I sat in a comfortable chair and scrunched my toes against the wooden floorboards, easing mild cramps.

“Tonic water is good for cramps, Amy. It’s the quinine that helps you.”

“I’ll try it.”

“Felix is dead.”

“Oh my.”

And that was the bombshell I prayed wouldn’t come. With Jacques Bernard from Interpol absconded, we’d had a rough time negotiating diplomatic clearance through Artyom’s good offices, but now, the President’s death was a big spoke through our wheel.

“Do we know who will succeed him?”

“Fresh elections are being scheduled, and an interim leader has no real power. Also, there is more bad news. The children are being moved deeper into the jungle.”

“That’s a dire situation, Antonella.”

“We have no way to get clearances for safe passage, Amy, nor the means to know where the kids will be after tomorrow. The mission seems doomed.”

“Have you any good news, please?”

“I’m afraid not.”

“We’d better ask Rania to brief her friends and see how this changes things.”

“Will you still do this?”

She seemed skeptical, but I knew problems like this were such that they define the person who reaches beyond them. I grinned, redrew my confidence, and nodded. 

“We must do it, Antonella… for the children’s sake.”


Chapter Six

Winter Palace

◆◆◆

From the comfort of our living area and using a sofa on which she sprawled with a laptop, Rania made several calls to her contacts, adjusting our rescue mission parameters into the Democratic Republic of Congo.

Katerina sat silently with me at the breakfast bar, and I felt tension, such as we might have in between chessboard moves. 

As I studiously observed her, I noticed my mother-in-law seemed pensive, which made me nervous. Michelangelo had slipped out from the house on a foray into the darkness and to service his harem. Diana was resting, having already served an excellent dinner, so we were alone, with no distractions aside from my security chief’s chattering and occasional keyboard tapping.

Katerina swirled amber nectar around an exquisite oversized crystal brandy glass, occasionally catching the aroma before taking tiny sips. It seemed calming. She glanced frequently at me with something to say, but I knew my mother-in-law didn’t want to blurt it out.

“I don’t see you drinking hard liquor often, Mother. Is this a moment where you explain why you have a sudden interest in booze, or are you telling me what’s on your mind?”

“I am annoyed, and a decent cognac helps defuse that.”

“I much prefer when you are direct with me.”

“Are you sure, Amy?”

“Isn’t honestly what our relationship is based on?”

‘Yes, but this isn’t really my business.”

“You’re talking about the DRC mission, right?”

“It’s turned into a shit show that you are chasing.”

“There is nothing we can do about a man dying at an inopportune moment.”

“We should always have had a backup plan, Amy. I blame myself for becoming negligent. I should have insisted, even waving a red flag, something I failed to do.”

“Jacques ran, and Felix died. I’d say replacing those guys in this scenario is pretty damn impossible.”

“And yet you could make one call to improve our odds. A call I should have suggested last week.”

“I know who you are referring to, Mom. He crossed my mind, too.”

“Call him then.”

“I’m procrastinating about doing it.”

“That’s a first for you, Amy.”

Katerina complimented me frequently, even indirectly, as she did now. We got on well, almost like a daughter with her real Mother. The solution she had landed on was the same one that had occurred to me five minutes after Antonella delivered us bad news.

But Katerina had considered a possible Plan B a week ago, and she was right to do so; we always needed a backup plan and had nothing.

“If I ask, I’ll owe him. I don’t want to owe anyone anything.”

“That’s laudable, Amy, but you are missing the point of having a network. It’s not about owing one another in the network. It’s about helping when needed and reciprocating that when you can.”

“Do you believe Sergey can be trusted not to leverage me?”

“If you don’t ask for his help, you’ll be sending good men and women to their deaths. No matter how good Rania’s team is, they will be considered an invading force when they cross the border. I advise against this course of action.”

“You didn’t answer my question, Katerina.”

I wanted to call Sergey but needed her advice. My problem was that I didn’t like digging so hard and deep to get it.

“I don’t trust anyone outside of family, Amy. In this case, you have little option other than to seek Sergey’s support or abandon the kids. I don’t see how you might be compromised. If he asks for a return favor, you can decline if it creates an issue for you.”

Katerina had deliberately mentioned the children, knowing it would tug at my heartstrings. I slipped my phone onto the wooden counter, stared at it for a cold minute, and then speed-dialed my friendly Russian influencer.

“Hello Amy, what a great surprise. How are you, the baby, and Victor?”

“We are all well. Are you and Svetlana well?”

“She absented herself on holiday, skiing. The Austrian Alps are perfect at this time of the year.”

“I need your help, Sergey.”

“I know you do, my dear.”

“How do you know?”

“Felix died, and that criminal bastard cop Jacques fled.”

“How did you know what we were doing in-”

“Don’t say any location, Amy. I know everything about what you are doing because it’s my job.”

“Can you help us?”

I thought the line had gone dead, such was Sergey’s lengthy pause, but I heard breathing, so I let him consider the next move.

“I am staying at my apartment in the Winter Palace. It is right next door to yours. It is cold but very beautiful here.”

“I haven’t visited yet, sorry.”

“You got married, bought a new building, and acquired a bank with a home from a man who needed his wings clipped. You’ve been busy, Amy, I understand.”

“I am so pleased I don’t need to keep updating you about my life, Sergey.”

“I watch out for my friends.”

I was a bit shocked when Sergey gave such an accurate summary of my last few weeks. Although some facts could be discovered using simple search terms on the internet, I wondered how much detail he had about my business life.

“Do you think it is time for me to visit Russia, Sergey?”

“You must come here, Amy. It would be a shame to miss the whole winter at the Winter Palace.”

“How much longer will you be there?”

“As long as you need me to stay here. Message me your tail-fin number. I will arrange clearance at a local airport and have you all collected. Will your husband and delightful mother-in-law be arriving with you?”

“Yes, our security team will come too.”

“Only Rania and Kasimir, please, Amy. We get nervous when people land on our soil with an army in tow.”

“I’ll be there tomorrow.”

Katerina smiled, downed the rest of her cognac in one hit, and slipped off the stool, looking in a much better mood. She hugged me tightly before hurrying towards the stairs.

“Where are you going, Mom?”

“I’m packing, Amy. Bring lots of cold-weather clothing. If you think New York is cold, St Petersburg will surprise you.”

“I’ll call Victor. What about Dad?”

“He’s too busy, sweetheart, and wholly irrelevant in this project.”

I followed shortly after Katerina, collecting Victor along the way. He sat with his feet up in a makeshift study on the bottom floor, reading a file. My world felt calmer when I slipped my hand into his and walked upstairs.

Our pilot managed to get a landing and take-off slot at LaGuardia Airport’s private jet terminal and would arrive there in a couple of hours from the charter home aerodrome. I packed for the extreme cold, then sat on our bed, watching my husband agonize over his clothing selections.

He stared at me with lost puppy-dog eyes.

“Would you like me to pack for you, Victor?”

“You choose what I should wear every day. I am comfortable with that.”

“Are you saying I have better taste in fashion than you do?”

“By a very long way… yes.”

I enjoyed picking things out for my husband to wear because, without him knowing, I made sure our colors didn’t clash. As I packed his luggage and he selected music for our Bluetooth player, I mused about how much he trusted me.

We were aligned, and now, even though Victor didn’t interfere in our mission, I knew he had options hidden up his sleeve should I need them.

I stopped on the stairs when I heard quarreling, waving at Victor to retreat back upstairs. As I slowly tiptoed, I could not help but hear the disagreement.

“I’m coming with you, Mom.”

“Anastasia, you must stay here for Hannah’s sake.”

“We’ll be back before the Nationals.”

“She needs your companionship and support throughout, daughter, not just your butt on a stadium seat. Consider Hannah’s needs. If anything changes in the mission plan, I will update you by the hour, but remember, daughter, Amy wants you to be the respectable face of the Foundation, not its vengeful cutting edge.”

“I’m being kept out of the loop.”

“With very good reason, Anastasia. You must ensure this Foundation doesn’t only attack the front line. The head of this snake needs to be cut off, and that happens in the board room. Quench your anger in the gym, then call me later, and we’ll talk.”

“Yes, mother.”

There was no way I would come between mother and daughter, and I didn’t want to take sides. I had excluded Anastasia from our outing for precisely the reasons Katerina had explained, but my presence in their quarrel would only worsen the situation.

Victor and I waited in our bedroom for a few minutes, closed the door loudly, and then trampled downstairs, greeting all our family, those leaving and others remaining behind.

LaGuardia’s private jet terminal was empty at midnight, so we boarded the Bombardier Global 8000 and were immediately ushered into separate cabins, each with luxury chairs, a shower, and double beds.

While Victor showered, I lay back on a very comfortable, hotel-style bed, feeling relaxed. I listened to classic American rock, A Perfect Circle, 3 Libra’s, a tune recommended by a friend. I closed my eyes, feeling comfortable, confident, and excited, but I became soaking wet when my husband dove onto me like a hairy dog escaping the rain.

“Are there no towels, honey?”

“Nope.”

“Should I ask for one?”

“Yes, please.”

We dined together, then turned in early because jet lag was likely to be an absolute bitch. Before that, importantly for both of us, I seduced and fucked Victor, cowgirl style, placing my palms on his chest, riding the massive cock I loved so much like it was the best cure for tension ever conceived, which it was.

I closed my eyes and slid a tight, trembling pussy down his gnarly, thick, long, creamy shaft, enjoying the moment my sticky clitoris ground hard against his pubic bone as he thrust his hips high.

My husband cupped my ass cheeks firmly in both palms, and I screamed when he slid my pussy up and down his cock, banging my fuck hole as hard as he could. The cabin crew girl looked in on us, worried by my screams, becoming far more shocked by the sight of my bare pregnant belly, veiny, swollen breasts, and the massive cock sliding deep inside me.

She averted her eyes and backed out quickly, but I didn’t care if she had stayed and watched because my orgasm had already rid me of pointless inhibitions and morality.

When Victor shuddered and moaned in his orgasm, contorting his face wildly, I felt satisfaction and an ocean of semen fill me.

I knew a good night’s sleep lay ahead.

When I nestled in my husband’s arms, filling a fresh pair of panties with his seed, I cared little about any sticky discomfort because I needed his semen swimming deep inside me.

Our crew woke us somewhere over the Baltic Sea, quickly rearranging the cabin layout so we had a large area to breakfast together. Coffee, baked pastries, and cereals were excellent, but everyone missed the home-cooked food we had grown used to from Diana.

We had little to say over breakfast, each caught up in our thoughts and plans. It felt like the night before a serious exam when the only focus was on what lay immediately ahead. 

The weather outside was clear, and views across the Baltic region were beautiful. It was early afternoon, and I knew jet lag would hunt me down the next day. There was nothing I could do because all possible medication was denied to me due to my pregnancy.

Our arrival at a small military airport near Saint Petersburg had been notified to our pilot shortly before take-off at LaGuardia. When we taxied to a modern terminal building, I was surprised to see a land bridge and an honor guard along it when we exited the aircraft into a warm reception area. 

Sergey wore the most authentic beaming smile with his arms wide open for me to stroll into. He checked out my baby bump, hugged me carefully, and then moved on to Victor and the others.

“Welcome home, Amy.”

“I knew you would say that.”

“For all the terrible things the Bolsheviks did to your family, this is still where you and your father originate from.”

“I’m looking forward to seeing what home looks like.”

“The palace floor area is 233,345 square meters. There are 1,886 doors, 1,945 windows, 1,500 rooms, and 117 staircases.”

“And we occupy a tiny corner of that?”

“You have the private quarters of the last Tsar of Russia.”

I was an American, first, last, and always, but there seemed little need to take away Sergey’s romantic vision of the Romanovs and specifically me. He treated us with immense respect, handing bouquets of roses to Mom, Rania, and me before leading us to a fleet of blacked-out Mercedes G Wagons that whisked us to our Palace accommodation.

On the journey, Katerina leaned across to me, whispering.

“Assume that everything you say is listened to and recorded here, Amy. If you have a conversation with Sergey, use this.”

She palmed me a small device, roughly the size of a cell phone. It had green and red buttons, so I didn’t need to ask for instructions. I figured we would be observed and listened to but I wasn’t sure whether what we would discuss conformed to local law.

“Thank you.”

We drove slowly into an immense square with an incredible view of the Winter Palace as we rolled toward its front entrance gates. A spectacular green, gold, and white facade with dozens of marble pillars looked stunning, and for a moment, I imagined my ancestors living inside.

At the facade front entrance, we drove through metal gates that opened on our approach and I saw military guards come to attention and salute. I meant something to the people here, and it felt nice, albeit I was the first direct Romanov descendant to visit the country where my family was murdered.

We drove into a central area with a small wooded copse and a few benches. The drivers parked their G Wagon outside a small wooden door that was locked. Sergey joined me when I stepped out of the vehicle, and I shivered, caught in a chilly breeze.

“Do you have your apartment key, Amy?”

“Of course.”

“Please then… after you.”

I felt emotional because something about this place resonated with me. I had researched my family’s ancestry, but nothing prepared me for what I saw upon opening the door.

“My god.”

“It’s very beautiful, Amy.”

“Yes, it is.”

Sergey grinned from ear to ear, clearly pleased that a place considered so important to him was acknowledged as being beautiful by me. Black and white diamond-shaped check marble floors stretched for twenty meters and looked brand new.

This was no normal apartment foyer because glistening alabaster floor-to-ceiling pillars stretched two floors high, holding an immense, beautifully painted dome roof above the atrium. There were exquisitely painted murals everywhere.

The gold, green, and white theme from the outside was repeated inside by such beautiful depictions, architectural symmetry, and exquisite design that it took my breath away. Two six-foot-wide winding marble staircases led off left and right, meeting on the floor above where Persian rugs were scattered like confetti. 

Sergey pointed to a large door in front.

“Through that door is the Rotunda, which links this private apartment to public areas. It is locked but you may have a key if you wish. You can roam freely anywhere in this palace anytime if you let security know.”

I was in awe of our apartment’s immense size but more impressed by its beauty. Tall wooden sash windows looked onto the central courtyard, but a view was not their purpose. Even now, amid dark skies, massive volumes of light poured into the atrium, bringing art, architecture, and beauty to life.

I wanted to explore, but first, we had business to attend. 

“Do you have time to talk right away, Sergey? Our window of opportunity is diminishing.”

“Yes. Let’s do that right away, and then we can dine without any lingering problems.”

Sergey led us into a large dining room with a table made from a single piece of highly polished marble with tiny green veins running through it. Heavy chairs were cushioned in lime green velvet and made of mahogany wood. They felt sturdy, and the one I sat in was very comfortable.

I flicked off my shoes with slightly aching feet, and I was pleased when coffee arrived, mine being decaf. When Sergey placed a device on the table almost exactly like the one Katerina gave me, she laughed and pointed.

“You must be far off the reservation with this one, Sergey. Any, and I wondered if you might catch some trouble for this.”

“I want to help if possible.”

“Can you help us? I think you can say a simple yes or no, old friend.”

“Yes, I can help.”

“How?”

Rania looked relieved. Katerina smiled, but Kasimir continuously scanned the room. I felt safe, but then, I was no security expert.

“Russia has military advisors on the ground in the DRC. Through these officers, I can make sure your incursion across borders is unchallenged, as is your extraction of the children. Your people will be safe.”

“Can you find out where the children have been moved? Our information suggests the slavers have taken them deeper into jungle territory.”

“I have already done this. I have messaged Rania the coordinates.”

“How did you know Rania’s number… never mind. You know what all of us are doing, right?”

“Yes, Katerina.”

“And what gift do you wish for in return.”

“I will do this favor regardless of whether you help me or not. I have no desire to turn my back on helpless children any more than you do.”

Katerina seemed satisfied, and Rania was elated. She immediately relayed our good news to her team leader using an encrypted messaging service. I saw a flicker of worry on Sergey’s face, so I studied him intently, using every body language trick Katerina had taught me. His fingers tapping on the table followed a frown, and I felt it was enough agitation for me to probe further.

“Can we offer you some help, Sergey?”

“I don’t wish to trade favors, Amy. My assistance is given with a kind heart.”

“But if you need something that we can help with, it would be our pleasure to reciprocate. Tell me what you need, please.”

“Victor owns something I wish to buy at fair market value.”

“What is it?”

“Long Coco Caye.”

I glanced at Victor, who flinched slightly. He stood and strolled around the room, casually admiring statues and artworks while deep in thought. When he circled back, my husband sat and stared at me with reluctance.

“What is it, Victor?”

“Long Coco Caye is our paradise island off the coast of Belize. We have thirty-eight acres, located thirty minutes by boat from the Placencia peninsula, which is arguably the finest private island in the Western Caribbean. It has a tropical habitat of coconut palm and pine, a navigable deep-water lagoon with an entrance for yachts, white sandy beaches on its northern shores, and turquoise waters, with a vibrant, thriving coral reef home to countless species of marine wildlife, ready to be explored.”

“Oh wow. An unparalleled paradise, then?”

“I bought it last month for one hundred million dollars to become a family home. It was meant to be a surprise.”

“I see.”

I knew the island meant something to Victor, which gave it great value to me. It seemed like a sound investment proposition, but as a paradise playground for my husband, our children, and me, it sounded priceless.

I looked at Sergey, who tried not to appear desperate.

“Are you running away from Russia, Sergey?”

“No, I am retiring and need somewhere easily defended to avoid a lifetime accrual of murderous enemies.”

“What about your ongoing relationship with Russia? Can people such as you ever retire?”

“I shall come and go freely, help the Kremlin whenever they call, and live a long Novichok-free life as far as my superiors are concerned.”

“Who wants you dead then?”

“The Chinese, Vietnamese, North Koreans, and a few others. I have been at the front edge of controlling foreign relationships that help Russia influence global matters, but over the years, many so-called allies have acquired an interest in my demise.”

“You can have the island, Sergey. Please consider it our gift to you.”

I was surprised when Victor offered the island so quickly and seemingly without a price tag, but Sergey’s relief was immense.

“Please name your price, Victor.”

“I will transfer the deeds to all lands pertaining to Long Coco Caye free of cost on one condition?”

“Tell me.”

“That we have permission in perpetuity to anchor in your lagoon and visit.”

“You will always be welcome. Come any time you want.”


Chapter Seven

I Cause Mischief When Alone

◆◆◆

Anastasia’s Point Of View

Being the only two people at breakfast felt strange. My almost stepfather had already left to meet lawyers and take care of his financial matters now that he was no longer a dead person. Hannah sat beside me in a reflective mood, looking weary from a long, early morning training session she had finished ten minutes earlier.

My girlfriend’s training regime dominated our lives. Mom was right to chastise me for wanting to visit Russia with her, so I stayed behind to support Hannah, even though a monumental challenge confronted me, and I could use Mom’s help.

The silence between Hannah and me felt like a lover’s quarrel, but it wasn’t, so I wrapped an arm around my girlfriend’s shoulder and pulled her closer.

“I’m glad you stayed with me, Anastasia. I would have missed you terribly.”

“Me too, honey. I hate us being apart.”

“I know you are busy, so I understand your commitment.”

“I’m never too busy to support you, baby girl.”

“Thank you.”

Diana glanced at me, grinned, and slid a bowl of rice pudding across the counter to Hannah. My girlfriend’s eyes lit up, and she sniffed the dish like a slice of heaven had been sent to entice her.

“I made it especially for you at Anastasia’s request, Hannah.”

“I usually go with porridge for slow-release energy.”

“Do you enjoy rice pudding?”

“I love it but never had a bowl for breakfast.”

“It will give you the same slow energy release you need, and a change is good, right?”

Hannah took a spoonful and tasted it. My sweetheart grinned from ear to ear, and she gripped my hand, squeezing it tightly. Her expression was like an early-stage orgasm as she savored and stared at the dish, enjoying its vanilla flavor and creamy texture. I felt a little envious, especially when reviewing my breakfast choice: plain toast with a meager sliver of butter that barely filled the tiny caramelized pores on the surface of Diana’s home-baked bread.

It would not be enough for the distasteful task I had ahead.

“Would you like a bowl of rice pudding, too, Anastasia?”

“In my heart, yes, but on my ass, no. I haven’t trained these past two days, so I am cutting back today.”

“Bread is far worse.”

Diana was right. Who was I kidding? I’d eaten a single slice of toast, drank a double espresso, and enjoyed a high that would become exhausted in less than an hour before my body sugars plummeted. I had important work to attend to.

Yesterday afternoon, I received an email from a hacker friend I’d commissioned to run down a lead for me. I checked the information out with my father and got a quick response, so it was time to pay someone a visit.

Discussing my plan with Mom would have been preferable, but a rush meeting with Sergey slammed that door shut. I noticed Diana waiting patiently for my answer.

“Sorry Diana, I was a million miles away.”

“You need food to feed your brain.”

“Could I get a fruit bowl and a large cappucinno, please?”

“Shall I toss fresh strawberry yogurt and a few grains into this dish?”

“You tempt me so easily.”

“You aren’t putting on any weight, honey. If you were, I would say something and offer other food choices.”

I strolled to the front windows and watched people on the street racing past, wrapped up warm, on their way someplace, having left somewhere else. Snow lay inches thick on car roofs, although sidewalks and our road were clear, albeit slushy. I sensed rain and a chill air was coming and wondered what havoc would ensue under foot and tire during an icy melt.

Hannah came up from behind, wrapping her arms around me, gently clutching my lower stomach, and slipping her fingers just inside the elastic waistband of my panties.

“What’s troubling you, Anastasia?”

“This mission to the DRC and how many things have gone bad so quickly.”

“You can’t shake it out of your head?”

“No. Something is wrong, Hannah.”

“Mom asked you to stay out of these matters and focus on the corporate level, tackling politicians and businesses facilitating slavery.”

“She did say that. Amy wants me focused, too.”

“But you cannot stay out of this mission?”

“No. I cannot. I have information that must be followed up soon. It indirectly relates to the DRC mission.”

“Then you must pursue your lead and discover what is going on. We are winners, not spectators, Anastasia.”

I turned and held her close, gazing into my beloved’s eyes. Hannah was relaxed, composed, and ready to train again. My pride swelled, almost to bursting point, every time I saw the eye of the tiger in my lover.

“I already know what to do. I just needed your permission, sweet Hannah.”

“Be careful.”

She kissed me softly like light snow falling on a grass lawn on a windless day. Her lips coated mine with overwhelming love while Hannah’s fingers found and squeezed my hand. I soared to the heavens when her tongue electrified my body.

When Hannah withdrew her kiss, she sought my love, gazing deep into my eyes.

“I mean it, Anastasia, be careful.”

“I will, sweetheart.”

My phone buzzed, so I slipped it from a back pocket and checked the message from my mother.

Problem solved.

Thank you, Mom.

I love you, Anastasia.

Love you too.

It was all I would get out of my Mother while she traveled, but it was safe to assume that Sergey had agreed to support Amy’s mission into the DRC. I knew he would help because my sister-in-law’s Russian friend secretly loved the old royal family, but not half as much as she had smitten him.

After I dressed and while Hannah was stretching off in the gym, I tucked a loaded Glock 19 9mm into the underarm holster I had already strapped on. I donned a thick, long coat to keep me warm and checked in the mirror to see if there was any sign of my weapon.

My sidearm was grossly illegal because I had no firearms license, never mind a concealed carry permit. I was barely legal in the USA, receiving a passport and citizenry package the week before Amy’s wedding.

I was taking a significant risk.

On my way out of our home, I dropped by the gym and kissed Hannah goodbye, then left without a fuss, using a yellow cab to reach my destination.

When I picked a simple lock and silently opened the apartment’s front door, I heard the voices I expected from inside, so I strolled right in.

I knew who and what to expect, but Antonella was shocked to see me standing in her living room. She quickly regained her composure and smiled wryly, setting her coffee on a table with a quivering hand. She knew something was going very badly for her.

“How did you find my apartment, Anastasia?”

“You filed a deed, and the Department of Finance sent you an advisory email about taxes, ownership, and abatements. I know many hackers, so it wasn’t hard to access your email account.”

“And now here you are. In my living room.”

“Yes.”

“What happens next, Anastasia?”

Fear flickered across Antonella’s face. She had to know I was armed and had come with murderous intent, but she wasn’t entirely sure why or how much I knew. I glanced at a shadow flickering on the carpet, seen through a half-open bedroom door, and nodded to my shocked host.

“You’d better tell him to get out here.”

“Jacques? Come out unarmed, please, honey. I believe our guest is carrying a weapon, and she is dangerous.”

Our missing Interpol Chief stepped into the living room wearing his pajamas, in which there was no means to conceal any weapon - well, not one that would harm me anyway. I pointed to a nearby sofa.

“Sit down Jacques, you too Antonella.”

Antonella was reluctant, always wanting to own any space she occupied. I wouldn’t draw my pistol because if I couldn’t get what I wanted peacefully, I intended to kill both with my bare hands and then call a friendly cleaning service.

“How long have you known, Anastasia?”

“About you living here or how you are getting rid of the competition and using my family to do it?”

“Yes. Something like that.”

“Your book is an incomplete story, Antonella. I noticed a whole bunch of Russian and Ukrainian crime syndicates were unrecorded, as were the seaports they use to traffic women. It was a big hole in the data and very easy to find, but only if you knew where to look.”

“And you being Russian-.”

“I knew where to look. I’m going to assume these criminal gangs are your associates?”

“I don’t smuggle people, Anastasia. I never have and never will.”

“What do you smuggle then?”

“Cash.”

“Money laundering, Antonella?”

“Billions of euros, sterling and dollars. My friends cannot use traditional routes to move their money, so it crosses land borders until I receive it in Florence.”

“And you clean their money?”

“Switzerland is close by, and I love spending time there. I have many banker friends, so this is easy business for me. It is a victimless crime.”

“Wow! I knew politicians had cognitive dissonance like no others, but you take the fucking biscuit, Antonella.”

“Money laundering is a fact of life. Even governments do it. My friends need a service that I provide.” 

“You are cleaning money they acquire by selling women to brothels around the world. What kind of a decent person are you?”

“I only found out that these same people were trafficking women a few days ago.”

I was aghast at how easily Antonella distanced herself from the crime she sought to eradicate. Unlike my mother, Amy, and Rania, I didn’t buy into Jacques’s disappearance as a random act of someone caught taking bribes, so I followed up.

Antonella sat beside her lover, holding hands and smiling as though nothing much was awry.

“You have enabled the destruction of women’s lives, and now, a life in politics beckons.”

“I can do much good as a world leader, Anastasia.”

“You can launder a lot more cash for your twisted friends as the Mayor of Florence, but then, as Prime Minister, the huge money flows legally, right?”

“It’s true, but my intentions are honorable.”

“Why set Amy the task of killing your enemies?”

“She hates the slavers and people traffickers as much as I do.”

“All current evidence contradicts that statement. I’ll refer you back to your Slavic buddies. In any case, Amy doesn’t hate - she’s incapable of that.”

“I’m not so convinced about that.”

Rage welled from deep inside me, and Jacques saw that. He launched himself off the sofa in a last-ditch attempt to rescue their plan. He didn’t fully rise before my fist slammed into his solar plexus, pushing the wind out and sending him back into a seated position.

“Don’t get up again, Jacques. I don’t play with my enemies. Next time, I’ll kill you.”

Jacques clutched his chest, wheezing like a fifty-year smoker, first thing in the morning after a drunken night out. Antonella wagged a finger at me.

“We are not your enemies, Anastasia.”

“What is to become of your lover?”

“He’s going into hiding for the time being. Once I am ready, Jacques will be discovered in a clinic, having been treated for stress, and there will be an outpouring of sympathy resulting in his peaceful retirement. First, I need to make the accusations against him disappear.”

I hadn’t figured Antonella would come clean so easily, but now that I had so much dirt on her, it would be a shame not to leverage her hard.

“You are retiring, Antonella.”

“From politics?”

“No, you’ll retire from crime. You’ll give me the missing book of criminals today. Then, when I instruct it, you’ll divert any money your Russian and Ukrainian friends have flowing through your washing machine into several charities that I will advise you of.”

“That’s a big fucking ask, Anastasia. These are not the sort of people you deceive.”

“And yet, I am standing in your inner sanctum within striking distance of you, and these people you fear so much don’t even know you live here.”

I laughed in her face, then strolled around the room, checking out an expensive art collection. Among other beautiful ornaments, Antonella had a Cartier snow globe and a stunning Swarovski Idyllia Birds and Butterflies Bell Jar. This was no temporary residence for an occasional visitor.

“You cannot ask this of me, Anastasia.”

Antonella’s entire plan was suddenly a complete shambles. I had no doubt she could fight the criminal people traffickers by allying herself with other, nastier, wealthier bastards who were smuggling drugs or arms, but then the cycle would continue.

“I’m not asking you for a favor, Antonella. You’ll do as I say or wake up with a blade to your throat, realizing you erred seconds before I slit your throat.”

“You are a vicious bitch.”

I laughed at her irony because Antonella had no real idea what I was capable of.

“Do you know that I was three years old when my Mother took me into the Russian arctic winter, teaching me how to build a shelter, trap, kill, and cook food? It was like camping on steroids.”

“She’s also a vengeful woman, Anastasia. You’ll end up the same way.”

“You should be thankful I didn’t tell Katerina yet because if I had, she would be here with me, offering no second chances.”

Mention of my mother’s name terrified her, and I noticed Antonella was less inclined to comfort Jacques and more focused on the threat I constituted.

“What about Jacques?”

“He should pack and leave immediately.”

“Leave to go where?”

“I don’t care, but if you ever meet him again, I’ll be irritated.”

“What the fuck is going on here, Anastasia?”

“You work for me now, Antonella.”

“You’re fucking joking, right?”

“What other options do either of us have? I won’t allow you to continue running a criminal enterprise, so you tell me what comes next.”

Jacques held his chest, stood, and walked away. He knew I’d called time on whatever he and Antonella had planned. I guessed they were creating an intricate money laundering web that the former Interpol officer would manage on the ground while his lover provided the means to clean billions from the respectability of political leadership.

“You could walk away, and I could pay a tithe for the rest of my life.”

“One-tenth of your criminal proceeds? Are you fucking insane? We are working toward reducing crime, not facilitating it.” 

I let my meaning sink in and knew she would do the sums. A life free of crime would be far better than not knowing when my Mother or I might find and kill her. Antonella had already seen how effective two assassins working together could be, and it was unlikely she could encase herself with enough muscle to seal every chink in her armor.

“What do you suggest, Anastasia?”

“There will be no more crime.”

“And what of the politics? Am I to be allowed a career?”

I crouched low, leveling my gaze with hers, smiling while she agonized over how a rescue of her fortunes might be achieved.

“When you become Prime Minister, I’ll be right there with you, tackling global people trafficking as the number one priority on your foreign agenda. Together, we will free children, men, and women being consumed as a commodity, Antonella.”

“Okay. I could get behind the idea.”

“I’m sure you can.”

I stared at her, feeling contempt for a woman I once respected. I admonished myself because Antonella was a typical politician, changing direction depending on how the wind filled her sails. I was the latest gust that provided her with the current best option.

“Our work will be in the name of my sister’s Foundation.”

“And my political advance?”

“Yes, of course, Antonella. I cannot speak for him, but I am sure my brother will consider upholding his agreement to fund infrastructure in Italy. That and positive exposure to the wonderful things you do in the name of Amy’s Foundation will conspire to deliver political success.”

“You make it sound easy, Anastasia.”

“I am simply encouraging you to do what you already promised.”

“I assume you’ll keep encouraging me?”

“I shall.”

“Will that encouragement also involve a financial reward?”

“Amy’s Foundation can help with that, but it’s her money, her call. You’ll ask, and she will consider.”

“I’m a beggar now, then, Anastasia?”

“It’s far better than being dead.”

She mulled it over, already halfway turned in my favor. Jacques had packed, dressed, and left the apartment silently. I doubted we would see him again because he had enough cash stashed somewhere to live happily ever after.

Antonella smiled and sighed when the apartment’s front door closed. Jacques wasn’t dear to her as a lover, but his ability to travel the world and meet whomever he wished, politician, royal, or criminal, was unrivaled.

My eviscerated criminal friend eyed me carefully, then offered a cloud-scattering smile.

“Congratulations, Anastasia.”

“For what?”

“You just dismantled a criminal enterprise.”

“I am my mother’s daughter.”

“You are right on that score: beautiful, intelligent, and ruthless. I shall agree to your terms, subject to adequate remuneration. I wouldn’t make a very good poor person. I tried it once and found the lifestyle most disagreeable.”

“Good. Now… open the safe and hand me the rest of your criminal contact books. I have some people to neutralize, even if only to keep you safe.”

While Antonella opened the safe, her self-preservation instincts kicked in.  She handed me four more Moleskin books like the first. I ignored piles of cash stacked inside and flicked through the books, seeing diagrams, calculations, names, and addresses.

“That’s all I need for now, Antonella.”

“Where will I go in the interim? If you found my apartment, others can, too.”

“Perhaps you should take that up with my Mother. She will return in a couple of days. We can meet, and you’ll explain what you’ve been up to.”

“You’re telling Katerina about all of this?”

“Of course, I am - what kind of a daughter do you think I am?”


Chapter Eight

A Sweet Surprise

◆◆◆

Anastasia’s Point Of View

I left Antonella’s apartment building feeling pleased with myself. She had no option but to sit tight and await my family’s return from Russia, after which a new relationship could be negotiated, and she would be leashed and controlled.

Finally, I had acquired her complete set of contact books, and after a brief check, I noticed Russian and Ukrainian criminals were not the only omissions. Gangs in Asia, South America, and even Europe had been excluded from the summary book Antonella initially gave Amy.

I reached home late in the afternoon, having dropped by Amy’s new corporate building where Stanza and Greg were discussing how to carve up floor space for new offices. I would set the Foundation up in New York’s central business hub, in far less ambient offices, probably in a Downtown Manhattan high-rise.

At our front door, Diana smiled at me as I kicked off my heels, lifted them, and scrunched my toes. I felt the ecstasy of toe freedom and moaned.

“I know how that feels.”

“I needed the height today, Diana.”

“I know how that feels, too. Did you have a good day, Anastasia?”

“Yes. I got a lot done, thank you.” 

Diana smiled a little too excitedly for too long, so I knew something was going on. I peered around her into the kitchen and saw flickering light as a candle might throw against steel, marble, and ceramic tiled surfaces.

“What’s going on, Diana?”

“I’m finished for the day. Your evening meal is on the dining table in chafing dishes.”

“Okay, umm. You didn’t answer my question. What’s going on, please?”

“You’ll find out.”

Diana giggled, turned, and walked upstairs while I remained baffled. I  headed into the dining room, stopping in my tracks when I  saw a beautiful woman standing beside an exquisitely laid table for two.

My girlfriend smiled beautifully, standing tall, wearing heels similar to those I had slipped off. She wore a black backless gown with a draped neckline, mint green lining, and a sultry thigh-high slit. Her exposed leg and deep cleavage lifted me, and I whimpered, wanting her so much my heart exploded.

I shimmered and shivered, feeling my nipples rise hard against a cotton blouse while a burning heat in my panties evidenced that women also have erections, albeit mine was a tingling of swollen pussy lips and the oozing warmth of sticky desire gathered in a moist gusset.

She held a single rose, pointing its full bloom, deep red petals at me. On seeing my shoes in hand, Hannah slipped hers off, ensuring we were the same height before moving to close me down.

I gasped at her glory, the smooth, perfect lines of an Olympian’s body, with voluptuous breasts curved into a washboard stomach and tight waist. A long, bare leg was exposed, begging for my tongue, having been treated to some shea-like body butter that shimmered like moonlight on a calm ocean.

I smacked my tongue against a dry mouth roof, pumping my lips but unable to speak until I swallowed, composed myself, and almost squeaked.

“You are a beautiful woman, Hannah.”

“So are you. I wanted you to know how loved you are.”

“Is that your Atelier Versace dress?”

“It was a thoughtful gift, Anastasia. Thank you.”

“I intended it for your victory night, sweetheart.”

“Tonight is my victory night. Every night I am with you is a victory.”

She caught me off guard and had clearly planned a seduction that had wholly disarmed me. I was in her thrall, excited beyond belief, loving every moment of my girlfriend’s sexual power over me.

Hannah strolled towards me in the most seductive way, and my knees buckled slightly as tears of overwhelming emotional joy rolled down my cheeks. Her soft expression, the aroma of love wafting in front of her, and a bright red rose in full bloom all conspired to recapture my heart.

Her kiss tasted like vanilla mousse, and Hannah’s skin felt silky and smooth. Her lips seared into my heart, branding me repeatedly with her name in layers of love. I sizzled and popped when her tongue explored mine, and two powerful hands encircled my waist before sliding down, firmly cupping my ass cheeks.

“We have steak for dinner.”

“It must keep, Hannah.”

“Yes, of course it can, my love.”

She entwined her fingers through mine, gripped, pulled, and ran for the stairs. I followed enthusiastically, kissing my sweetheart while she fumbled with our bedroom door handle.

Inside our bedroom, in a race to get naked, I lost because, with a simple unzipping and shrug of her shoulders, Hannah’s gown fell to the floor. She wore nothing underneath, and I paused, paralyzed momentarily, captivated by her perfect beauty.

Hannah dove onto the bed and waited the thirty agonizing seconds it took me to join her. I straddled one leg, rubbing the ankle of her other against my solid nipples, expending sexual energy that would otherwise provoke my intense orgasm.

“I won’t mess around, Hannah. I need to fuck you.”

“What will you do to me, sweetheart?”

She grinned while I opened her legs wider, clutching an upper thigh while sliding my pussy along her other thigh into a scissor position.

“You’re tribbing me?”

“To begin with, yeah.”

“If I cum, there will be a terrible mess on our bed.”

“Not if I can help it.”

“You should save your appetite for later, sweetheart.”

My heart pounded like naval guns exchanging a broadside as my soul thundered with love and wanton desire. I was intoxicated from the feel of her sticky, solid clitoris as I thumbed it to warm my girlfriend up.

A pungent, primal pussy cream scent tickled my libido through flared nostrils.

I rocked my hips forward, peeling aside swollen, damp labia and exposing a creamy clitoris that I rubbed precisely on Hannah’s. Our two most prominent pleasure clusters trembled against each other, and I saw an explosion of joy as fireworks lit up in her eyes.

I released my pussy, gripped her powerful legs, and rocked back and forth, grinding my vulva into hers, squelching while she moaned and tossed her head from side to side, losing control. I squeezed hard, forcing my swollen, sticky nub onto hers, dragging Hannah’s clitoris whenever I felt it press against mine.

A twinge of orgasm burned somewhere deep inside my womb as the clitoris I pressed so hard against hers throbbed for the attention of my lover’s lips and tongue. I knew my woman was close to her orgasm, so I clawed my way around her body, carefully placing hands, feet, and knees until I fed my swollen pussy lips to a very hungry girlfriend.

Hannah clawed open my ass cheeks and pussy, cleaving me in half with both palms before plowing her tongue deep into my slit and licking its entire length. She clenched my pink nub tightly between her lips and pulled hard, fingering my anal whorl to deposit copious lubricating saliva before sliding two fingers deep inside my back passage.

“You’re not fucking around tonight, I see.”

“There’s more, Anastasia… much more.”

Hannah reached for her nightstand, and I heard a rattling vibration seconds later, just before a thin, hard plastic dick slid inside and filled my rectum. I was on fire, moaning lasciviously while wriggling with glee and overwhelming pleasure, but my girlfriend wasn’t done yet.

Another more powerful vibration tantalized my ass cheeks as the tip of a big latex dildo was dragged across my skin, lined up with my fuck hole, then inserted deep inside, filling me.

I screamed while Hannah sucked my clitoris, drawing all power from my body, filling me with her love. Latex and plastic filled my holes, vibrating wildly, shaking my orgasm loose from every corner of my enraptured body.

Hannah fucked my ass for a few strokes, occasionally tingling the sharp ridges around my sphincter with her vibrating plastic tip. When she was done fucking my back passage, my girlfriend swapped over and drilled my pussy with a long, thick cock that I believed was new. Its thick ribbed, veiny, skin-like surface embossed the maker’s design along my soft tissue pussy walls while I squeezed back and shuddered, orgasming into a trembling mess.

I completely lost control, but Hannah didn’t miss a beat, stretching my fuck hole with a cock she stroked back and forth, in and out of my pussy with a metronomic rhythm and pace. She sucked my clitoris hard until my orgasm was evident, and I screamed noisily.

Hannah quickly extracted the sex toys, tossed them aside, and forced me to sit high on her face until I queened my girlfriend. She spread my ass cheeks wide and reached around my thighs to finger a quivering, sticky clitoris while covering my pee hole with puckered lips, sucking hard.

My squirting began with a long, uncontrolled streak of unicorn pee that must have filled Hannah’s mouth. I imagined coating her tonsils with sweet, milky ejaculation from my Skene’s gland while I ground my pussy into her face.

I was out of control, writhing around, trembling all over while riding waves of pleasure that tensed every muscle, stretching my tendons to their maximum extent. Hannah, held me tightly, sucking my orgasm, draining me of sexual tension.

I slumped over in utter exhaustion while my muscles sucked in oxygen-rich blood. Hannah handled me carefully and lovingly, moving herself until we cradled each other.

“That was amazing, but you didn’t-.”

“I can wait. Relax, honey, you had a monumental day, Anastasia. Much more than you let on at breakfast.”

“How did you know?”

“I checked after you left home and saw your Glock was missing.”

“So you planned all of this for me?”

“This was a thank you.”

“Why would you thank me, Hannah?”

“Because you stayed here for me.”


Chapter Nine

A Well-Earned Bath

◆◆◆

Amy’s Point Of View

Leaving the Winter Palace was much harder than I imagined. The home of my ancestors exerted a powerful emotional pull, as any family speaking down the ages to their future loved ones would.

Victor and I took up Sergey’s offer to explore the palace after visitor closing time, and what we saw was luxury beyond reason. The extent of exquisite finery in a home too large for two hundred families was impressive and upsetting.

It was clear that the Russian Royals’ downfall was hinged on massive equity differences between the wealthy and poor. I loved browsing through the bedrooms, libraries, and living quarters of generations of my kin, but I learned a valuable lesson in every overly extravagant room, gold-leaf statue lined corridor, and over-decorated atrium.

When we arrived home in New York after a long, turbulent flight, I saw Anastasia sitting in the kitchen, looking very pleased with herself. We dropped off our luggage and hugged one another as any reunited family would.

My whole family and friends gathered in the kitchen, gaggle-like, for a midafternoon snack and refreshments, helping Diana, who’d become part of the family as though born into it. I made a beeline for my sister-in-law, followed closely by my husband.

“You are smiling too joyously. What happened while we were away, Anastasia?”

“I found Jacques Bernard.”

“Where?”

“In Antonella’s bed.”

“Oh wow.”

Rania and Katerina were nearby and moved in closer to hear. Victor, who was sitting next to me, shook his head, less surprised than I was that Jacques and Antonella had played some deceitful game. My sister-in-law tapped a stack of five Moleskin books on the kitchen breakfast counter, looking very pleased with herself.

“Will you describe this adventure for us?”

“Oh Amy…. Antonella never handed you the full set of criminal contact information books. She has done it now, though. She planned to ride every saddle, winning elections, while continuing to launder billions.”

“Did she protect any people traffickers?”

“Yes. I think she turned a blind eye to those criminals who benefitted her. She’s into money laundering and is neck deep in trouble now.”

“Did Antonella offer reasons why she lied, Anastasia?”

“She had excuses, and none of them were good.”

“Where is she now?”

“She owns an apartment here, which is how I tracked her down. Antonella is waiting to speak with you, Victor, and Mother, too, if she promises not to kill her.”

“I don’t see we have any more reason to work with her.”

“She would be in your pocket, Amy. I doubt Antonella would ever veer from the path again.”

“I’d rather not work with her. We can drop by from time to time, ask questions, get information, and keep her honest. She will undoubtedly do whatever she can to help us at a price, but as for her prospects as a politician, I won’t recommend people vote for her.”

Anastasia looked a little shocked, but I felt assured by my moral stance. Experiencing the Winter Palace and seeing how power and money corrupted, weighed heavily on my mind. Foisting Antonella onto her people as a Mayor or Prime Minister might be the lesser of many evils, but it was still a shitty option, and I wouldn’t back it.

“I hadn’t considered that depth of morality, Amy. I thought Antonella could be useful.”

“She will help us, but we can’t support her grasp for power. Whether Victor wishes to continue investing in Florence is his choice, but the Foundation will drop her like a lead balloon.”

“I can understand why, Amy.”

“I don’t want us to embrace any bad options regarding politics and crime, Anastasia. We started this mission to save a hundred children in the DRC from an awful fate. Let’s do that and keep Antonella safe for now, but my foundation won’t support her political campaign.”

“She has no money and will soon owe some very spiteful people. I told her she would empty the cash washing machine and donate any residual money to several charities.”

“That’s fine, although you’ll find a line between right and wrong for us. It seems you are doing a great job, but you need lawyers to help skate this thin ice. Get the right ones. No asshats, please.”

“What about the investment proposals she made to you, brother?”

Anastasia rightly addressed the question to Victor because it wasn’t my business to question how he ran his. I glanced at my husband, who had heard and processed our entire conversation. He seemed impressed so far, as did Katerina.

“Politicians can’t be trusted at the best times, but Antonella crossed an important line when she blatantly lied to us. Let’s investigate who in Florence can be trusted and hold off on investing there until we find the right partner.”

“You have much profitable opportunity from Antonella, Son. Even more, if she becomes politically elevated.”

“I know Mother and I won’t disadvantage the people who would benefit from the investment, but I’m not one to be taken for as a fool by partners or politicians. My sister has saved us all from making a huge error. Let’s not rush into another strategy.”

“I completely agree, and I am proud to hear you say it. We can only win against the criminals by opposing them, not joining them like Antonella.”

I was pleased with Anastasia’s results but concerned about how she got there. In front of Diana and Hannah was not the place to have a further discussion that might lead to friction, so I took Anastasia’s hand and led her to my husband’s study, following him there. Victor closed the door and shook his head at his sister.

“You took a big risk in seeing Antonella alone.”

“Yes, but I can handle myself.”

“Until you can’t.”

“What are you saying, Victor?”

“I’m telling you that I don’t want harm to befall my family. Next time, take Rania or Kasimir.”

“Not Mom?”

“I’d rather you didn’t, Anastasia.”

“Do you think launching Amy’s Foundation is too risky for us?”

“No. You and Amy have the foundation well in hand. Mom, Kasimir, and Rania have the DRC mission; now, at least some approval from the host nation to enter their territory is given. You need more discipline, and it seems you are finding that, but not quickly enough.”

“What sort of discipline, brother?”

“If you ask me, backing Antonella and expecting results is a road to hell. She has demonstrated clearly that her life is too embroiled in crime to be an effective partner. Perhaps we all should have seen that. We need better due diligence.”

“Even then, we must walk a tightrope, brother. These people traffickers are the worst of all criminals.”

“You can’t walk that tightrope as a lone wolf, which is what you did.”

“It’s a fair point.”

“Promise me you will not endanger yourself again, sweet sister.”

“I will not.”

“You won’t promise me? Or do you promise not to endanger yourself?”

“I promise you that I will take no more risks.”

Victor hugged Anastasia, so I joined in as well. Pregnancy hormones meant I could avail myself of endless hugs from family members per my timing and need. I was pleased we were carefully navigating my foundation’s early growing pains. Antonella was a surprise and bitter disappointment, and exacting revenge would be easy, but I figured she would soon find herself in hot water all by herself.

Once in our bedroom, I drew a bath with orange-scented bubbles. As I soothed myself, lazing amid the luxuriant lather, my bedroom door opened, closed, and Victor appeared soon after. He pulled up a chair and sat beside me, rolling up his sleeve before dipping his arm into the water and gently stroking our baby bump with a palm.

“I love you, Amy.”

“And I am secured by that love, honey.”

“I want to invest.”

“In my Foundation?”

“Yes.”

“I knew you would.”

“I don’t want any control or say in how things are run, but I want to build hospitals through your good work.”

“Hospitals are expensive to build and operate.”

“Construction costs can be a long-term tax write-off, and running each can be a charitable foundation in its own right.”

“I’ll do anything for you, Victor.”

When my husband slipped his fingers across our baby’s home, I knew where they were headed, so I opened my legs wide and offered him an encouraging smile.

Victor spread my pussy lips between his index and middle fingers, thumbing my rapidly swelling clitoris in a circular motion. His eyes told me the story of love, almost traced back to our original meeting in his office. I shivered with delight, then pulled myself closer to him, lifting my ass for a damn good fingering.

I gasped and gripped his spare arm with both my hands, flinging my legs over the sides of a copper tub. I hadn’t been fingered in such a long time and missed the dalliance of my pussy by expert digits, such as my husband’s.

Victor plowed two fingers slowly and softly up and down my slit, causing me to wriggle madly under excessive arousal and pleasure.

“Does my pregnancy turn you on, Victor?”

“Your soul ignites mine, sweetheart. I don’t care whether you’re pregnant or not; you arouse me. I tingle whenever you are close by or when I think about you.”

He slipped two fingers inside my pussy, finding my clitoris with unerring accuracy with his thumb, dragging a fully engorged nub from side to side. I hauled myself higher until I stared into Victor’s eyes, desperately enthusiastic that he didn’t get finger cramps.

Seeing the burning desire of a man who loved me sent me over the edge, and I tensed every muscle, thrashing my legs wider open as my husband finger fucked me to an immense orgasm. He smiled while I moaned noisily, getting off on his fingers and thumb.

I stole a kiss, more roughly than intended, but the constant clenching of my pussy onto his two-finger wedge drove my body insane with pleasure. I erupted in a geyser of climactic rapture, wriggling and shuddering until my husband released me into an ocean of loving aftermath.

When I stepped out of the bath, using Victor’s hand to steady myself, he already had a bath towel ready. He wrapped me lovingly in it, and I dried while following my husband into our bedroom, where we sat down.

“I’d like to introduce someone, Amy.”

“When? Now?”

“Yes, please.”

“Who is it?”

“I know a guy who can help with your foundation. He’s waiting at Attaboy’s right now.”

“I hope he’s holding a booth.”

“He is.”

“I love Attaboy’s Cocktail Bar, Victor.”

“I know. Shall we go there after you dress?”

“Yes, please.”

Attaboy’s was a traditional New York cocktail bar that wouldn’t take reservations. I loved the tiny speakeasy hidden behind a steel door with the letters AB on a buzzer. More often than not, the bar was packed, and I couldn’t get in, so I was surprised that Victor’s friend had managed so easily.

When I slipped into my car, I flashed a wry smile at Greg when I saw a new driver; I shunted to the middle of the back seat, making space for Rania on one side while Victor sat on the other. My estate manager sat in the passenger’s seat while a young man slipped behind the wheel, looking very nervous.

I turned to Victor as though we were completely alone, not wishing to add to my new driver’s anxiety.

“Your friend must have juice, Victor. Attaboy has twenty-eight seats and a queue outside.”

“I’ll warn you now that the guy you are about to meet can open any door in this city, and he is very curmudgeonly. Oh… and I’ve never been to Attaboy’s before.”

“Are you hungry, Victor?”

“Yes.”

“They don’t serve any food; the cocktails are twenty bucks a piece. It’s a nice place, though.”

“No food at all?”

“Not even a menu for the cocktails. The bar staff will ask what flavors you enjoy, then make a cocktail without a recipe.”

“Maybe this is why I’ve never been. Alcohol without food has never appealed.”

“Don’t worry. We can get peanut noodles at Shu Jiao Fu Zhou, half a block south after our meeting.”

The only way you would know a speakeasy bar existed where the late drinks historian and bartender Sasha Petraske ran the show was by the tourists milling around nearby trying to find it. Today, there was a long queue, making Attaboy’s more conspicuous.

Victor called his friend inside, and soon, the door opened for us alone, letting us join a crowded bar. The long, narrow bar was classic New York, with stools around the extended wooden bar area and brown leather bench seat booths wherever they could be crammed.

Victor’s friend looked dour but not curmudgeonly. A crushed Fedora was on the table beside him, and he wore a long charcoal gray waterproof trenchcoat with a red silk lining. I saw a glint of mischief in his eye and a tiny smile that he shut down quickly when he noticed I had seen it.

I’d put him in his early fifties, married, evidenced by the wedding band on his finger, and happily so because he didn’t seem haggard or poorly aged.

My husband raised both hands towards his friend, then swept them around to point at me.

“I’ll leave this to you two.”

I watched his lips curl into a smile again. Victor’s friend had a fun disposition, hiding under a curmudgeonly shell. I saw through the act and leaned forward, resting my chin on a palm supported by an elbow on the wooden table.

We smiled, separated by a meter-wide table, each eyeballing the other.

“Are you a New York cop?”

“No.”

“But you were, right?”

“Yes, until retirement. I’m Jack, by the way.”

“Do you have a surname, Jack?”

“Little Jack Horner.”

“Well, you got the only table beside a window, so I guess that qualifies as a corner, but you don’t look little. I’d say six feet one, maybe two.”

“My surname isn’t Horner either.”

“I’m guessing it’s none of my business?”

“You catch on quickly, Amy.”

Victor ordered us cocktails, making sure mine was alcohol-free. Jack had a beer, and I smiled at the irony of a man drinking pilsner in one of the world’s most accomplished cocktail bars. He noticed how I stared at his beer, grinned, and nodded at the bottle.

“Petraske was the original owner here. We became great friends. These days, I get on with the new owners, and they look after me, but cocktails are not my poison.”

“Why are we meeting here?”

“It’s the smallest bar in New York, always full, and anyone following me is unlikely to get in.”

“Do people follow you a lot, Jack?”

“Not for long.”

“Are we going to be friends, too?”

“If you need the help I believe you do, then yes, we will become friends, but I can’t easily destroy a reputation for being curmudgeonly by smiling and pretending I like you, Amy.”

“You like me already, Jack. Who doesn’t like a pregnant lady, especially a nice guy with a wife and kids?”

“I have grandkids, too.”

“You don’t look old enough.”

“I like you, Amy.”

“I knew you would. I like you too, Jack. Could you tell me what you do, please?”

“Due diligence. The police call it investigation, but it amounts to the same thing. I establish facts, build theories from which reasonable conclusions can be drawn, and present that.”

“To me?”

“Yes.”

“Like a decision-making resource, ensuring I don’t mess up.”

“I’ll help you make the right choices and avoid bad decisions, whether buying a building, hunting down people traffickers, or working with politicians. You need facts, Amy.”

“Recent incidents have taught me that. I’m so pleased Victor arranged this meeting.”

“He didn’t. I asked your husband if you and I could meet.”

“Do you want a job?”

“In a roundabout way. I’ll work for free if I must.”

“Why would you do that?”

“I want to find the people who took my granddaughter.”

“Oh, Christ. I’m sorry, Jack.”

“Don’t worry, we have Charlotte back now, courtesy of a decent dockyard worker who saw something and reported it. She was locked in a shipping container, held in a wooden dog box with mesh on the front, along with five other kids.”

“You must be angry?”

“I’m not seeking biblical revenge, but I want to see those who took my granddaughter and any other people traffickers rot in prison for the rest of their lives.”

I felt stunned and wanted to cry for his pain, but I saw no anger, self-pity, or any other sign of bitterness in him. I was sure the anger must be there, but Jack wanted real revenge on a whole gang, not just a few foot soldiers who stole a girl one day and stuck her in a box on a container.

“You want the head of the snake?”

“I want every head of every snake to ensure this doesn’t happen to others.”

“I think we are aligned, Jack, but you won’t work for free, and if you need other investigators, please recruit anyone you like.”

“In that case, we will become the best of friends, Amy.”

“We already are, Jack.”


Chapter Ten

Spending Spree

◆◆◆

After a pleasant breakfast at Diana’s in-house, home cafe, and a few conference calls, I strolled into my new Brooklyn offices and headed straight for the luxurious meeting nest at the far end. It was close enough to a wallpapered jungle wall to feel the soothing tropics emanating from a concrete wall but not so near as to spoil everyone else’s view.

As I casually inspected activities and progress on my way, I was amazed at how quickly Greg and Stanza had built the bare bones of a work hub.

Voices echoed around the immense area as more than twenty people moved purposefully, creating the offices now home to my investment company. Anastasia was downtown in Manhattan or somewhere equally corporate, finding a new home for our Foundation, while I had agreed to meet with Jack to discuss his formal terms of reference.

Greg had been furniture, contractor, and computer shopping, while Stanza had already employed a few researchers who came highly recommended by Jack. They were screwing legs onto beautifully designed solid wooden desks, each six feet long. I saw boxes of Apple computers with technicians unpacking, excitedly darting in and out of a server room.

The smell of brand-new leather tickled my nose, so I inspected a beautifully laid-out corner enclave of our massive office floor. Smooth, luxuriously padded brown leather sofas looked stunning, and their appealing design made me smile. Somehow, using a clever internal engineering system, each backrest reclined independently across the three seats, making for ultimate comfort.

I felt proud to be the catalyst for change and hope, helping others find their purpose. I lovingly stroked my baby bump, feeling optimistic about their future, Victor’s, and my own. 

Stanza hovered nearby, carefully wrapping a young man in his recently printed barista gown that had a beautiful motif. She’d just taken delivery of it, and like me, she kept the box, just in case it was needed, stacking it in a closet.

When she approached me, my friend and business partner grinned and pointed at a sofa.

“Vico Magistretti designed the sofas for Cassina.”

“I’m not familiar with designers Stanza, sorry.”

"He designed the world-famous Carimate chair produced by the Cassina furniture company. The chair mixed rural simplicity with urban sophistication. The smooth lines of the wooden supports and legs, the color - pop-art bright red frame, and elements of Scandinavian design were also present.”

“You know your designers, Stanza.”

“Designers are revered in Italy whether it is a cup or a car. Vico was an amazing artist.”

I sat down and felt like I could curl up and sleep because the sofa was so comfortable. Four were arranged in a square, and an enormous dark green, deep pile rug covered the entire floor. Stanza pointed at my feet.

“You can remove your heels and scrunch your toes into the carpet fabric. It feels so nice and relaxing.”

“This is all beautiful furniture.”

“You agreed the budget, right?”

I knew the sofas cost almost twenty thousand dollars each. When Greg sat down and talked me through a budget, I had no problem with what others might consider extravagant because I had my reasons, but Stanza looked worried now, probably in case of a mistake.

“The cost is fine. I want people to feel comfortable here, Stanza. Our colleagues will spend at least forty hours in this office each week, and I want that to be a rewarding experience for them.”

“The offices will be as comfortable as your home, Amy.”

“As it should be. I see we have a great coffee brand, too.”

“I’m using Brooklyn Partners because they are local coffee roasters. Try their Burundi blend, which has notes of dried fruit; it’s really good.”

I looked around and noticed a commonality between the coffee machine, crockery, furniture, and art that was being mounted on the walls. When I cupped my hand over my mouth and laughed, Stanza looked mortified, hurried over, and sat opposite me.

“What is it, Amy? What did I do?”

“Except for the coffee, you bought everything Italian Stanza. It’s like being at home in Florence.”

“I feel it is respectful and in keeping with the feel and style of New York.”

“How so?”

“The first Italian to be registered as residing in the area was Pietro Cesare Alberti, a Venetian seaman who settled in what would eventually become New York City in 1635.”

“Are we doing all of this for Pietro?”

“We should, although he wasn’t the first New Yorker. Also, don’t forget the importance of beautiful aesthetics and comfort, Amy.”

“Oh my. Should we plant an Italian flag on the wall outside?”

“Are we allowed to do that?”

“It’s probably not a good idea because people might think we are an embassy, and we’ll be inundated with requests for consular assistance. Do you miss Italy so much?”

“I love New York, but it feels too busy after a while, like Roma. I find Florence less hectic. However, I have a confession that I would not repeat to another Italian. Yesterday, I ate pizza here, and it was just as good as back home.”

“All pizza originates from your homeland, sweetie. You and Greg have started well here. It looks beautiful, and the coffee smells divine.”

As I scanned the room, enjoying how my vision was evolving into something from nothing, a young guy wearing his new barista’s apron strolled toward me, presenting a small menu card. I chuckled again because he looked perfectly Italian and dressed like an authentic Florentine barista, complete with a utility belt for taking payment and making change. 

The man smiled generously as though he had all the time in the world, and I took the menu card from him, browsing.

“Even the menu is Italian.”

“Would madam like a drink? Perhaps a decaffeinated latte?”

“My god… are you Italian as well?”

“Yes, madam.”

“Madam’s name is Amy. What is your name, please?”

“I’m Matteo, and I’m originally from Florence.”

“Of course you are.”

Stanza was already running across the marble floor as fast as she could manage without tripping to escape the range of my humor and to greet Gabriella and Jack at the front door. I glanced back at our new, very pleasant-looking barista and pared back my laughter in case he considered himself the butt of a joke.

“I’d love a latte, please, Matteo.”

I watched Diana walk in carrying a large plastic baker tray, wearing a smile that lit my day. Her heels clicked sharply and metronomically across our vast marble floor, and I noticed a few of the furniture delivery guys and IT installers glance admiringly.

She stopped by my nest on her way to an excellent service bar nearby, where Matteo readied space for her prized croissants. Diana raised her eyebrows approvingly, taking in our meeting oasis and its luxury.

“Would you like a croissant, Amy?”

“Is the pope a catholic, Diana? My god, Stanza roped you in, too.”

“It’s my pleasure.”

She unloaded the croissants to Matteo, who treated them with reverence, setting each golden delight out underneath beautiful crystal cake domes like art or museum exhibits. Diana delivered one on a brilliant white oval porcelain plate perfectly sized for a crescent-shaped, crispy, butter-baked treat.

“Stanza is getting a baker’s oven fitted here soon. I can come, bake some treats, and leave you all feeling happier than when I arrived.”

“You love being a chef, Diana; I feel privileged for it.”

“Outside of family, what could be more important than feeding fellow human beings? Seeing people smile while enjoying my labor brings me enormous pleasure. Your staff will eat together and be more productive here than if they have to run the gauntlet on the streets looking for a nice snack.”

“That’s very true. Nobody likes eating alone, and snacking here will save everyone time and money.”

While Gabriella caught up with her boyfriend Kyle, Jack sat beside me, gratefully accepting the coffee and croissant Matteo handed him. He looked around the room in utter disbelief.

“It’s nicer than my apartment, Amy.”

“People will spend more time awake during weekdays here than at home.”

“What do you mean?’

“During the week, most people sleep eight hours, work eight hours, leaving eight hours. If you subtract their commute, shopping, other errands, the gym, and social life, that leaves about three hours every weeknight to cook, clean, and enjoy home.”

“And then there is the curse of cable and streaming services, Amy.”

“Exactly.”

“Do you figure everyone will be more productive if they enjoy coming to work?”

“I believe so. It’s one-third of everyone’s weekday life and half the time they spend awake. That could be a lot of unproductive misery if we don’t give people a nice work environment.”

Jack mulled it over, and I thought he generally agreed. He was the sort of man who could be productive anywhere because he would make the best of all situations. Perhaps regrettably, modern workers didn’t think or behave like him and were motivated by the journey rather than the successful outcomes Jack singlemindedly pursued.

“Will you enlighten me, Jack?”

“As to how I can help you?”

“Yes.”

“This office is great for desk research, but you need information coming from on the ground as well. I can help with that here in your investment company and at the Foundation.”

“Specifically, how can you help my Foundation?”

“If you want to catch criminals, you need actionable intelligence to pass on to law enforcement, Amy. That intelligence must be reliable and evidence-based. Knowledge is power, and you have the means to acquire it.”

“Where do we start, Jack?”

“Let’s go and see Hank at the docks.”

“We have a Hank?”

“Hank needs you.”

We finished our light snack by going over the finer points of how Jack fit into my two organizations. He explained that it was best for him to come and go as he wished, do what he wanted without oversight, contacting and meeting Kyle, Anastasia and me when he deemed it appropriate.

I had no problem with Jack’s need for autonomy or the blunt way he expressed it. He would take on tasks, complete them, and deliver results of his choosing. What more could we ask?

I noticed Rania floated around awkwardly, watching over me and moving well away when Greg came anywhere near. I was pleased when Jack insisted on driving his car separately to meet Hank, so I strode toward Greg, wrapped my arm through his, and dragged him toward the front door with Rania in hot pursuit.

“You’re taking me to the docks, Greg.”

“What about your new driver?”

“He can help with setting things up here. You, Rania, and I need to talk.”

We had privacy in the car. Rania and Greg both looked worried. I didn’t want them to suffer, so I smiled disarmingly and spoke openly.

“It’s day one, Greg. Don’t be surprised if settling down takes you and Rania a week or two.”

“It feels awkward. She disappears when I come anywhere near.”

“Maybe you guys should talk it through while I meet Hank.”

“We have a Hank?”

“We do now. Follow Jack, and we shall discover who Hank is and why he wants to speak to me.”

The rest of our journey was concluded in silence. I took the opportunity to read up about New York docks, figuring Hank had to be a significant cog in that machine. I expected a union man or the guy who ran the docks while someone else, wearing a suit, believed they did.

When Jack introduced Hank, I was surprised to find a fit, middle-aged, smartly dressed man with a generous smile. He laughed at me when we shook hands.

“You expected someone different, Amy?”

“Yes. Sorry. Some old stereotype prejudices die slowly.”

“I’m the local International Longshore and Warehouse Union representative. We’ve moved on from the 1970’s.”

“It’s nice to meet you.”

I was sure Hank still had a finger in many pies, but that wasn’t my concern. Jack vouched for him, and that was good enough for me. He led us to a small meeting room overlooking one of many container parks. I was mesmerized by modern, robot-like container movers on rails and massive gantry cranes offloading enormous cargo ships.

“Before we start, do you mind if I dial in the CEO of my Foundation, please, Hank?”

“I don’t mind at all.”

I speed-dialed Anastasia and briefly explained that Jack wanted us to meet Hank for reasons that were yet unclear. She was happy to take the call, so I set my phone on speaker, placed it on the meeting room table, and smiled at Hank, who looked like a seasoned negotiator. 

“How can we help each other, Hank?”

“I have two problems regarding illegal people arriving here. The first is already dealt with, and that’s illegal migrants. Unfortunately, they pour through the system, get put into local hotels; then they are exploited.”

“Okay, my foundation is more concerned with those people trafficked here specifically for sexual and other slavery.”

“They bypass the immigration system because the criminals bring them, then they disappear. Homeland Security Investigations can’t cover all the docks area, incoming vessels, and containers arriving.”

“What can I do to help you?”

“I need a satellite tracking operations center based here. We won’t crossover into law enforcement, although we can feed all output information to them.”

“Can you explain in more detail how that helps?”

“I want every vessel in the world tracked by an artificial intelligence algorithm for its behavior and given a risk score. Where did the vessel come from? Where did it go before arriving here? How long did it stop at each place on the way, and why? Who owns it? What cargo is onboard? Was the cargo designation changed? Did it hang around anywhere along a route known for people trafficking?”

“Is that data available?”

“Using satellite observation and tracking, cargo manifests, bills of lading, and such like, yes, but it’s a massive amount of data to acquire, download in real-time, and then use quickly to identify risks.” 

“Surely Homeland already does this?”

“For drugs and counter-terrorism, yes, but not globally.”

“And you think that by expanding a service worldwide, you can pinpoint where vulnerable people enter the supply chain and track where they go?”

“Yes.”

“Not all vessels use satellite tracking beacons.”

“No, but no vessel can evade radar and optical satellites with high-altitude drones looking down as well. The trick is to use many commercial satellites and combine their data. The data center would be on cloud servers in Alaska, feeding operators here.”

I sat back and processed Hank’s proposal. Jack mentioned that the key to saving people was assembling the maximum amount of intelligence possible, analyzing it at lightning speed, and presenting human beings with insights for decision-making and action.

“This is a massive undertaking, Hank.”

“I’ve heard you have billions of dollars, and I have as much free space as you need to set up right here inside a very secure port area.”

“You want to identify people trafficking routes from an operations center here, tag vessels, and have someone enforce the data by boarding ships?”

“How else will you catch the criminals and save the people, Amy?”

“Do you have a software partner? Is this technology even possible?”

“I do, and yes, the algorithm can be finished within six months.”

“How much will it cost?”

“It would cost at least one hundred million dollars to set up the system here, hire people, and rent space on a dozen commercial satellites. I propose buying drones and donating them to friendly law enforcement in countries en route to ours.”

“It will cost more each year after that as you ramp up capacity, Hank.”

“Can you put a price on saving lives?”

“No.”

I lifted my phone to speak more clearly into it. Anastasia must be involved or the relationship between her and I was meaningless.

“What do you think, Anastasia?”

“We need someone to check out the technology, but it sounds like a great idea. My only reservation is the security of our Foundation staff. Since we won’t control the system, we shouldn’t be closely aligned with it, at least not in public.”

“Other than that, do you like the investment?”

“I think it could be a game-changer, Amy.”

Hank looked pleased. I mulled over the proposal. I would need to do due diligence before spending a penny, but like Anastasia, I agreed the idea had great merit.

“Okay. I’ll invest on two conditions, Hank.”

“Name them.”

“This operations center doesn’t enforce anything. All actionable intelligence goes to the authorities, including the Homeland Security people here. You’ll also need the means to care for people abandoned here or elsewhere and repatriate. My Foundation can also fund that.”

“I can agree to that, Amy. We should meet with Homeland together. What is your second condition?”

“You front this and keep my Foundation as anonymous as possible.”

“Why?”

“The security of my people is crucial, as Anastasia says. You have a secure port, and we don’t.”

“That’s reasonable.”

“Have you got a name for this system?”

“We thought to call it Eyes On The Seas.”

“Oh, I like that a lot. The company owning the Intellectual Property for the system must be a not-for-profit, Hank.”

“Amy, once we have the means to allocate risk scores to vessels based on where they went, what they did, and how long they stayed somewhere, using artificial intelligence and all available data, we can provide information about illegal fishing, drug trafficking, arms shipments, and so much more.”

“That’s great, Hank. Let’s help some people, then.”

I felt overjoyed when we left the docks. Jack and Hank had real solutions to big problems. I felt sure this idea had languished in government, bouncing from one department to another, desperately seeking already highly pressured funding options.

My Foundation was off to an excellent start with an online mental health provider and a technology to counter slavery.

At home, a small communications center was being set up in Victor’s temporary office to monitor communications and video intelligence for the DRC mission that mounted tomorrow. Anastasia, Kasimir, and Rania were in the thick of it, connecting laptops to wall-mounted screens and testing them while technicians installed black boxes and devices I assumed were related to encryption.

I sought refuge in my bedroom, where Victor lay on our bed, reading an actual book.

“What are you reading, honey?”

“The Hitchhikers Guide To The Galaxy.”

“Did my father recommend that to you?”

“He did.”

“Dad read it to me at night before I slept. I must have been one of few girls with Douglas Adams ringing in her ears as she fell asleep.”

I undressed and slipped under the duvet, so Victor followed suit, setting his book aside. It was late in the afternoon, the sun had waned, and I felt tired, wriggling myself comfortably into my husband’s big spoon.

When Victor wrapped me in his arms, I felt comforted and happy, no longer weighed down by big decisions.

“Did you have a good day, Amy?”

“I missed you.”

“It’s only been eight hours.”

“I still missed you, Victor.”

“I missed you too, sweetheart.”

I rested with my husband while he molded himself around me, warming, stroking, caressing, and massaging me. These moments of tenderness were so crucial for me, not only because I was pregnant but also because, in the end, our marriage took precedence over everything.

“Jack is an incredible find, Victor.”

“I knew you would like him. He’s old school.”

“He is exactly what we need, cutting through endless discussions to find solutions. I like him.”

“How much money did you spend today, Amy?”

“About two hundred grand on office furniture and computers. Oh… and about half a billion over the next three years on satellite tracking of criminals who enslave.”

“You should read your father’s book, Amy.”

“Why?”

“The first two words are ‘Don’t Panic’.”

We laughed together. The emotional hit of my most significant investment to date permeated through me. I wanted my Foundation to help people, and we were off to a flying start.

“I don’t want Foundation people put at risk, so I asked if we could finance this initiative but publicly disassociate ourselves.”

“That is crucial, Amy. Don’t be on the front line of this war. Do what you can to support the people who are fighting.”

“It feels cowardly.”

“Putting your money in the hands of the right change activists is not easy. Neither is it without courage.”

I nodded off to sleep, more because I felt comfortable in my husband’s arms than for any other reason. By the time we both woke, dinner was concluded, and the house was quiet.

Victor and I wrapped up in bathrobes and strolled down to the kitchen, mooching around for some small, delicious scraps left behind by our locust-like family.

“Would you guys like Minestrone and crusty bread rolls?”

I recognized her voice instantly, then peered into the dim light. Diana stirred from where she sat comfortably in the living area, reading a book on an e-reader. She smiled, slipped behind the kitchen counter, and opened the fridge, handing Victor a sealed plastic soup container.

“You’re a lifesaver.”

“You reheat the soup, Victor, and I’ll warm the rolls. I figured you would be hungry after such a long and successful day.”

“Will you join us?”

“I’d love to.”

Something occurred to me as we sat around the dining room table, enjoying a hearty bowl of excellent soup, dipping chunks of delicious, warm, crusty bread in the broth. I pointed at my bowl and caught Diana’s eye.

“Did you prepare this food especially for us?”

“You missed dinner, and I knew you needed sustenance, so I waited until you were ready to eat.”

“Thank you.”

“No, Amy, thank you.”

“What for?”

“I’m part of a team fighting people traffickers.”


Chapter Eleven

Burying The Hatchet

◆◆◆

After a bowl of hot Minestrone with crusty bread, I needed to unwind and exercise. Victor joined me on treadmills in our Gym, and we hiked a broad, grassy trail through the Adirondacks, side by side with the rolling bed, rising and falling underfoot.

Looking at a massive high-definition screen that moved in sync with my body felt odd, but motion sickness consumed me whenever I glanced sideways at my husband.

I focused on the screen and found my feet wandering through hills and woodland while my mind was immersed in the jungle rescue mission that would launch earnestly the next evening our time. The Democratic Republic of Congo was five hours ahead of New York, and the events that would shape the lives of a hundred vulnerable children were in the hands of a group of brave souls preparing to rescue them.

I suddenly choked and found my breathing labored, so I leaped backward off the machine, letting it stop when the safety pull cord tore off my t-shirt.

“I can’t do this, Victor.”

“It’s disconcerting. I feel a bit sick, actually.”

He slammed the giant red button, bringing his machine to a gradual halt. When he stepped off, Victor held me close, and I sobbed like a baby with my head planted on his chest.

“I can’t do this job, this life… it’s too fucking much. I haven’t even graduated, I’m pregnant, recently married, and… oh fuck, I’m full of self-pity!”

“What is it, Amy? What’s the matter, sweetheart?”

“I’m worried about our mission team and the kids.”

“That’s very natural. You wouldn’t be nice if you didn’t care about other people’s lives, but this is what combat specialists live for. The people on this mission are heroes; without moments like this, they can’t be their true selves.”

“What if they die?”

“In the end, every man and woman boarding those helicopters has calculated the risks involved, and they believe the prize of rescuing those children is worth it.”

“Is it about the money?”

“Money has something to do with it, but I don’t think that’s their biggest motivator. They want the children to be free as much as we do. If they win tomorrow, they will rescue the children, and nobody can ever take that away from them.”

I noticed Rania’s distinctive shadow moving outside the gym. She constantly stalked nearby in the darkness, keeping me safe and willing to give her life to do so.

“Rania. Is that you?”

She stepped out of the darkness and into the light, grinning. Rania wore pajamas, so I knew she’d heard something awry from her bed, perhaps the sound of two treadmills starting at midnight. Michelangelo darted between us with his tail up, quickly enough to avoid being picked up, slowly enough so he didn’t slip on a highly polished wooden floor.

I laughed at the irony of two cats crossing paths in the dead of night. 

“You’re getting better at spotting me, Amy.”

Can you wake Greg, please?”

“Of course.”

“I need to visit Antonella. Ask Anastasia to join us also.”

“We’ll be ready in fifteen minutes.”

Victor never asked why I needed to visit Antonella. He just lifted me into his cradle and carried me all the way upstairs to our bedroom, occasionally kissing me. I dressed casually in jeans, slipped on one of Victor’s T-shirts, donned a thick baby blue duvet jacket, and wore sneakers. When I checked, Victor looked like my twin wearing a different-colored coat of the same Patagonia brand.

“Am I doing the right thing, Victor?”

“I don’t know what you are doing, sweetheart, but I trust you.”

“I’m swapping one evil for a lesser one.”

“That must be a step in the right direction.”

The others were gathered downstairs when Victor and I arrived. They smiled, my sister took my hand, and we walked to the car.

It was 1 a.m., and I guessed everyone knew I needed to clear the air. Antonella could still do a couple of things to help us, and I was keen to secure her support before she composed herself and disappeared.

The short drive to her building was pleasant, traffic-free, and uneventful. I was trapped by my thoughts, effectively a dilemma that would move criminal gangs around an imagined chessboard, hopefully knocking the most vicious and vile ones over forever.

The concierge of her apartment building looked suspicious when four of us entered the lobby while Greg stayed outside with the car still running in his field of view. He called upstairs, waking Antonella, who sounded half asleep on the phone that was quickly thrust into my hand.

“Hello.”

“It’s Amy with friends.”

“Oh my. I thought I was PNG to you.”

“What is PNG?”

“Persona Non Grata. What do you want with me, Amy?”

“I need to talk.”

“Is this a friendly visit?”

“Yes.”

“Come up then.”

Antonella lived on a high floor, which was helpful from a security perspective but not so much if she wanted to escape quickly. She opened the door and walked away briskly, not even looking at me. She wore pajamas and was wrapped in a bathrobe, with messy hair and bad make-up.

When Antonella sat down, I saw puffy eyes and wondered whether the tears causing them were genuine and, if they were real, who they were for. She waved at several pieces of furniture nearby, inviting us to sit down.

“Am I to be further chastised by a group intervention?”

“I didn’t come here to fight.”

“What do you want then?”

“Why did you start this project to save these particular children?”

“Despite what you may believe, I have a kind heart, Amy. What’s happening to people in slavery is the most despicable of human suffering.”

“You wanted these children to be rescued?”

“Yes, of course. I want all trafficked men, women, and children to be rescued.”

“Then why hide the full list of people traffickers?”

“I’ve had this conversation already, Amy.”

She glanced nervously at Anastasia, whose poker face could have won the world championship. I knew some good was left in Antonella but had no idea when she spoke the truth and what was a lie.

“You were getting rid of your competitors?”

“That’s true, but I would have gotten around to the ones you didn’t know about once I was stronger and more wealthy than them. If I had balls, these fuckers would be holding them in a vise right now, and that’s on me.”

“So you were afraid to cross them?”

“I’m not afraid. I’m fearless, Amy. That’s what makes me take awful risks. That being said, I’m not entirely stupid. I won’t cross criminals their government ignores because they can’t find any evidence to prosecute.”

“You have the evidence to put them behind bars?”

“Yes, but I have nobody in Russia willing to take these gangs on.”

“I do.”

“I can’t be involved, Amy and I strongly recommend you stay the fuck away from these people too. You and Victor have the money to take anyone on, but you play by the rules, whereas these people don’t.”

“I can remove the Russians from your list with one hit that won’t lead back to me. You, on the other hand, would have to hide.”

“I can do that with appropriate financial resources.”

She offered me a solution to take out a massive people smuggling ring in Russia and Ukraine, but Antonella wanted to be paid. I had little doubt she still had plenty of cash and assets squirreled away, but my crime boss friend practically invented the concept of wanting more.

“I’ll help you with money to a limited extent.”

“Thank you, Amy.” 

“How can we be certain a bigger, hungrier, nastier gang will not take over?”

“You can’t. That’s the whole problem. If you create a void, you must fill it, or someone else will. This was precisely my problem. I can’t fill the void, so if I made a move, I would simply be swapping one piece of shit for another, making deadly enemies along the way.”

“I know a man who will remove this enemy, but I have no idea how he will fill the void.”

“Then the prize is yours. Fill the void with something more benevolent that you can control.”

“I want nothing to do with any spoils of this war. If we are replacing one evil with another, let’s be certain it is the least harmful species of criminal.”

“No people trafficking then, Amy?”

“Never.”

“What can I do to help?”

“I want every piece of information you have about this money laundering ring you are operating. I’m sure that information is prosecutorial.”

“Why do you think this will be enough to put them away for life?”

“Nothing upsets the Russian leadership more than their people laundering cash without involving the Kremlin.”

“I see. That’s true.”

I let Antonella percolate on her consequences and risks, feeling sure she would also consider future opportunities. Mine was a challenging request and one she didn’t need to support. Her best option was to continue money laundering unseen by us, which would lead to an eventual war if her partners entered our orbit.

It was her moment to choose between them and me, and I saw that dilemma writ large on her face.

“I’ll help you, Amy. What else do you need from me?”

“Would you fly to Malta in the morning, please?”

“Yes, of course. Shall I look after the children when they arrive?”

“You started this journey for them, Antonella, so it’s only proper that you finish it with all of us.”

“Thank you. I appreciate it.”

I stood up, and she looked less haggard than when we arrived. I felt no love or hatred for Antonella because she was a chess piece in a horrible game where, at every move, lives were lost and saved, sacrifices were made, and victory was an excruciating battle of minds and will.

“Will you bring the information I requested to our home before you leave?”

“You can have it right now, Amy.”

She popped open a laptop, waited for it to start, used her thumbprint and a passcode to unlock it, and slid a USB drive into a side port. It took less than a minute for Antonella to download enough information to destroy a multi-billion-dollar a year turnover criminal enterprise.

I pocketed the drive and opened my arms. The Florentine crime boss was humbled because she over-reached, entirely motivated by power and greed. I wished it could have been otherwise, but Antonella’s choices brought us here, not mine.

When she hugged me, I heard and felt a sigh of deep regret.

“I wish I hadn’t destroyed our friendship, Amy.”

“Me too. Please don’t reach for power again.”

“I won’t.”

“The money in your laundry will be reallocated, as Anastasia told you.”

“Where to?”

“Someone will visit before you leave tomorrow and provide those details.”

I left the building, hoping to see her again under better circumstances but doubting I ever would. Once the Russian criminals were removed and the DRC kids were safe, Antonella would slowly and quietly set about building a new empire. The Ukrainians would become a handful for her overnight, but I could do little about that because she wouldn’t run.

Antonella was not the running kind.

Victor held my hand in the car and I leaned over, placing my head on his shoulder.

“Will Antonella do the right thing, Victor?”

“Always and never, sweetheart, but you just made her Sergey’s problem, assuming that’s where your USB drive is headed.”

“By courier, but only after we make a copy. The trouble is, we’re trading bad people for less bad. They are still bad criminals.”

“Sergey will ensure the least bad option prevails in this case, Amy.”

“I hope so.”

“You played it well. Just as I would have.”

“Thank you, Victor.”


Chapter Twelve

Vengeance

◆◆◆

I sat opposite Anastasia on a kitchen stool, nodding and comparing notes while we jointly scanned copies of invoice documents Rania had dropped off at breakfast. I had already paid the security company running our DRC mission, so a cursory audit was a matter of curiosity and understanding costs.

I anticipated our mission budget would be blown, and it was. Most basic hostage rescue services cost one hundred thousand dollars per day, but we had rented a private navy, army, and air force using an aircraft carrier as their base of operations.

“How do you hire an Aircraft Carrier, Rania?”

“This one is ancient but well-maintained. It was delivered to the British Royal Navy in 1945, sold to the Brazilian Navy in 1960, and then to private owners in 2002. It is two hundred and eleven meters long, has a full-blown surgery and medical team on board, galley, cinema, and comfortable accommodation for up to three hundred souls plus crew.”

“Does the aircraft carrier have a name?”

“Vengeance.”

“Aren’t there rules about having privately owned weapons like this aircraft carrier floating on the high seas?”

“The gun and missile systems were decommissioned before private owners took control. It’s just a big gray ship with a flat deck until they turn it into a battleship for as long as you need it to be one.”

“It’s very ingenious. I’m guessing the big gray ship with a flat deck was hired by several governments that wanted to keep their missions off their own vessels.”

“Mostly, that’s our alphabet agencies, Amy.”

“How does the security company manage to fight a private war?”

“The vessel owners also run the helicopters and have selected our combat operators for this task. They provide uniforms, equipment, medical support, and weapons. Our mission is fully integrated into a single command structure, which means there is less risk of anything going wrong between different moving parts.”

“But if the owners must choose between sacrificing their ship or a helicopter with their operators and our kids onboard-.”

“They’ll save the ship and the passengers on the other helicopters. That’s how battlefield risk management works, Amy.”

I groaned and leaned forward, feeling like I was standing on the edge of a precipice, gazing into a bottomless pit. Everything had gotten real quickly, and as each minute passed, it became more real. People’s lives were seriously at risk, and some would die.

“It’s a harsh world, Rania, but nothing is more merciless or pitiful than a wooden box with a nine-year-old child trapped inside, carried in a container on their way to a short life as a sex slave.”

“The big gray ship with a flat deck is for the greater good, Amy.”

“Am I a bad person for not caring if the slavers die?”

“I want them to die horribly. I don’t care a fuck about valuing all life. Those bastards are worthless.”

A glint of vengeance sparked in Rania’s eyes, and her expression momentarily rippled with anger. Slavers and child molesters were the antipathy to any decent person, a sentiment that united us all.

For most of the morning, I hung around Diana’s cafe, drinking water and coffee while waiting for our mission to launch. I hadn’t trained in the gym for days, being negligent about my fitness regime, so I couldn’t afford the carbs and calories of bread or cereals today.

Even when Victor joined us around mid-morning for coffee and a snack, I didn’t feel much like eating until Diana slid a small rustic bowl of the most delicious-looking, aromatic, appetite-inducing eggy-tomato messy brunch I had ever seen.

“Oh, that’s naughty, Diana.”

“It’s healthy, though, and if you don’t eat, your body won’t function properly, and the baby will suffer.”

“This smells far too good to be healthy.”

“Grilled cherry tomatoes, baby spinach, mixed bean salad, thinly sliced pancetta topped off with an egg, smoked paprika, salt, and pepper for seasoning. It’s baked and finished under the grill, using no oil or bread, so there are no excuses, pregnant lady.”

“Thank you, Diana.”

She drifted away to tend to someone else’s needs before they realized what they wanted. I watched, noticing how she kept inventory of what people ate, when, and what might be good for them to enjoy next. She was more than a chef; Diana was a sustainer.

I tasted my brunch, enjoying the distinctive flavors of each ingredient as they tantalized my taste buds, searing comfort into a weary, worried soul.

When our mission launch time neared, I felt nervous and was almost sick. I noticed others were equally anxious, including Kasimir and Rania. We converged on Victor’s temporary study to watch video streaming from the aircraft carrier, helicopters, and some helmet cameras worn by the mission team.

When the helicopters lifted off, it felt like a scene similar to a war movie in which the world’s fate depended on a few good men and women doing something impossible to imagine. Eight enormous screens were set up, each offering a different point of view with audio switching from one to another, controlled by Kasimir.

I suddenly realized how much like a war movie this was.

“There are a lot of guns everywhere, Rania.”

“Things will get violent very quickly.”

The long-distance flight over hills and mountains, along river basins that brushed across the primary jungle, was almost like a tourist advertisement promoting the primal home of gorillas. DRC was far more beautiful than I imagined. Lush, brightly colored green vegetation covered the steep slopes of steaming volcanos surrounded by tracts of forest so long, broad, and dense that I couldn’t imagine humans ever having visited.

The camera picked out a herd of elephants strolling along heavily muddied vehicle tracks that split a path through hundreds of square miles of rainforest with meandering interconnected rivers.

A resupply base twenty kilometers from the target served as a helicopter refueling depot and rendezvous point for final preparation before contact with the enemy. As our mission team coordinated, running here and there with purpose and making hand signals I could not understand, I knew conflict was near.

My heart pounded as fear of worst-case scenarios played out in a paranoid corner of my mind. My fingertips felt cold, and involuntary leg cramps resulted from adrenaline overload. The assaulting Blackhawk helicopters lifted off first, followed by passenger-carrying double-rotor Chinooks that would land once the compound was clear of our enemy.

Nothing prepared me for what came next. As it skimmed across treetops, our lead Blackhawk helicopter came under heavy machinegun fire that rattled through its fuselage. The pilot wove around violently, making himself a hard target while roughly heading for a jungle clearing covered with tents and makeshift huts.

A smoke trail rocketed out from the Blackhawk, and high explosives hit an elevated wooden sentry post on the compound perimeter. The explosion was not like in the movies where bodies were thrown from the platform.

Whoever manned the machine gun inside the elevated sentry post was incinerated, and I doubted even their teeth would be found by anyone who cared to look. Our teams were on the ground in under a minute, patrolling forward in line abreast through the people traffickers’ location, taking carefully aimed shots, killing mercilessly like avenging angels.

The radio crackled and sounded ominous.

One Bravo down.

I glanced at Rania, not knowing the speech used in these situations.

“A Bravo is an enemy combatant. Alpha is a child, and Charlie is one of ours.”

One Bravo down.

One Bravo down.

Knowing what the radio code words meant made things worse because I dreaded what might come. We had crowded Victor’s study, and it felt oppressive, adding to the tension. I heard muttering and was sure everyone prayed not to hear the words Alpha or Charlie. Victor held my hand and frequently glanced at me, checking in and ensuring I was okay.

The radio chatter continued as I held my breath.

One Bravo down.

Two Bravos down.

One Bravo down.

One Alpha is on the run toward the western compound tree line; somebody stop her quickly. There will be booby traps at the perimeter.

I saw a man break the line, sprinting towards a small, terrified child with his rifle slung over his shoulder. The ground around his feet erupted as the people traffickers switched their aim, focusing their fire on our lone hero. He vaulted over a campfire and makeshift wooden benches, taking the undulating ground in his vast stride like Usain Bolt in the home straight at an Olympic Games sprint.

I could hold my emotions no longer, screaming at the top of my voice.

“Please! Save her and yourself.”

Others yelled and cheered at the screen, more so when the man reached a girl wearing tattered and torn clothes, swept her up, and turned sharply away from the jungle tree line while still under fire.

She wrapped her arms around his neck and her legs around the side of his body, burying her face into his neck, instinctively knowing he would save her.

One Bravo down.

One Bravo down.

His teammates covered him, taking out anyone shooting at our lone hero. When he stumbled and fell, I choked because I saw a hail of fire that must have struck him. The girl stood alone in the middle of the camp, unharmed but in serious danger, until a hand raised, pulling her down into cover.

Both were still alive.

One Charlie down.

One Bravo down.

One Bravo down.

I held my breath, watching a grass thicket where our man and the girl had gone down. The blat, blat, blat, ping, and whizz of bullets and streaking tracer rounds were joined by heavy machine gun fire from our Blackhawk helicopters circling above the compound.

Explosions, people screaming, shredded corpses, and smoke that covered our mission team’s advance looked like hell on earth, and I momentarily feared we would fail because of the carnage that ensued.

When the audio streaming went silent, aside from beating hearts and heavy breathing, there was silence in our room.

Tiny children streamed out of tents, screaming, waving their arms, with terror contorting their innocent expressions. They followed the mission team’s men and women, who led the first child in each scattered group by hand so that others followed their friend in front.

Each Chinook helicopter arrived perfectly on time, impressively swooping in and turning on a dime with back ramps already down. Double rotors scythed through the air, flattening the grass below while our crews beckoned the children aboard, wrapping each in a blanket.

Tears streamed down my cheeks for the Charlie we had lost and the terrified girl still with him. I choked in a state of utter grief, watching my husband cry, too.

There is movement at Charlie’s location. Give covering fire.

I stared at the helicopter camera footage and saw our man rise to his feet with enormous difficulty. He was injured and limping horribly, but he picked up the terrified child and stumbled forward, cradling her, determined to see her safely on board, passing through the line of his friends who provided a protective cordon.

When he reached the first Blackhawk helicopter, hands lifted the girl, then hauled her savior onboard.

Three gunshot wounds to the abdomen. We need a medic here now. Prep for surgery on Vengeance. It’s Dimitri.

The slavers fled the compound, scattering into the jungle wherever it was closest. They would become the DRC security forces’ problem, but I doubted few would make it to a prison cell alive.

Our teams searched the camp while onboard interpreters asked the children if any others were left behind. Eventually, our brave soldiers tactically retreated to their helicopters while the camp, now desolate, smoldered ominously.

Our room was filled with the noise of helicopter blades slashing the air and a lone voice that crackled on a radio.

Switchblade to Vengeance. We have all one hundred and four alpha souls on board, and all Charlie are accounted for with one stable injury. Do I have permission to return to the boat?

Permission granted Switchblade. Bring the kids home. Well done.

There was no dry eye in our house. Everyone found someone to hug while screaming, cheering, and jumping joyously. I glanced at a big screen and saw all the helicopters lifting off, swooping into a line formation. It was like a 1980s war movie, where the attacking force left behind a smoldering jungle village retreating from enemy fire, but this time, all precious life was safely onboard, and nobody was left behind.

On our screen, I saw a column of police vehicles approaching the compound from a mile away and knew that soon, the slavers would be tracked down and dealt with.

Diana left the room first, wiping tears from her face with a kitchen roll of tissues while pouring coffee and making tea, setting out trays of sandwiches and small bites she had prepared earlier.

I ate bread, if only to keep my energy levels high because I felt exhausted yet wholly relieved to the extent I wanted to cry, such was my need to release overwhelming emotions. Rania sidled up close by with Kasimir, both looking proud.

“Well done, you two.”

“For the children, Amy. If we can’t save them, who among us has any hope?”

“Yes. What about the injured man? Our Charlie?”

“He’ll be okay after surgery on the big gray ship with a flat deck.”

“Double each mission team member’s fees as a bonus and treble his please. Make sure he gets the best possible treatment. What do we know about him?”

“Dimitri is my brother, Amy.”

“Oh my god, Kasimir. I am so sorry.”

“I wouldn’t be. This story about his heroics will dominate every family get-together I have with him for the next decade.”


Chapter Thirteen

Love And Sustenance

◆◆◆

Diana’s Point Of View

I left their makeshift mission command center feeling enormously relieved. Being part of a team that had rescued one hundred and four children from slavery felt satisfying, even more so when I saw how Amy looked at me. I believed she understood I had helped the team in my way.

When I left my job as Sous chef at a successful restaurant to work in a private household, friends, colleagues, and family considered me utterly mad. I was destined for greater things than feeding people I couldn’t see, most of whom didn’t care or know about quality.

Nothing and nobody would convince me that a life in the kitchen was the limit of my ability.

Once my household celebrated a successful mission over coffee and snacks, each person went to bed in the early evening, exhausted. I had soup and snacks ready for casual dining later and could easily make something more substantial if anyone needed it, but the quantum of nervous energy expended by all made me sure I had a pretty free run until 6 a.m. 

Amy and Victor left for bed first, followed by Anastasia and Hannah, the cutest romantic couple I had ever seen. Finally, the security double act who ran the gauntlet of protecting my boss left for bed, one with her boyfriend and the other with a booty-calling woman named Charlotte, who snuck in through the back door and seemed reluctant to be seen.

Then there was Katerina. I called her Catwoman and considered her the greatest danger to my upwardly mobile ambitions. She strolled downstairs sometime around 11 p.m. I made her a cocktail per her wishes and set down small trays of cold tapas, with hot ones to follow once my grill worked its magic.

When I handed Katerina a small ziplock bag, she inspected it carefully, grinned, opened it, and sniffed the contents.

“Is this for Michelangelo?”

“Yes.”

“How do you know about Vobla?”

“How do you know about interrogation?”

“How do you know I do?”

“Because you are interrogating me right now. I know how to make Vobla because I am good at my job, as are you at yours.”

“Is this authentic Caspian Roach, Diana?”

She looked doubtful, so I teased her, making her wait for an answer while I removed several delicious morsels from the grill, creating small appetizer plates from each.

“I selected The Caspian roach with my love and firm bartering hand from Fulton Food Market, where I will be headed once you slip off to bed. I soaked the filets in a lighter-than-usual brine for two days because excessive salt is bad for cats. The slivers were air-dried for another two days and are perfectly safe for humans or cats.”

“Michelangelo will love you dearly.”

“That’s the importance of being a service provider, Katerina. If your customers don’t love you, what is the point.”

She set the bag down, awaiting the inevitable arrival of her feline lover. I heard a meow from somewhere in the room and figured Michelangelo had picked up a fishy scent; however, the inky black cat remained silent and was difficult to discover when he didn’t want to be. I slid a small tray of grilled, sliced Kolbasa sausage in front of Katerina.

Katerina’s face lit up, and her nose twitched as anyone’s does when presented with the food of their homeland while living abroad. When the smoky, mixed beef and pork sausage aroma exploded in a garlicky sensory fest, it was fifteen love to me in my Hearts and Minds campaign. 

“Oh, you are naughty, Diana.”

“It’s all about planning and anticipating people’s needs. I did my research on everyone.”

“Will you tell me why are you here?”

“I needed a job; Amy and Victor had one, so here I am.”

Katerina stared at me studiously while sipping her Long Island Ice Tea, wearing the satisfied expression of a woman who understands how challenging it is to blend a perfectly balanced cocktail. She was one of our few household members who drank alcohol with comforting regularity.

Victor’s mother was not one to fuck with, so I would push close to the boundary line of friendship without butting up too close. My answer was accurate but unrevealing, and she knew that.

Michelangelo silently leaped onto her lap for a final snack-eating visit to his Mistress before he left the house on a nefarious foray into his territory. I expected kittens on street corners for two blocks in every direction very soon.

The Ziplock bag was slid open, and Katerina offered him a sniff. One long, hearty purr later, Michelangelo was in heaven, feeding from his mistress’s palm.

Katerina looked at me, smiling disarmingly, but I knew our question-and-answer session was far from over.

“Will we become friends, Diana?”

“We already are. I have you eating out of the palm of my hand as do you with Michelangelo.”

“The cat controls our relationship regardless of who is feeding whom.”

“You get my analogy then?”

“Yes, but I also know you aren’t here to cook food, my dear, and you are swerving around me subtly.”

Katerina looked at the cat, feeding him while talking to me. She hadn’t asked a question; rather, the wily cat mistress had left a door wide open for me to explain my life story to date. I wasn’t about to do that, but I needed to give enough truth and transparency to satisfy her curiosity.

“I want more from life, so I came looking for it myself.”

“Do you want your own restaurant, Diana?”

“Definitely not. I’m worth a great deal more than that. A girl doesn’t deliberately land in a billionaire’s nest if she’s looking to bag a few Michelin stars. Millionaires can give you that, and they are far more easily satisfied.”

“So you came looking for success… here, with my son and daughter?”

“Amy and Victor are perfect for finding opportunity, and their eclectic household needs a hub that I can provide. Few chefs with my ability will be satisfied with meeting the culinary needs of a family such as this because they don’t understand it.”

“What do you understand of us?”

“Romance and friendship are woven through multiple homes, with workplaces and yachts to manage, the catering responsibilities of which are being slid across the table to me. True and fledgling love abounds here, assassins lurk, quasi-royalty is in residence, and there are missions to save sex-trafficked children and end slavery. What’s not to love about being part of that?”

“Is it better than serving eighty covers with a ten-course taster menu, then, Diana?”

“That life is not even in the same league as this one.”

“You would be vaulted and celebrated as one of New York’s finest chefs, as your father was.”

Katerina let me know she had done her research, too, which surprised me in a way it shouldn’t have. Her wry smile confirmed she knew I was caught off guard, and that pleased her because peeling back the layers of my onion was something she enjoyed.

“For a moment, basking in the glory of applauding wealthy diners feels good, but it is fleeting and superficial. It is also highly contingent on assholes writing nice things about me in magazines and newspapers I care nothing for. I can be worthy of my family and help them do great things here.”

I had a breakthrough moment in my campaign, and Katerina smiled affectionately, as a friend and one who understood me better in the last ten minutes than over the course of a week since our paths had intersected. 

“But you want more from life, Diana?”

“Of course. Doesn’t everyone?”

“Some people are satisfied with their lot.”

“Name one person, Katerina.”

“Me.”

“You want Peter to propose to you, and nothing less than marriage will satisfy you. You want more.”

“How very esoterically philosophical. We both want more, then. How did you know?”

“A woman knows when another woman is in love. I am busy, not blind.”

“You have a great sense of humor too.”

“We have a similar philosophy of getting what we want, Katerina. Neither of us will take from others out of spite or greed, and we enjoy building rather than destroying.”

“You are a remarkable person, Diana. I have never met anyone quite like you.”

“As a chef, you mean?”

“No, as a human being. Your ability as a chef is nothing compared with your readiness to be so much more. You were right to come here. My son and daughter are fortunate, as am I, everyone else, and especially Michelangelo.”

Michelangelo stared at me, purring loudly while rubbing his face into the cupped palm of a woman who loved him dearly. He accepted a last sliver of cured Caspian roach from Katerina’s hand, tipping me an unseen nod with a loving glance. He acknowledged my place in a supply chain that enabled his mistress to love and care for him.

Katerina saw his appreciation, too, grinning affably.

“So you want opportunity, Diana?”

“If it is meant to be, yes.”

“And if it isn’t?”

“You’ll enjoy the best food any household ever had.”

“I believe you will evolve into greatness. It comes from character, not training, vocation, or chance.”

Michelangelo dropped silently to the floor, and Katerina stood up, smiled, turned, and walked away. She waved backwards, giggling.

“Goodnight Diana. I wish you all the luck in the world, but I don’t think you will need it.”

“Goodnight, Katerina.”

I switched everything off in the kitchen, donned a thick, warm winter duvet jacket, and signed out through security on my way through the front door. As a person of the night, I took a moment on the sidewalk to gather my thoughts, staring at a starry sky. The cold didn’t trouble me because I was neither a lover nor a hater and could manage in either.

At the end of the street, I whistled for a cab and settled into its warm rear compartment. I had always enjoyed the drive to Fulton Fish Market Cooperative, the largest in America.

The city’s night lights excited me, and I watched billboards flashing, shops with their goods lit up, and the Manhattan night scene. Nothing compared with the raw feeling that lifted me when crossing the Harlem River, entering the Bronx, and finally arriving at Hunts Point, home to what I believed was the greatest fish market on our planet. It was also the roughest, something else I loved.

A cacophony met me as I strolled into the main hall of an icy theatre of dreams. It was the sound of traders screaming and bantering in a maelstrom melody, with forklift trucks sounding a percussion beat, slamming down pallets while their horns squealed, searing into my brain.

I felt a familiar rush of joy. Adrenaline coursed through me like water soaked through a dry sponge tossed into the sea, and I felt the same thrill as always. Glancing to one side, I watched a stainless steel, razor-sharp blade slam into a wooden block, lobbing the head off a twenty-plus-kilo Cobia pelagic fish.

Joey grinned at me, nodding at the headless fish he held by its tail as though it weighed nothing. He was hopeful of a quick sale.

“Do I ever buy the first thing I see, Joey?”

“You’ll come back here, Diana. You want me and my fish.”

“Maybe the latter, if you strike lucky.”

I stepped aside, allowing a forklift truck precariously loaded with boxes of live clams to fly past. It was heading somewhere down the unmarked center aisle of a brightly lit endless hall. Both trading sides mirrored each other with meticulously stacked plastic crates, cardboard boxes, hanging scales, nearby ice hoppers, and live crustacean tanks.

Every trader expertly tried to fuck over their neighbor.

A man hauling a heavy pallet transporter backed out of his stall and blindly headed for me.

“Look where you are going, pal.”

“Get out of the way then, for fuck’s sake.”

“Fuck off.”

Frank spun on his heels, saw who it was, and turned his frown upside down.

“Oh Diana, sorry I didn’t see you.”

“You can’t miss me.”

“Maybe I won’t next time.”

As I strolled down the aisle with both hands in my pockets, I remembered the day my father first brought me to the old Fulton Fish Market. The rough New Yorkers who lived and reigned here had retained the old atmosphere, but now, the main trading hall was so much bigger, brighter, fuller, and had the whole world’s seafood variety available.

Two octopuses were ceremoniously laid on a bed of ice right as I pulled up beside them. Cash changed hands quickly and was stuffed into pockets or utility belts, amounting to one billion dollars in revenue yearly, which was not bad for a market.

“Won’t you buy my octopus, Diana?”

“It’s octopuses or octopi when you have two, sweetie - Why not try shouting: hey guy, won’t you buy my octopi? You’ll be a fishmonger poet, Stevie.”

“Won’t you buy my octopi, Di?”

“That’s much better.”

I smiled cutely and shook my head at his wares because I wanted to browse a little first. Most traders knew me because Dad had been one of New York’s greatest chefs, as Katerina had discovered. Since he passed that baton to me, I inherited his friendships, which were now mine.

“Although you are my guy for octopi, you wait until I fully pry.”

“You are a tease, Diana. How about a date?”

“Not with a fish trader, darling. I can’t imagine the horror of having a fish-smelling man crawl into my bed at 6 a.m., when he comes off shift.”

“I’ll change jobs for you, Diana.”

“Go home, get out of here! You were born to sell fish, Stevie.”

He looked glum for about ten seconds, then rushed over to service the next victim of his charms; a Chinese restauranteur had strode into his orbit. Stevie wanted to date me, but I had no Daddy issues, so acquiring a lover twice my age offered low appeal. He was a lovely man with a great product, but my prize today was further along the hall.

“Hi, Big Joe.”

“Hey, Diana. What can I do you for?”

“Why else would I visit the halibut king of New York?”

“How much halibut do you need?”

“Three kilos of thick filet in one piece, please.”

He wrote down my order and handed me the ticket. I stepped back, glanced up and down the aisle, and then stared at Big Joe Halibut, shaking my head.

“You can wipe your ass with this ticket, Joe. I’m not a retail newbie.”

“That’s today’s price, Diana.”

“I’ll pay half that.”

“You work for the wealthiest family in the world. What the fuck does it matter to you?”

“They save children from slavery, Big Joe; these guys deserve their fish for free.”

“Nah, come on, you’re yanking my chain.”

“Have I ever done that?”

“No.”

“Half price then, Joe. Come on.”

“That’s robbery, Diana.”

“Fair exchange is no robbery.”

“That’s what your Daddy always said. Give me the fucking ticket.”

He irritably snatched the small chit from my hand, playing his part in our age-old game. Big Joe scribbled out the price, studied me at length, and then wrote something else on the ticket, handing it over while scowling.

When Big Joe Halibut turned away from me, his good-natured smile was reflected in the glass booth in front, revealing the soft-hearted, kind man I knew well. When he handed me a bag and took cash, his faux scowl returned.

“Any idea where I can get Yellowtail Amberjack from Big Joe?”

“For sushi?”

“Yep.”

“Try Eddie Monani. He has great pelagic’s today, but don’t tell him I sent you.”

“Thank’s Big Joe.”

“Do me a favor, Diana. Don’t tell anyone the price I gave you. If it were anyone other than you, I’d say go fuck yourself because my price is my price. For you, I’ll always bend a little.”

“I’ll never make you snap, honey.”

“That you won’t.”

I bought a couple of lobsters and maxed out the space I knew remained in the house fridge, so I wrapped it up at 3 a.m., took a cab home, buying one of Stevie’s octopus for deep-fried Kalamari rings on my way out.

When I slipped into my bed at 3.50 a.m., I felt satisfied that I had done my bit. 


Chapter Fourteen

Background Check

◆◆◆

Katerina’s Point Of View

I was pleased that Amy’s Foundation rescue mission to the DRC had gone well. I’d been involved up to a point, providing advice and some contacts, but Rania found her feet quickly, and with Anastasia backing her, my help to mount the operation wasn’t required.

After the emotionally exhausted throng left, I was the last to go to bed. I spent the late evening talking to Diana, a woman who intrigued me greatly. I wasn’t wholly buying her story, so I probed, revealing more kindness, some ambition, and her overwhelming confidence that she would prevail.

When I left our new home in the early hours of the morning, after Diana had returned home, Michelangelo was on the sidewalk, winding his lithe body around my ankles in a figure of eight. Once he bid me an adequate farewell, my feline companion set off into the night in one direction, and I headed to my meeting in another.

When I arrived, the Fish Market was well past its peak. Diana had selected her prizes early, paid for them, and left. She’d probably be tucked up in bed by now and certainly had no idea that I had left home.

I needed information, and the only man I wanted right now was Big Joe Halibut. I strolled a familiar aisle, enjoying its vibrancy, the shouting, bartering, and banter until I saw him. He was counting money from a fat roll of Benjamin Franklin’s, probably one of many others stashed in his pristine blue overall.

He haggled argumentatively over prices with a Chinese fish trader called 85-35 on the stock that hadn’t yet sold as the latter crawled over boxes, eying his prize.

85-35, who worked harder than any man I knew, had other traders on the ropes by 6 a.m. when the market closed. By midmorning, come rain, hail, or snow, Big Joe’s leftovers would be delivered to hundreds of woks in all nine of New York’s Chinatowns.

“Hi, Big Joe.”

His eyes widened, and Big Joe Halibut dropped a cardboard box full of fresh fish on 85-35s toes. He stepped forward quickly and embraced me like a long-lost daughter, checking me over as though disbelieving his eyes.

“Katerina, thank fuck you are okay.”

“Why wouldn’t I be, Joe?”

“I heard a thing or two, y’know, rumors… bad things happened.”

“You hear a great deal, Joe, sometimes it’s bullshit.”

“I heard you found your son. Then you disappeared.”

“I’m out of the game.”

“But the game isn’t out of you, Kat.”

“Maybe, but life is peaceful, and I am domesticated. I even have a cat.”

“Do you have time for coffee?”

“Always, Joe.”

I followed Joe to his back office, where he had a small table covered with Formica laminate, a blue diamond pattern on a white background. Four plastic chairs surrounding the table were enough to call it a board room, with the most excellent coffee in the market from a percolator that had seen better days.

While he poured, sugared, and milked two mugs, I surveyed the room I had visited many times when seeking information or dropping some off to feed into American Intelligence, a necessary move to keep a tenuous peace.

Joe traded in the truth and was integral in keeping the peace between superpowers still locked in a Cold War.

“Why do they call the Chinaman 85-35?”

“That’s his market auction number. Nobody knows his real name, but the small restaurants and take-out joints in every Chinatown buy from him. It saves them from the cost of coming here. He’s an aggregator and a damn good one at that.”

“He’s like you. 85-35 aggregates and sells fish as you do with information.”

“I’m out of the game.”

“But the game isn’t out of you, Joe.” 

While he mulled the reason for my visit, I sipped coffee, enjoying its immediate stimulating effect. The flavor was unfeasible, and even though I had been drinking Big Joe’s brew for years, it still amazed me how he did it. I pointed at the ancient percolator, shaking my head.

“How do you squeeze such great coffee out of a machine with ten years of stale granules staining the glass pot.”

“That staining is precisely why the coffee tastes great, Katerina. Ask any Chinese chef, and they will tell you never clean a wok with soap - same, same, but different with my percolator.”

“I’ll ask our new chef what she thinks of that theory. Her name is Diana.”

Big Joe’s eyes gave him away immediately. He knew Diana and couldn’t hide it. The question was, how did he know her? My old friend, also the Halibut king of New York, possibly the world, was a nexus for information, and our Chef had been here just a few hours earlier.

Big Joe never played sides, only dealt with those he trusted, and wouldn’t get involved in any caper that led to someone getting unnecessarily hurt.

But he knew everything that happened in New York and far further afield.

“Who is she, Joe?”

“Who is who?”

“Diana visited you. I see it in your eyes, and I’m sure our dinner tonight will be Halibut.”

“Am I so obvious, Kat?”

“You are pure of heart, Joe. I read you perfectly well. Now tell me about Diana. I left a comfortable bed and a warm man to visit here.”

“If we are friends, you’ll leave this one alone. Diana is a good girl, kind, and probably one of the best chefs on the East Coast.”

“And yet you know her beyond supplying halibut?”

“She’s been visiting this market with her Daddy since she was six years old. By the time Diana was nine, she could name, gut, and filet every fish on every stall. The traders know and love her.”

“I’m not here to check her resume or collect character references, Joe.”

“What do you want to know?”

“Is she a threat to my family?”

“Not even remotely.”

“Then why did she visit you?”

“For Halibut. Diana loves the market. Sure, she could buy off a street stall, but she comes here early, buys the best product, talks to her friends, and then leaves.”

“There is more that you aren’t saying.”

Big Joe hid something about Diana. I saw heartfelt reluctance on his face as he labored between our friendship and the one he shared with our Chef. I waited, knowing that, in the end, getting my information came down to Joe trusting me.

“She’s trying to find her Daddy.”

“He was a Chef, right?”

“One of the best. He was also part of the game.”

“On whose side?”

“The right side. Ralph disappeared one day when Diana was eighteen and has never been seen. She drops by because this is hallowed ground for her and her daddy. Also, there is an open book on discovering what happened to him. That’s all there is to know. Diana isn’t a spy or criminal.”

“Just a daughter looking for her father?”

“Someone took Ralph, Katerina. Someone very nasty.”

“What did you hear?”

“Nothing. That’s how I know it was professional. Nobody knows, nobody talks. He’s vanished, and I don’t have the heart to tell her that daddy isn’t ever coming home.”

“So you lie to her?”

“Not saying what I believe without facts ain’t lying, Kat.”

“That’s true.”

“Ralph was a good man and a great chef, but Diana is better in every regard.”

“Thanks, Joe.”

“Don’t leave it for so long until you return for coffee, Kat. Now I know where you live, I might come knocking.”

“We have a great Chef if you visit.”

When I slipped back under my duvet, the sun was rising, and I figured I could sneak a couple of hours of sleep before others would expect to see me about the place. Peter sucked away all the cold from my goosebump-infested, icy, naked body. His warmth of heart was as revitalizing as his incredible physique that I caressed, relaxing my body and mind.

I felt a semi-hard cock press into my thigh and grinned when Peter opened one eye. When he snuggled close, resting his face between my breasts, I figured my boyfriend would fuck me the next time we woke.

I slept well, waking to the sound of clinking crockery and cutlery entering our bedroom. When I elbowed myself up high on the mattress, I saw Peter grinning, holding the door open with one foot while balancing a tray in his hands and hopping on his free leg.

“Breakfast in bed, Peter? What did I do nice?”

“My gift for the woman of the night.”

“You make me sound like an awful slut, sweetheart.”

“The only slut in this house is Michelangelo.”

As luck would have it, my baby hurried through the final six-inch gap of a closing door, took three silent bounds and a leap, arriving on my bed as I bolstered myself up onto pillows, gleefully taking inventory of our breakfast. Michelangelo settled into a comfortable niche in the duvet, close enough to receive an occasional treat, sufficiently far away that I wouldn’t spill coffee on him.

Once Peter had burdened me with our tray across my lap, he slipped into bed beside me. With a smile, I noticed his morning wood when he dropped a bathrobe.

“Is that for me, Peter?”

“The poached eggs are. The bacon is for big M.”

“I was talking about your cock, honey.”

“It is only for you, Kat.”

“At least until we find the right girl to join our bed. After that, sharing is caring.”

“This breakfast is my way of caring for you, Katerina.”

“So I see.”

I fed my boyfriend and cat alternately; one enjoyed sharing poached eggs on perfectly toasted bread, while the other snaffled all of the crispy bacon before he left me and settled into his bed cum hideaway in a closet.

“What do you think about Diana, Peter?”

“Incredible Chef. Nice person.”

“She’s hiding a secret.”

“You and I practically invented that concept.”

“I want to help her.”

“Help her do what?”

“She’s trying to find out what happened to her father. You and I can help with that. The trouble is, it will be like allowing Michelangelo to unravel a ball of wool.”

“You expect there to be a mess?”

“Isn’t there always in these situations?”

“I’ll check with the State Department tomorrow and see what they say about Diana’s father. Your citizenship documents must be available by now.”

“I’ll soon become an American like you.”

“Anastasia will too.”

He removed the tray and all crumbs from the bed before strolling to our shower room with a full-blown erection. Peter was teasing me, but two could play at that game. I followed him, naked, stood in front under the warm monsoon, and bent over to pick up a sponge that I deliberately left on the floor the evening before.

He must have a great view of my hairy pussy from behind, and being a man who loved a large wiry covering on his slit, Peter would go wild when he saw mine for the five seconds I allowed.

“You did that deliberately, Kat.”

“Of course, sweetheart. Time spent in mission planning is rarely wasted.”

“I want you so badly right now.”

“As I do you.”

I stood, turned, and grinned at my boyfriend, allowing luxuriant soap suds to coat my breasts and solid nipples from the lather I had already rubbed into the sponge. I pulled my bottom lip, then counted to three, and he was in my arms, loving me as much as I needed him.

“Take me right here, Peter. Bend me over and fuck me hard. Fill me with your cum.”

“Are you feeling submissive?”

“Only to you.”

Peter accessed the naughty, submissive girl inside me who wanted him so badly she would debase herself. My boyfriend was my catnip, and now, as his lips brushed against mine like the softness of a ripe peach’s flesh, I watered from my pussy into the mass of whorls he loved so much.

Once he confessed to enjoying a thick lady garden, I allowed my pubic bush to flourish, enjoying how hard Peter worked to hunt down my clitoris with gentle fingers and a warm tongue.

Peter plowed his fingers into my thick bush, finding the swollen labia that gave my arousal away while I gave him all I could through a passionate kiss, hot, sticky lips, and an electrifying tongue. I shuddered, then moaned lasciviously, pushing his hand aside before leaping up and wrapping my legs around his waist.

As my pussy sunk slowly down my lover’s cock, I trembled, gasped, tapped my forehead against his, and saw his passion for me. My love with Artyom paled by comparison because although we were compatible, we had never been soulmates.

My body trembled all over when Peter’s hands cupped my ass cheeks, gently prising my crack apart. I wrapped my arms around his neck and rode the length of his cock, enjoying my rising orgasm. I leaned closer to whisper in my lover’s ear just when he reached orgasm.

“A young woman will soon join us in our bed, sweetheart. We need to be discreet.”

“I fucking hope so.”

“You’ll fuck her pussy while she licks mine.”

“Yes.”

Peter slammed my back against the slate wall, driving his cock deep inside. We had shared our most private fantasy, and we were surprised it was the same. Peter wanted to see me fuck a woman in her mid-twenties while he watched. I wanted to see him do the same, so we agreed to fuck her together.

As Peter pounded his cock deep inside me like a battering ram at full speed, I gasped and moaned, squeezing his shaft hard with my tight pussy and powerful muscles. He was the best man I ever fucked, the finest lover, but I needed a pussy in my mouth and a woman’s tongue between my legs.

His desperate cum face said all I needed to know about how Peter felt. I loved him, too, and as my body shuddered in an immense orgasm, he flooded my pussy with his seed.

I giggled joyously as I descended from a peak of pleasure, enjoying how tightly he held me under the warm rain. Peter didn’t want to release me, but time was getting on, so I gently wriggled free and set about cleaning my lover before myself.

In our bedroom, he dressed quickly while I took time styling my hair, choosing the right pair of jeans to show my ass off in the best possible light.

“Are we still going car shopping, Peter?”

“I hoped we would, then lunch.”

“And our date?”

“She’ll meet us there.”

“I have a good feeling about Ophelia.”


Chapter Fifteen

Nitrile Gloves

◆◆◆

Katerina’s Point Of View

I was dressed casually and sitting in Diana’s kitchen cafe while Peter paced around the room, arguing with a Maserati dealer who wanted to discuss options and prices before we saw the car. I had no clue what we were buying as long as it was some shade of blue, so I stayed out of the quarrel.

Diana smiled warmly, regarding me as a friend. She slid a creamy double espresso in front of me while whizzing around the kitchen, removing trays of delicious, aromatic Michelin star standard hotel baked goods from ovens and packing them in wicker baskets lined with cotton tea towels.

She grinned apologetically with no time to chat and pointed to the baskets.

“Please help yourself, Katerina. Take anything you want.”

“I ate in bed already, thank you. Are these for Amy’s foundation offices?”

“Yes. By next week, I’ll have lunches being reheated onsite there too.”

“It’s a lot of work, Diana.”

“My father always said that food was the least important thing on everyone’s mind until they felt hungry.”

“How is he?”

“Who? My daddy?”

“Yes.”

“He died a few years ago. I miss him terribly.”

It wasn’t the right time to investigate why Diana lied to me. Whatever was going on between her and her father was none of my business, so I left well alone, determined to find her missing parent discretely and sensitively.

Peter and I left the house late, taking a cab to the Maserati dealership. My boyfriend fawned over the cars like a cute boy with a new toy. The dealer, an impolite oaf, argued over which model Peter should choose.

I watched curiously and was somewhat entertained, enjoying how the dealer considered my boyfriend’s polite disposition a weakness.

“This is definitely the right car for you, Peter. Mid-engined, fast forward. The light MC20 body ensures a prodigious power-to-weight ratio for jaw-dropping acceleration and top speed.”

“I’ll take it, Erik. Shall we go over the specifications?”

“Would you prefer the MC20 Cielo?”

“Look, Erik. You’ve gone on all morning on the phone about the fucking cabriolet. I’ve been as polite as I can be, pushing you back. Now here in the dealership, you are taking the piss, and I am getting totally fucked off with you. I want the MC20, not the cabriolet version.”

“Imagine hot summers with the roof down.”

“I could easily buy a Porsche, Audi, or a Ferrari after I break your fucking arm for wasting my time, Erik.”

“The MC20 it is then, Peter. What color would you like?”

“My lady will decide.”

Erik looked at me, so I stared back, shrugging and smiling cutely, ensuring he wouldn’t ask me if I preferred the convertible roof. As it happened, I didn’t, but that was beside the point. This two-seater sportscar was my boyfriend’s, not mine.

“Infinito Blue, please, Erik.”

He left to sit in an office with Peter and process the order with a complete specification. Undoubtedly, my boyfriend would buy the car fully loaded, enjoying everything in his life to excess, which is why I loved being in it, with him.

When we were done, it was a short walk from the Maserati dealership on Sylvan Ave, Eaglewood Cliffs, to the Kalbi Korean BBQ Restaurant on the same street.

“Have you tried Korean food before, Katerina?”

“No. Not as far as I know.”

“Ask for nonspicy options.”

“Is Korean food that hot?”

“Korean cooking methods such as fermentation cause the spicy flavors to diffuse more quickly, so they can seem to taste even spicier. Be careful.”

“Ophelia is Korean and comes highly recommended, Peter. She is a girl of great value and significance in her country. I’m excited to meet her.”

“She’s a student looking for a three-way hookup, sweetheart. Once she has fun here, Ophelia’s wealthy family will arrange suitors back home who know nothing about how she sowed her wild oats in New York.”

“Isn’t that as it should be?”

“Yes, sweetheart. I’m glad we decided to do this.”

“Don’t forget our boundaries, Peter, and remember, they are yours, not mine. If you change your mind about the rules, I’ll happily go with it if it means more pussy for me to enjoy with you.”

We had decided to entertain a third in our bed, a girl and one, including Amy, my son, nor anyone else could know about. Peter had bought a small, luxurious love nest apartment in Manhattan for the occasional lover’s tryst with our girlfriend, so the game was set and now our first date was arranged.

When it became clear in our marriage that Artyom was into boys, my enjoyment of girls was easily indulged. I abstained from all others upon meeting Peter, and that fidelity continued until he and I were sufficiently secure in a relationship to discuss our kinks.

“We will begin our fun once a week with her, Katerina. Then, if things go well, we can invite Ophelia for occasional weekends.”

“Oh, she’ll want more than that out of the blocks. At twenty-three years old, this girl will fuck us both hard all night.”

“Ophelia’s profile confirms she wants to enjoy an affair with an older couple of parenting age to her.”

“Such an exquisite girl, and may I say, she has great taste in distinguished men.”

“She has fabulous taste in beautiful women, too, Katerina.”

We sat in a private booth and ordered white wine, which would not be the best choice once spicy food hit the table. I enjoyed a glass of chilled Chablis while I could, knowing I could revert to water once we dined.

Ophelia was taller than I expected and smiled beautifully when she entered the restaurant. She looked immediately at us, deliberately checked me out, then Peter, making it evident from her genuinely affable expression that she liked what she saw.

So did we.

Ophelia’s long dark brown hair, lighter complexion, and Asian features suggested a career in the movies or as a pop star beckoned in her future. She was lithe, with ample, well-rounded breasts, unusual for her national norm. I saw her pull on her bottom lip as she stared deeply into my eyes, already licking my pussy in her imagination.

Her knee-length black leather trench coat met a pair of long, fuck me boots, leaving no line of skin between them. A red pencil skirt begged to be torn off before I sank my tongue into her pussy while my boyfriend fucked it.

Peter and I stood and kissed her on both cheeks, but Ophelia wrapped her arms around each of us, kissing thoroughly on the lips as familiar lovers do. Her tongue sparked my libido, and I felt a trickle of pussy cream settle as a sticky layer in my gusset.

“It’s been a long time since I kissed another girl, Katerina.”

“For me also.”

She sat opposite us, leaning forward on her elbows, grinning mischievously while I cleared my throat and gathered my senses. She was an exquisite girl who looked older, more mature, and more experienced than her biological age. 

“I can’t wait to fuck you both, Katerina. I haven’t made love since arriving in the USA and starting at Colombia University.”

“How long ago was that?”

“Almost a year. I go home for a two-week break next month, then return and start a new year.”

“What about college? Surely there are easy hook-ups you could enjoy?”

“Only if I want to fuck my professors, which I don’t. I’m into older, fit, gorgeous lovers. I can’t abide spending time with people my age. It’s all mobile phones, streaming services, and social media. Fuck that.”

“You have a potty mouth, Ophelia.”

“Do you like that? May I call you Kat, please?”

“Yes, and yes.”

“Do you like me?”

“Of course. It will be good to get to know you much better in the coming months, perhaps years.”

“I’m easygoing and enjoy cuddling; I’ll top, bottom, and do what I am told within reason, Kat.”

“Are you a good girl?”

“I think so; until I am not, then I can be very naughty.”

“How naughty, Ophelia?”

“I’ll roll your nipples between my index finger and thumb and rim your anal whorl while your husband fucks your pussy. How’s that for naughty?”

“And what if we want to take you to a function? Can you behave?”

“Dress me in anything you like, and I will clutch my pearls while entertaining a prince or the President… their wives, too.”

“You are a delightful girl, Ophelia. Could you please order everything for us? I need less spice than Peter.”

We talked about her life as a Korean billionaire’s daughter. Ophelia had given her bodyguards the slip this afternoon, which was the sort of behavior that had apparently forced her into celibacy. She was intelligent, studying fine art to manage and expand Daddy’s collection.

“I gave your profiles, along with Amy and Victor’s, to my bodyguard team. They vetted you, and my father approved our friendship. Obviously, he doesn’t know that we will be fucking, but once I am dropped off with you, my team will vanish, then collect me when I call.”

“You have this all worked out, Ophelia.”

“Don’t you?”

“Of course. We have a love nest for overnight playtime and weekends when we agree our relationship matures. I emailed our health check documents to you last night. Thank you for yours.”

“Then we have a green light, Kat?”

“Yes. Peter wants to cook dinner for us both this coming Friday. We can make love after that, and we’d like you to stay overnight.”

“What do you enjoy doing most, Katerina?”

“I love facesitting naughty girls while they suck my boyfriend’s cock.”

“Do you have a bush?”

“A very thick and unruly one, yes.”

“I love getting pubic hair on my tongue and between teeth.”

Peter looked flushed and squirmed delightfully in his seat with both palms in his lap. The restaurant was half-full, and if I could, without being seen, I would have hand-relieved him right there. Ophelia rose from her seat and looked down into my boyfriend’s lap.

“May I see it, please, Peter? I’ll show you mine if you do.”

“How the fuck will you do that?”

“In the toilets.”

“Fuck, no way.”

“I shave my pussy an hour before I fuck. I get weekly waxing of both my fuck holes. How big is your cock?”

“Eight inches.”

“Oh wow. That’s plenty for me.”

My mind boggled at our conversation, and I felt intoxicated by lust. Ophelia was a perfect candidate to be our lover, and I would enjoy fucking her with Peter, but we were getting too vocal, and I needed to calm that down.

“Let’s do this on Friday, Ophelia. Being loutish now will not do us justice.”

“You are right, of course. I’m sorry. It’s just such a thrill to be with you.”

“For us, too. Few people understand consensual non-monogamy.”

After we finished eating, we kissed her goodbye, both Peter and I lingering on her lips, unconcerned with what that looked like to other diners. Outside, she waved goodbye and slipped inside a stretch limo with a driver and burly security guard. I hadn’t seen Ophelia use any phone, so I assumed she had some other means of communication, perhaps a pager with a locator.

Peter waved down a cab for us, and I had the driver drop him off at home before I went to 136 E 67th St.

I wasn’t a frequent visitor to The Permanent Mission of the Russian Federation to the United Nations in New York. The man I would meet there floated around the USA, using whichever official buildings he wanted for personal security so that even the Foreign Intelligence Service masters to whom he reported couldn’t keep tabs on him.

I was escorted through security, frisked, groped, scanned, and had all my possessions removed to be rifled through while I attended my meeting.

A lazy guard escorted me to a small interview room, steel-walled, lead-lined, and soundproofed, much like the one I was taken to when forced to give up my baby, Victor.

“Hi, Katerina.”

“Vladimir, you are a wily fox. I assume we are listened to and recorded.”

“Directly by Moscow, such is your importance, my dear.”

I waved and grinned at the camera fixed to a corner between two walls and the ceiling, knowing some bored, low-level SVR agent sitting in the basement of a building near the Kremlin would flick me the bird.

“How is the spy game these days, Vladimir?”

“It’s a pain in my ass. The old ways are long gone, and now these American fuckers track me using high-altitude drones, satellites, and spyware on my fucking phone. I tell you, Katerina, this is bad for my gallstones.”

“I hear Google Earth is on the Kremlin speed dial these days.”

“Probably. Now, sit down, please. Would you like coffee?”

“Not if it’s the finely ground powdered shit they always have here.”

“I’ll take that as a no, then.”

Vladimir slid a file folder across the table while sipping a Starbucks he brought. I peered inside, saw a photograph with nothing else, and closed the folder, nodding at my old friend and partner.

“That’s him.”

“Ralph Knodel.”

“That’s a German name.”

“Changed from Sinclair, as in father of Diana Sinclair.”

“Diana is our Chef.”

“She’s clean, and while on the subject, the girl comes so highly recommended that it’s high time you invited me home to dinner. It would be good to see Artyom, too.”

“Artyom and I are almost divorced.”

“Such a shame.”

“I have moved on, Vladimir. An invitation to dinner might be possible if you are willing to submit to a cavity search. I won’t have you bugging my son and daughter’s home while enjoying their hospitality.”

He looked coy, as though we were having a negotiation about an upcoming spy exchange. I giggled and remembered the good times when we partnered on a mission, mostly with successful outcomes.

“Would Kasimir be selected to do this cavity search?”

“Probably.”

“Then I am all in, Katerina. I’ve always wanted to get naked in a room with that man.”

I shook my head while Vladimir laughed. Every power broker in Moscow knew my friend was gay. He was out, loud and proud, without care what the Russian leadership thought about it because they needed him and the secret network of informants he ran in the USA.

Vladimir leaned over the table and stared me in the eye with a deadly serious expression.

“Is she as good a chef as people say?”

“If Diana cooked a dying man his last meal, he would fall asleep wholly content with a smile and never wake again.”

“In which case, I promise to behave Katerina. You know how I love the food of dreams. Invite me home, and I shall not let you down. You can bring a proctologist with calluses to search me if you like.”

“I’ll put you on the list. Now, tell me about Ralph.”

“It wasn’t us.”

“Is that all you have, Vladimir?”

“No. I just wanted that out of the way from the get-go. Now… I will agree to help you, but in return, you must promise there will be no more clod hopping around the place. You’ve made a fuck load of noise.”

“Big Joe Halibut?”

“You have him running scared, and that’s not good for the equilibrium I maintain with our American friends. No more sneaking up on people, okay? Everyone knows you were our top assassin… actually, you still are, and by a long way.”

“What else can you tell me about Ralph?”

“He knew some bad people in New York’s Five Families. They tried to exploit him and take over the restaurant. The Americans helped him push back, and then we did too.”

“Why did anyone bother helping a Chef fight organized criminals?”

“Ralph was a former CIA officer. He got out young, retrained as a chef, made a new start, and reached out when the mafia tried taking over his restaurant. He became protected, then part of the network but only at a low level and never in an underhanded way.”

“What did he do for you and the CIA?”

“Ralph passed messages back and forth and facilitated meetings in his restaurant, always ensuring there were no prying eyes or ears. He was a useful guy and brilliant chef.”

“What happened to him?”

“I have no idea, but as I said at the beginning -  it wasn’t us, Kat. I promise you.”

“Could the CIA have turned on him?”

“I don’t think so.”

“The five families, then?”

“That would be my guess, Kat.”

“Do you have anything else that might help me?”

“I have Ralph’s current whereabouts, but I have no idea why he is there.”

Vladimir slid a business card across to me with handwritten longitude, latitude, and the name of a bar or restaurant I couldn’t tell which. I knew the rough location and smiled because now I had a significant piece of the puzzle.

“Katerina. Don’t contact Ralph until you have fixed his New York problem. You’d only be putting a target on his back and upsetting Diana if her Daddy were gunned down in front of her.”

“Don’t teach your grandma how to suck eggs, Vladimir. Thank you for your service. A dinner invitation will be in the post soon, and I shall order a box of latex gloves.”

“I like medical grade. The nitrile ones, powder-free, and only warm fingers. I’ll bring your favorite Champagne, Pol Roger, if Kasimir searches me.”

I left the building feeling excited. I couldn’t share my news with Diana, but I felt sure her problem could be resolved soon. I called a friend from the back of my cab.

“Have you received the children yet?”

“Hi, Katerina… they arrive the day after tomorrow. Why do you ask?”

“I need you back in New York as soon as possible.”

“Am I no longer PNG?”

“We’ll see. Get back here in the next few days, and we will talk.”

“Thank you, Katerina.”


Chapter Sixteen

The Warm Blanket Of Family

◆◆◆

Katerina’s Point Of View

I got home late, shortly after family dinner had begun. After flipping off my heels and scrunching my toes, I sighed, then walked along the hallway toward the living, dining, and kitchen areas. Familiar laughter and chatter wafted toward me like a comforting blanket beckoning me into the nest.

I joined my family; everyone stood, hugged, and kissed me lovingly. I returned to the hearth my son and daughter-in-law had created for our close-knit family group.

I was pleased the day had gone so well. Peter bought a new car in a beautiful color, we acquired a new lover to share the occasional night of fun, and I had Diana’s father’s location.

With a stainless steel ladle in hand, Amy pointed at my plate, and I smiled back, nodding. She served my dinner from an enormous cast iron casserole pot at the center of the table. Beautifully cooked chicken meat cleaved slowly off the bone once a portion rested on my plate, almost like my meal was taking a bow.

Amid a delicious-smelling ocean of expanding gravy on my brilliant white, porcelain bowl-like plate, chestnut mushrooms floated tantalizingly. Most of all, I would enjoy the perfectly ripened, al dente French beans served separately, but I would not devour an entire portion of garlic creamy mashed potato Amy heaped on my plate.

“Coq au Vin is always an incredible dish, especially when served with garlic and creamy mashed potato, but I think Diana excelled herself this time, Katerina.”

“Our wonderful chef constantly surprises me, Amy.”

Diana shot me a cute smile as she replaced an empty bottle of Bordeaux with a fresh one, pouring me a glass. My daughter-in-law sensed there was something odd about my tone of voice. Amy had become far too expert at reading me in a way no other person ever had, so it hardly surprised me when she leaned closer, whispering.

“Is there something wrong, Mother?”

“Why would there be, sweetheart?”

“Your tone of voice had a tiny upward inflection. I sense something.”

“Maybe it is the baby and your pregnancy.”

“Or maybe you have a secret.”

“Oh, I definitely have secrets, Amy, but none you should worry about.”

“Now you are mollifying me.”

“How did you become so wise at such an early age?”

“My parents died, Katerina. It’s the same reason you hardened yourself to the extent you can kill someone with your bare hands. If anyone took my baby, I would tear up every tree on the planet looking for them. You gain a certain life experience when subjected to hardship.”

“Losing your parents was hard on you.”

“I had to grow up quickly, not least of all, to ensure an army of cockroach lawyers didn’t pilfer the fortune left to me.”

“And now you are becoming a lawyer, Amy.”

“It takes one to beat one.”

“And now here you are. The matriarch of a family you brought together.”

“With the support of a wonderful husband and your significant help, Mother, I’m no narcissist, and what drives me most is the love in this room.”

“You are surrounded by people you love and who love you back.”

“Exactly, Mother. That love tells me that something is awry.”

“Meet me in Victor’s study after dinner, dear.”

I would have told Amy and Victor about Diana’s secret eventually, but with my plans to root out Ralph after making it safe for him on hold for a few days, it seemed premature to discuss the problem. Amy, being Amy, had bulldozed through my veneer of secrecy, but that was no bad thing because advice from a lawyer might help.

I drifted through dinner, enjoying the meal but declining dessert. Instead, I opted for a rich, creamy Cappuccino, spiking my caffeine intake while others prepared for bed.

Victor, a car enthusiast like my boyfriend, probed for information about the Maserati. Peter unfolded his purchase order, which looked like a work drawn by an artist and written by a calligrapher.

“Tell us about the car, Peter.”

“Furious and glued to the road, the MC20’s aerodynamics have been developed using the most advanced engineering techniques and by obsessing over every detail, even the underbody.”

“I don’t want the brochure version, man. Tell me how it makes you feel.”

“I drove it while we stayed in Florence. Katerina and I took a red one for a spin in the Tuscan hills, and I fell in love.”

“With the car?”

“No. With your mother.”

“You can take the car, but not my mother, Peter.”

I smiled at their banter. Peter frequently told me how much he loved me, which felt nice. Doing that in front of my son and his daughter felt like an affirmation of our relationship, and I enjoyed it. I was aroused, warmed by my boyfriend’s love, tingling when his hand slid across the table and a finger stroked mine.

“Is your Maserati a match for my Porsche, Peter?”

“In our hands, yes. The only difference between them would show up if Fernando Alonso were driving one or the other.”

“Maybe we should race at a track in Italy. You could ship your car there when we go.”

“I wouldn’t risk so much money on a track, Victor.”

“How much did the Maserati cost?”

“Before the options I selected - two hundred and twenty-five thousand dollars.”

“And with the options?’

“Let’s see.”

He stared at the purchase order and began reading off every line. Diana had returned because several glasses were empty.

“We have a carbon fiber engine cover, which costs six thousand four hundred dollars and sixty-two cents. Then there is the carbon fiber spoiler, which costs four thousand eighty dollars thirty-four cents. The Sonos Faber sound system with twelve speakers is eight thousand nine hundred and sixty-two dollars, fifty-nine cents.”

“Two hundred and forty-four thousand, four hundred and forty-three dollars and fifty-five cents. That’s seven hundred and forty-six dollars and eighty-eight cents per speaker.”

Everyone turned their heads in utter amazement and stared at Diana, who hadn’t missed a beat pouring my wine and reciting the running total. Our chef didn’t seem aware she had spoken and smiled at me.

“Shall I open another bottle, Katerina?”

“No thanks, Diana… umm, what just happened?”

“What do you mean?”

You could have heard a pin drop in the room, and Diana scanned each puzzled, amazed expression before she jerked into the present.

“Did I just do math?”

“Yes, and you did it faster than a calculator.”

“Sorry. I sometimes hear numbers and do math without thinking. I’ll keep my mouth shut.”

Peter raised his hand in disbelief, having made the exact sums on his phone calculator.

“Her math is right, too. I mean, about the cost of the car with those extras and the price for each speaker.”

Diana shrugged as though it were some parlor trick she trotted out during family gatherings. I was speechless, immediately processing the new facts I had gathered about her. Peter was entertained and wanted more.

“How good are you at math?”

“I do math pretty well.”

“What is the square root of seventy-two thousand, six hundred and eighty-four.”

“Two hundred and sixty-nine, point five nine nine. That’s to three decimal places. Do you want more?

Peter checked on his calculator, gasped, looked goggle-eyed, and nodded so we all knew Diana had correctly answered.

“You didn’t even take a breath, Diana.”

“Like I said. I do math pretty well.”

“You are a math genius.”

“Yes. Some people call me that, Peter. I usually don’t blurt out like that, but I felt relaxed with the ambiance here, you know?”

“How do you do it, please, if you don’t mind telling us?”

“I learned to count like everyone else at a young age. In my mind, I saw colors, pictures, and patterns and assumed everyone else saw the same thing. Pi is a magical garden of shapes and colors to me.”

“You are a math genius.”

“Did you enjoy your chicken, Peter? I think I am a better chef than a mathematician.”

“Your cooking is amazing, Diana, but you are changing the subject.”

“Yes, I am.”

She grinned at everyone and casually walked away, leaving us completely stunned. Amy changed the subject to avoid embarrassing our chef by making her think we were discussing her. I was consumed by Diana hiding her genius, mulling it to the extent that I couldn’t hear what anyone else said.

Then, I had a lightbulb moment that changed everything. When others, including my boyfriend, drifted away, I was left with Amy and Victor, who still looked stunned. My daughter-in-law went to Diana and brought her to the dining table.

Before any questioning began, I got in first.

“You act like this is an insignificant matter, Diana.”

“It’s not relevant, Katerina.”

“It is very relevant.”

“To what?”

Diana was cordial, but this conversation about her ability had been repeated so often that she was reluctant to open up. Amy and Victor were somewhat in awe, but my thoughts were headed in an entirely different direction.

“Mom is right. This is monumental.”

“It’s just math, Amy.”

“We reached the moon because of math. Math allowed us to tease out the secrets of DNA, create and transmit electricity over hundreds of miles to power our homes and offices, and gave rise to computers and all that they do for the world.”

“Okay… math is wonderful, and I love it.”

“You are also a wonderful chef, honey.”

“If you ask me whether I would like to be more than a chef, the answer is yes, but that will come when it’s ready. For now, it’s good enough that I don’t get ripped off by traders or shopkeepers with dodgy calculators.”

Diana was about to politely stand up and leave, avoiding what must have been a constant fascination in her life.

“What about Big Joe Halibut?”

She froze and eyed me suspiciously. Few people knew the fish traders at Fulton Market, and my mention of her friend was the best way for me to open a conversation I now needed to have. Diana pursed her lips, considered my question, and cast her mind back to when she met with Big Joe, probably trying to recall whether she had seen me but had not registered it.  

“How do you know Big Joe, Katerina? Were you following me?”

“I went to the same market you did hours later.”

“Why?”

“Do you know who Big Joe Halibut is, Diana?”

“He’s the halibut king of Fulton Fish Market.”

“He is also your father’s friend.”

“Yes, he was.”

“You suspect your Daddy is alive, don’t you, Diana?”

Victor and Amy’s faces looked almost comical, as they were shocked beyond any measure I had previously seen. I wanted to laugh, but Diana’s eyes filled with tears, and she trembled as sadness swept across her face.

I sat closest, so I gripped her hand.

“My father is alive. I am sure of it, Katerina.”

“Yes, he is alive. I have his location.”

“Oh fuck!”

She sobbed like a baby, planting her face in her hands. Amy stood, went to the bar, and fetched three crystal tumblers and a bottle of Jack Daniels. She poured one for each of us except herself. Diana knocked the first double shot back, and Amy poured her another.

When Diana stared up at me, I saw tear-stained cheeks and a sadness so complete it might have been the end of the world.

“Please tell me where he is, Katerina?”

“Before we go there, let’s talk this through, please. Can we do that?”

“Of course.”

“How much do you know about your father’s life before becoming a chef?”

“He was in the military until Mom died when I was five years old. He left the service to care for me and trained as a Chef. When I was eighteen, Dad disappeared.”

“And you told people he died?”

“I didn’t want anyone to know he ran away from me.”

“He didn’t abandon you.”

“What happened then?”

“Your Dad wasn’t in the military. Ralph Sinclair was CIA right up until your Mom died. How you remember his retraining as a chef and subsequent success is true. He remained part of a discrete network of people who passed messages and fed intelligence to the US government, sometimes to the Russians when in a good cause.”

“Is Big Joe Halibut part of that network?”

“Yes.”

“You are joking, right, Katerina?”

“Not in the slightest.”

“So, why did my father leave me?”

“My sources say your father fell out with the five families in New York.”

“The old Italian mafia?”

“Yes.”

“So he abandoned the restaurant and ran because of a criminal conspiracy?”

“That was my working theory until I saw you were a maths genius. Now, I am not so sure. It didn’t make sense that Ralph would run from criminals and leave you behind. They would have picked you up by now and exacted some retribution.”

“What are you saying, Katerina?”

“Your father’s disappearance has something to do with this newly exposed ability.”

“What has me doing math got anything to do with my Daddy running away?”

“In addition to those things Amy mentioned, the atom was split by math geniuses, ballistic missile guidance systems and GPS are math-related, and the Enigma code was cracked by math.”

“Math is used in most problem-solving situations. You’re not making any sense.”

“In its most pure and complex form, math is a weapon, sweetheart.”

The implication was obvious. Diana gasped while Amy looked horrified, and my son sipped his bourbon, deep in thought.

“Do you think the CIA will come for me, Katerina?”

“I think they tried that already, but you just don’t know it. A great deal of money is plowed into defense research, and they specifically look out for people like you who are going through university.”

“I studied to become a chef.”

“That’s why they missed you.”

“And when they discovered I could do math, my father ran away? It’s a bit thin.”

“I’m fairly sure your Daddy has information neither the CIA nor their Russian counterparts want to be exposed, and he threatened them to go public if they so much as breathed on you.”

“Why would he run away if he has them by the balls?”

“Because if the CIA kill or otherwise disappear your father, they have a clear route to accessing you.”

“Do the CIA kill their own people like that?”

“Not usually, but tiny cells in the organization act autonomously and don’t fear crossing the line. It depends on what your father knows and how good you are at math.”

We all stared at Diana, expecting an answer. She looked embarrassed, shook her head, then laughed out loud. When she cleared her head, she eyeballed me with the most serious expression I had seen from her to date.

“I’m very good at math, Katerina.”

“How good?”

“Haraguchi holds the current unofficial world record for reciting one hundred thousand digits of pi in sixteen hours, starting at 9:00 a.m. on October 3, 2006.”

“And you?”

“When I was sixteen, my father set up a test at home. I got to two thousand more digits than Haraguchi, one hour faster.”

“Why aren’t you renowned for this ability, Diana?”

“Daddy said nobody should ever know.”

“I can see why. You are practically a weapon.”


Chapter Seventeen

Wrestling With The Truth

◆◆◆

Diana’s Point Of View

I reeled from Katerina’s revelations about my life. Amid a storm of my feelings, layers of complexity blinded me, and I saw my emotional pain spread out like a map of misery in front of me. What began as a bit of fun from the slip of my tongue, adding up Peter’s car shopping list, ended in an utter disaster, with Katerina describing why my father had run away.

I sat down heavily at the dining room table in shock and sipped a bourbon I needed badly. I stared at Katerina, who looked moved and probably the most emotional I had seen her since we met. 

“You’re saying my father left because of me, Katerina.”

“That’s a harsh perspective. Your Dad stays away from New York to protect you. Other people are the root cause of his disappearance. Nobody has the right to determine your life outcomes, and if Ralph were here, those who want to control you would have leverage.”

“The CIA? Seriously? My Dad?”

“Yes. Most people who work for the CIA are normal and decent. Not everyone at Langley indulges in dirty tricks and extra-judicial killings. Your father is a good man. Losing your Mom was hard on him, so he left the service to care for you.”

“Yes, it was hard on him. I remember the awful days after Mom was taken. Dad was sad for years, crying himself to sleep at nights long after I came to terms with our loss.”

“Can you imagine how he felt when your math gift developed to the extent the government became interested in you? It’s possible the New York crime families would have used you as well.”

“Why would criminals want me?”

“Can you count cards, Diana?”

“Probably.”

“You could walk into any casino and fool their card counting prevention systems. There are many uses for a math genius, some good, others evil. A bit of graph theory can help to identify key players in a criminal network.”

“That would be good for law enforcement, right?”

“Yeah, but bad for the criminals. I don’t need to explain where that could end up.”

“No, you don’t.”

I was processing everything Katerina said and fathoming the implications of my situation. I worried about my father and wondered whether she already had a protective cordon around him. Given that I met with Big Joe Halibut less than twenty-four hours ago, it was unlikely that she’d had the chance.

“How do you know all of these people, Katerina?”

“People like Big Joe?”

“And the CIA?”

“In my former life, I played this game and still have friends in the system. Joe is your friend, and he cares about you and your Daddy. He thinks Ralph is dead, but I know differently.”

“Where is my father? I promise not to go there yet.”

She looked reluctant to answer the question, so I waited while Katerina conducted her risk assessment of the situation and my part in it. I wasn’t given to panic and knew if I reacted suddenly, I might jeopardize my father.

“Ralph is in Cuba. He runs a bar and restaurant. It is the island’s most popular backpacker eatery. He is doing well, financially and in good health, but he keeps a low profile.”

“How do you already know what my dad’s situation is?”

“I have friends in most places.”

“When can I see him?”

“We have a couple of matters to take care of first, Diana.”

“The criminals and CIA?”

“The criminals are already in hand, and the CIA is something Amy and Victor can help with.”

Amy looked suspicious, and with good reason. The debacle Katerina had uncovered, with all its intrigue, seemed as much a shock to her as it was to me. My life brought trouble to Victor and Amy’s door no matter which way I assessed it.

I sipped more bourbon, knowing it had to be my last because a faux calmness was settling on me, and if I drank much more, my thinking might become skewed.

“Can you help me, Amy?”

“Definitely. This is the time when we circle the wagons and do what we must. You are part of our family already.”

“How can the CIA be pushed back?”

“We can make it clear you are protected, honey. Even the U.S. Government wouldn’t dare to kidnap a celebrity.”

“I’m not a celebrity.”

“You would be if Colombia University set up a math challenge where you could better Haraguchi’s world record for reciting Pi.”

“It’s an unofficial record.”

“By the time Colombia University has finished presenting your genius to the world, it isn’t going to matter. That, plus this household’s prominence, money, and lawyers, should protect you and your father.”

“As you say, it should be enough, but with no certainty.”

“There are no guarantees in life, sweetheart, but this option is far better than your father running a bar in Cuba, which is known by Russian intelligence. It’s simply a matter of time before the CIA stumbles across Ralph, and the game begins over.”

“And then all barriers to taking another run at me would be down.”

“Yes.”

“What about the criminals who threatened my Dad?”

Amy stared at Katerina, passing the ball because she had no answer for the second part of my problem. I saw a daughter-in-law and mother exchange knowing looks, and Amy smiled, shaking her head.

“Oh, Mother. I know what you did.”

“I contacted a friend who can deal with these particular criminals.”

“Who, Katerina?”

“I would prefer not to say, Diana. She is a friend, but not one to entirely trust when her self-interest is involved.”

“Okay. I have one question, please.”

“Anything.”

“When can we travel to Cuba, Katerina?”

“We can’t. Taking you there would be highly dangerous and foolish. If the CIA wanted you, the Cubans would, too, if only to understand why you were considered a valuable commodity. Let’s deal with the problems in New York, then get to Ralph later.”

“Okay.”

“Do not say a word about any of this to Big Joe. He is part of a sensitive network, and anything you repeat might compromise him.”

“Is he a spy?”

“Not at all, but he is part of an ancient and dangerous game.”

“I won’t say a word.”

I knew there was little I could do about my situation because the world Katerina described was alien to me. My heart soared at the news my Dad was alive, even as thousands of questions tumbled through my disconcerted mind like a washing machine of ideas, thoughts, and worries.

I slept poorly in bed and woke up around 3 a.m., so I went downstairs to make a chicken liver pate, which I had meant to do for a while. Jaques Pepin’s recipe was the stuff of coronarys if eaten too frequently, but as an indulgence, spread luxuriantly and occasionally on toast, it made a great life even more worth living.

I collected all of the ingredients: a half-pound of well-trimmed chicken liver; half an onion, thinly sliced; one garlic clove, smashed and peeled; a bay leaf; a quarter teaspoon of thyme leaves; a half teaspoon of kosher salt; water and unsalted butter at room temperature.

A noise behind startled me, and I spun, coincidentally wielding an eight-inch chef’s knife.

“Will you add cognac or whisky to the pate?”

“Hi Victor, you surprised me.”

“I couldn’t sleep either.”

“Because of me?”

“Yes.”

“Have I upset the equilibrium of this household, Victor?”

“If anything, you have given people purpose. Nothing seems to trigger our family more than protecting one of their own.”

When he sat down, I turned away and used a medium saucepan to combine the chicken livers, onion, garlic, bay leaf, thyme, and half a teaspoon of salt. When I added water and brought it to a simmer, I covered the pan, reduced the heat to low, and cooked.

“How long will that take, Diana?”

“All stoves are different. I’m still getting used to this one. I think the livers will still be pink in three minutes; then I will take the pan off the heat and rest for maybe five more.”

“Will you use cognac or whisky?”

“Cognac is more traditional in a French style.”

“Good, I need a glass for myself.”

“Me too.”

I laughed while pouring two glasses of reasonably good VSOP Remy Martin. An XO would be unnecessary for cooking, but anything cheaper would disrespect the chicken. I sat beside Victor on a kitchen stool and smiled at the man who cared enough to worry about me and come downstairs when he knew I was still awake.

Shuffling noises on the stairs and a massive yawn made us both laugh, and soon, a bulging, stretching Amy, adorned in a warm nighttime fleece, hove into view. She leaned into Victor’s back with her forehead planted soundly, snored lightly within a minute, realized she was half asleep with a jerk and sat beside her husband.

“Sorry. I tried not to wake you, Amy.”

“I can sense an empty bed within minutes of you leaving it. You also leave me feeling cold.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s for a good cause. Diana needs our love.”

Amy’s sentimentality touched me. Since arriving in their lives just over two weeks ago, I had been appreciated, not as a chef but as someone upon whom everyone relied for a small part of their happiness. My large kitchen Island was a sanctuary. The cooker and equipment on my side of it were a map to their pleasure.

“What are you cooking, Diana?”

“Chicken liver pate. You can enjoy it on toast for the next three days.”

She nodded, fell silent for a moment, then started a sentence repeatedly with the word, you, silencing herself in frustration each time.

“Please spit it out, Amy.”

“You don’t have to decide what to do about your gift yet.”

“I won’t give up cooking for math. I have some ideas, though. Things I have considered for a very long time.”

“What like? Are you comfortable sharing with us?”

Her question tore to the heart of my childhood problem. Per my father’s advice, I had rarely discussed my gift with anyone. Every one of my math teachers wanted to share me with the world, more for their fame than mine.

“Growing up with this gift was challenging, but it is much harder for many math savants. Some kids are far out on the autistic spectrum; others are geniuses in math but below average in everything else. It’s hard for many to cope.”

“Do you want to help children with this gift?”

“It would be nice to give something to them, but I don’t have the resources. Math genius children need professional psychologists, other mathematicians to challenge them, a regular study routine, and protection from the world, including from people like the ones your mother said came after me.”

“That sounds like the job of an institute.”

“I don’t have the time.”

“You could help set it up, though. Harvard isn’t so far away, and they are a center of excellence for math. Wave lots of cash under the nose of any university, and doors open.”

“I love cooking, Amy. It would be a shame to give that up.”

“There is space coming up in my Brooklyn building. A home could easily be found; my Foundation could raise funding, secure support, maybe even from the nice side of our government.”

I mulled it over. I wanted to be more than a chef running a house kitchen, but the timing was off. I felt comfortable honing my skills, helping people, and learning about the world at my fingertips, possibly to the detriment of a life that beckoned from afar.

“It’s an amazing opportunity.”

“And any kids going to school there would have the best food on the planet.”

“I’ll think it over.”

“Whatever you decide, we are here to help, Diana.”

“I know, and thank you.”

They left, yawning—Amy from the tiredness of prospective motherhood, her husband from a double cognac and insufficient sleep. I finished the pate and left it in a terrine to cool before refrigerating. It was 4:15 a.m., and the house was silent. I wouldn’t sleep if I snuck back to bed, so I began my daily routine, rolling and folding croissants to bake for the following day.

By the time my family came back downstairs, they were showered, groomed, and dressed for the day. I had a breakfast buffet exceeding any I had previously made, and they hovered, chatted and laughed around my chafing dishes and love island like bees making honey for their queen.

I had power over their happiness, and it satisfied me to excel in my role to support a worthy group of people who already loved me.

Amy checked in on me, enjoying a bowl of overnight-soaked oats garnished with plump blueberries.

“Are you feeling okay, Diana?”

“I’m buzzing. Dad is alive and well, and I have family.”

“That you do.”


Chapter Eighteen

Coffee With A Friend

◆◆◆

Katerina’s Point Of View

I was shocked but delighted by Diana’s grand reveal. Discovering her talent for math came as a surprise, partly solving a puzzle for me. The main threat to her life came not from a bunch of withering crime families but from the government, which was as yet unaware of her dangerously exploitable gift.

It seemed unlikely that New York’s mafia families would reach Ralph before Antonella arrived to appease and negotiate with them in a few days. They hadn’t discovered him yet and seemed content to sit on the problem.

That gave Amy and Victor plenty of time to work with Diana on a plan to protect her.

As I let my night robe fall suggestively to the floor of our bedroom and rolled naked into bed with my lover Peter, it wasn’t Diana who concerned me.

“I am worried about us and Ophelia, Peter.”

“Taking a lover this way adds complexity to our lives, but we’ve been cautious and have a private love nest. The physical planning for our trysts is secure, but we are playing in the polyamory, ethical nonmonogamy space, and danger lurks.”

“I feel like I have been here already with Artyom. When my almost former husband was seeing men, we had a tacit agreement - a marriage of convenience, so to speak. I don’t want anything like that to happen between us.”

Peter rolled sideways toward me, shunted across the bed, and stared into my eyes with a loving, reassuring smile. He stroked his finger along the back of my hand, up my arm, across a shoulder, and then to my neck, opening a palm to gently cup my cheek. Although I had grown a family with Artyom, Peter was the only man who knew me.

“I love you, Katerina.”

“I love you too, Peter.”

“I share your vulnerability. We have a great deal to lose, and I understand Ophelia will be a powerful aphrodisiac and stimulant in our lives. ”

“We are great together as a couple, honey. We must protect our love from all outsiders, including Ophelia.”

“But you need more than me. Specifically, you want to fuck a woman in your bed.”

“Yes, I do, but not to the detriment or risk of losing you. We are soulmates, Peter.”

“Which is why we don’t cheat on each other, Kat. All those years while I was on the run, we never erred. This relationship we will build with Ophelia has no basis in love. She fulfills other physical, passionate needs we both have.”

“I keep telling myself the same thing, Peter, but you cannot deny that we are entering a taboo realm where the rules that seem so firm and simple to abide by going in can suddenly become skewed.”

“The only rule that matters is that we fuck Ophelia together, sharing ourselves completely in a three-way tryst while we are in our love nest.”

“I have more to lose here than you do.”

“How so, Katerina?”

We knew Ophelia desired older men, which was principally what drove us together. She had a few University years left to sow her wild oats before returning home to South Korea and climbing the ladder of success in her father’s company. She was young, free, single, and likely to move on quickly, all positive factors. Peter and I wanted to avoid attachment, but I worried Ophelia’s desire for older men ran so deep that she might fall in love with my boyfriend.

“You are a beautiful man, Peter, devoid of the young guy behaviors that frustrate a woman. You are seasoned as a lover and partner. I trust you with my life.”

“You make it sound like I am house-trained.”

“Not at all. We are the same in this mature regard. Our youthful relationship quarrels have already been vented with other partners. I appreciate you much more because I have enjoyed other lovers and found them and myself wanting.”

“I feel the same way, Katerina. You are like my favorite slippers.”

“You are treading on thin ice, lover.”

He laughed and tickled me. Peter knew how to press my buttons but rarely did, resulting from our reciprocated, respectful, deep-rooted love. I was comfortable sharing my feelings, letting him into my thoughts and heart as it was always meant to be between couples in love.

I gently cupped his chin in my palm and eyeballed him seriously.

“Will we both feel the same way about ethical nonmonogamy when your cock is twitching balls deep inside a tight Korean pussy?”

“We’ll find that out in a few days, Kat, but I could say the same for you. Nobody will lick that girl’s pussy like you can, and I am certain she will far exceed my expertise in cunnilingus.”

“You haven’t seen me fucking another girl yet.”

“I’m damn well looking forward to it.”

There was no doubt in my mind that Peter loved me with all his heart. The same held true for my feelings toward him, but I had been here before, when a much younger, idealistic version of me imagined that Artyom and I would be soulmates together forever—until we weren’t anymore.

When my lover slipped both hands down my thighs and parted my knees wide, he stared hungrily at my pubic bush, sighing delightfully with sparkles of excitement lighting his eyes. Peter slid his finger along my creamy slit, then tasted me and smiled; I knew his tongue would soon be between my legs.

“Even talking about a threesome drives my arousal to such a peak, Peter. I wish Ophelia were here right now because I would like that scamp until she was dry.”

“I can take care of that frustration for now, honey.”

He stretched out and moved, cat-like, around our bed until his warm breath stirred my pubic whorls. Peter loved a thick, hairy bush, and I was pleased that Ophelia said she did, too. My past and present lovers always enjoyed the sexually charged moments of parting my pubic hair with their fingers to secure the glistening, sweet, swollen prize underneath.

When Peter thumbed my engorged pussy lips aside and probed my slit with his tongue, a journey to my heavenly orgasm was guaranteed.

On and off, we made love for hours, eventually falling asleep naked in one another’s arms. In my dreams, I was relaxed, satisfied, and of good mental disposition, as I assumed was my lover.

When I woke at dawn, Peter slept peacefully, so I left him lying in bed, heading quietly for the bathroom to rinse the taste of his salty semen from my mouth and throat. I grinned in the mirror, fleetingly remembering how profoundly my lover made me cum in his mouth, then how I reciprocated, wanking his stiff cock while rimming him with a desperate tongue until he shot his load, and I moved in to swallow every drop.

I shook my head at the reflection.

“I’m a dirty slut.”

“You are a beautiful woman whom I love deeply.”

“I thought you were asleep. Stop shouting. Anyone passing by might hear.”

“I’ve grown accustomed to your late-night and early-morning departures. I felt you leave our bed even as you imagined you’d got away clean. Are you coming back for warmth?”

“Tempting, but we would end up fucking, and then I’d need to wear a pad even after going to the toilet and showering.”

“Am I that messy?”

“No, but I am after you’ve cum inside me.”

On returning to our bedroom, I stared at him, lolling seductively in our bed. Peter’s naked body was stunning, befitting a man half his age. The loving girlfriend inside me wanted to join him, but the workaholic who frequently bossed her around needed to get on with an important day.

“What are you doing today, Katerina?”

“Meeting Jack at a cafe.”

“Is this about Diana?”

“In a roundabout way, yes. Afterward, I thought I would visit Anastasia and Amy at the new foundation offices. I wonder how long it will be before Diana supplies both of Amy’s offices.”

I thought it was a good idea for my daughter-in-law to separate her private investment house from the foundation of her charitable works. Having a foot in both camps would help me understand how and when to help Amy and Anastasia. In that regard, Diana was essential to my strategy.

Anyone with military knowledge knew that Amy and Victor’s businesses functioned similarly with the rules of warfare. The person feeding their troops was automatically trusted and overheard everything.

People would talk in front of Diana, thinking her harmless. She knew that, and I would keep my finger on the pulse because we would soon be best friends.

As proof of my theory, I was served a special tribute at breakfast, a sign my stock had risen with Diana.

“Creamy scrambled eggs with spoonfuls of caviar and asparagus tips. Thank you, Diana.”

“I don’t know how to thank you enough.”

“We are a family and should help one another without expectation of repayment. That being said, this breakfast suffices as payment in full.”

I grinned broadly and felt happy as I forked a mouthful of my most luxuriant breakfast since leaving Russia’s service. Diana was an excellent chef and would have made a fabulous lover for Peter and me had there been fewer strings attached.

After breakfast and farewells, I took a cab to Kings Street Coffee, a delightful nearby cafe. I knew the owner had a good eye for flavorsome beans and excellent baristas, unlike the national chains I didn’t trust with my taste buds. When I stepped inside the fragranced halls of tranquility, the cafe owner recognized me and pointed to a reserved table where Jack was already seated.

“Hi Jack, you look grumpy today.”

“I can’t abide these modern coffee shops. They serve me the same brew I can get for half the price two miles away in a backstreet cafe.”

“Backstreet cafes have eyes and ears, Jack. Here, we have big windows to see if people are watching us from outside, plenty of light so nobody can lurk in the shadows, space around our table to accommodate a discrete conversation, and our feet don’t stick to the tiled floor in the bathroom.”

“I miss all of those things. It feels like the right environment to be a detective, or in your case, a spy.”

“I was never a spy.”

“Assassin then, Katerina. I’m not sure there is a proper descriptive word for you.”

“Oh my, Jack… are you saying I am unique?”

“Yes. You certainly move with the times, much like this cafe, making me feel like a relic.”

“Ahh, I miss the stench of urinal cakes when the patron seats you at the table closest to the toilet in a shitty cafe. It reminds me of Istanbul and a small coffee shop near the Blue Mosque. I once did a job-.”

“I don’t want to know about this, Katerina.”

“Trust me, you don’t.”

I settled back in my chair, studying Jack and judging his mood for our conversation. He drank black coffee and looked down his nose when a server delivered my chocolate-sprinkled fir tree-adorned cappuccino. Jack shook his head and stared around the cafe, regarding with no small quantum of disdain a dozen corporate types, suit-wearing lawyers, and bankers with whom he had no affinity.

He shrugged and shivered like a man in the company of sleaze.

“Why am I here, Katerina? Nothing makes me more grumpy than someone wasting my time, no matter how much I like them.”

“What do you know about New York’s Five Families?”

He sipped coffee and spent a moment collecting and organizing his thoughts. Accuracy was vital to Jack, not just because he wanted to deliver exceptional service but also because the man would have lost count of the number of times people misquoted him because they hadn’t properly listened.

“They formed in 1931. After the end of the Castellammarese War, the Italian-American Mafia La Cosa Nostra began operating through the Bonanno, Colombo, Gambino, Genovese, and Lucchese organized crime families. RICO has gradually taken them down.”

“That’s who I am talking about. In November last year, the Gambino family was indicted. They are the latest victims of a tightening noose.”

“Not all the Gambino family were taken off the streets, but they lost enough key players to strangle their operations for now. What’s the play here, Katerina?”

“I need you to arrange a meeting for a friend I have visiting here soon from Italy.”

“Who do you want to meet? “

“I don’t know precisely a name, Jack.”

He looked unimpressed in typical New York cop style. Jack would believe I hadn’t done my homework, which was partly true because that is what I was doing right now. Calling Antonella was done spur of the moment because I knew she was the suitable conduit I would need once all other puzzle pieces were in place or at least available. Now, I needed to find the right New York criminal overlord for her to talk to.

“I need more, Katerina. Forgive me, but this is bullshit.”

“Some time ago, Ralph Sinclair pissed off the Five Families, precisely who, I do not know. I can find out easily enough, but I don’t wish to draw attention to myself.”

“I’ll assume Ralph is Diana’s father. Same surname.”

“He is. Ralph got into bed with criminals to set up his restaurant. That went badly, and he left.”

“And Ralph is hiding from the mob right now?”

“Also correct.”

“And you are bringing in a vicious, politically motivated criminal from Italy that you call a friend in the hope she can unruffle feathers?”

“You know about Antonella?”

“I’ve done my research on all of you, including her. I have never believed that criminals can reform. Once they taste a life of crime, it becomes their drug, like heroin addicts, dogs who roll in fox scat, or felines that go wild for catnip.”

“You are on a roll, Jack. You should be on Jeopardy.”

“I’m told I don’t smile enough.”

“It’s true, but I know a cuddly man is deep inside that hard shell.”

“Don’t tell anyone that, Katerina.”

He grinned, relaxing somewhat, and I felt relieved. You couldn’t threaten or bully men like Jack because they had been rendered immune from fear by a life dealing with horror. It was always the same with cop types. They wouldn’t let their guard down until you revealed the whole truth. Most were familiar with the concept of getting fucked over, so they expected it from everyone, hoping for the best and always planning for the worst.

“I still have access to confidential informants, Katerina, but Ralph’s problem seems trivial. Some protection money is all the mob could hope to gain from a restaurant. At best, he’ll owe them a few grand. Why is he hiding?”

“I believe the Five Families fronted Ralph the cash for his restaurant, Jack.”

“Loan sharking?”

“Yes, but on steroids.”

I slid an old tatty business card across the table. It was Ralph’s restaurant, now closed, shuttered, and years later, still without a tenant.

“Beekman St. That’s Chinatown way.”

“The building freehold is in the name of-.”

“Oh… no, let me guess. Ralph Sinclair, is it?”

“Bingo!”

“Fuck!”

“Precisely, Jack.”

“Property values in that area are around two million bucks for a thousand square feet.”

“Ralph has ten thousand square feet and no debts or debentures against his property.”

“All purchased using mob money?”

“I’m speculating that it is, which is why a status quo is currently maintained. What was probably worth two to three million dollars when Ralph bought it using criminal money is worth twenty million bucks today.”

“That is a deadly sum of money to owe criminals, Katerina.”

“Yep.”

Jack pursed his lips, sipped his coffee, and looked troubled. He knew dealing with a New York organized crime boss was the same as in Moscow, London, or Sicily. You needed a bargaining chip big enough to seduce them, not just for the first date, but forever. Twenty million dollars was a big prize, especially when it could be obtained legitimately.   

“Ralph owes the mob big money, and they can be very patient, Katerina, especially if the asset they believe is theirs continues to appreciate in value every year. They won’t let him dispose of that building, and a deal must be struck if he wants to return here.”

“Diana is safe because her father owns the building freehold. If he can’t be found, whoever fronted the cash has no play.”

“Except, ordinarily, Diana would be held and ransomed in exchange for the deeds to Ralph’s place. She must be protected by someone you are not telling me about, Katerina.”

“First, she knows nothing about the money her dad borrowed for the restaurant. Second, Ralph is a former CIA officer, and I guess that whomever he owes the money to knows that and doesn’t want to start a war with Langley by killing one of theirs.”

While I sipped a delicious coffee, Jack mulled my problem like any cop, weighing my story against his gut instinct. He’d judge the balance of probability that I was being honest and assess the likelihood that he could help secure a successful outcome.

I held my breath, feeling excited, hopeful that a man who knew the city so well would help me.

“I can help, Katerina. Give me two days, and don’t get involved until I call and debrief you. Ralph can’t move from hiding, and Diana must act as she always does.”

“That’s all easily done.”

“You might want to have someone watch over Diana. You can’t be too careful.”

“Already done.”

He settled back, relieved that my problem wasn’t more intractable, taking another look around a cafe he would never want to visit again. When he looked finally at me, the affable smile disappeared, and a serious Jack emerged.

“There is one final matter remaining between us then.”

“What is it, Jack?”

“Ophelia.”

“Oh my, you’ve been a busy bee.”

I was surprised but then cursed myself for having been ambushed. Perhaps I was slowing down because I lived luxuriously in a fabulous home and lazed in the arms of a lover. I always believed my retirement would happen on a deathbed, I hoped, surrounded by family and friends, not as a slow withering on the vine, gradually losing my skills to the jading nature of time and age.

“What do you know about me and Ophelia, Jack?”

“The girl has bodyguards who snapped pictures of you and Peter last time she slipped away from them. Apparently, she does that frequently. Those images were run past friends of mine in the force who reached out to me. I’m told Ophelia’s father is a dangerous man.”

“What are you saying?”

“Although my cop friends have flagged you as harmless social movers and shakers, if a spiteful billionaire’s beautiful, young daughter who enjoys older men and their wives finds her way into your bed, it could spell trouble.”

“That’s a lot of assumption you made right there, Jack.”

“Let’s call it instinct and a friendly warning for you and Peter to be careful. Ophelia must stop running from her bodyguards, or that will draw attention to you.”

“Let’s call it friendly advice then, and I thank you for your candor.”

Very few things worried me because fear is the catalyst for poor decision-making. I was surprised Jack got hold of our liaison with Ophelia and fathomed its sexual connotation so quickly. The detective in him had a history of dealing with all facets of human nature, and he had spotted the sleazy connection. He probably reviewed old dating photos on Ophelia’s social media, figuring out she liked older men and other women.

Our plans to enter a sexual liaison needn’t change, but a heart-to-heart with Ophelia about discretion and the need to keep her bodyguards happy would be necessary.

I already had someone from my network watching Diana’s every move. Because they were from my former life, the Russian man was off American radar, but I couldn’t bring him inside the house for fear of too many questions being asked, especially from Kasimir, who knew my friend well and worked for Victor, not me.

A vacant top-floor apartment in the house opposite Amy and Victor’s sufficed as his temporary observation point. The owners flew the coop, preferring a warm Caribbean retreat, while others braved the snow and icy chill of a New York winter.

With Jack on board and the bit firmly between his teeth, I headed for my two daughter’s new offices, hailing a cab directly outside the cafe.

The spartan marble-floored, white-walled room was like any other whole-floor office in a building rising thirty high. I felt the chill of loneliness as my heels clicked, and I crossed the vast marble expanse to a nest of old sofas where Amy and Anastasia were browsing furnishing catalogs.

I stared disapprovingly around the room from the discomfort of an awful piece of shitty corporate furniture.

“It’s a work in progress, Mom.”

“You need Greg here in an emergency.”

“He’s busy with Stanza and Kyle at the Brooklyn building. We’re in his queue. Greg promised to be here next week and sent these brochures early.”

“You can’t go wrong with Italian furniture in style or choice of materials. I’m sure this place will look stunning soon enough, but right now, it looks like a dozen places where I have interrogated people.”

Amy tossed her brochure on the table and sat back wistfully, prising her shoes off. It was fortunate the room was clean, if not a little soulless. She eyed me carefully, knowing I would already be on the case of Diana and her father.

“Antonella is returning, then?”

“Yes, she is, but hopefully not for long, Amy.”

“I don’t mind. It was silly of me to believe she would disappear into the quiet life.”

“Not silly, dear daughter. You are just being optimistic, and I think you should remain that way. Antonella can help solve a specific problem, giving you time to mitigate the greater threat.”

“Our government?”

“Yes, expect a charm offensive first, then a more robust approach.”

“Let’s discuss options, Mother.”


Chapter Nineteen

Clams And Wine

◆◆◆

Victor’s Point Of View

“I can tell when something is bothering you, Amy.”

“I’m worried about your Mothers and Diana.”

“I can understand why Katerina and Diana have you concerned, but why Charlotte?”

“She’s making booty calls to Kasimir almost every night now. She slips into the house shortly after we go to bed and leaves around 4 a.m.”

“Do you want her to stop visiting?”

“No, I want her to come and go as she pleases and join us for meals if she wishes. This skulking around does nobody any good, and what if she is hanging around somewhere nearby in the cold.”

“That complicates things between Kasimir and me. At the moment, he and my mother are a discretely maintained affair. I like that. I’m not sure that both my Mother’s having men under my roof is something I like the idea of.”

“Is that how you want their relationship to work, Victor?”

My wife sat at the corner edge of my home study desk, stroking a beautiful, bountiful outline beneath her short dress. I’d offered Amy my chair, but, as usual, she declined, preferring to tease me with her knees spread slightly apart, pointing at me with two beautiful, silken thighs leading to a tiny white cotton triangle that peeked out seductively.

“You know I can see your panties, right, Amy?”

“Of course, I know. It’s a negotiation ploy.”

“Are you negotiating on behalf of my Mother or my bodyguard?”

“Both, actually.”

“Okay. I imagine your tactic regarding Charlotte will be family-motivated, but what about Kasimir? What point would you like to make about him? Please don’t tell me there isn’t one.”

“If I win our negotiation in one sentence, will you consider my point of view?”

“Of course, Amy.”

Our banter was lighthearted, and I knew Amy would win. She had her finger on the pulse of our household far more than I did. My wife also considered people differently from me. If my family and friends looked happy, I believed they were, until they weren’t. I would move quickly to defend anyone in need; I just wasn’t as intuitive as she was.

But a phone call from an old friend warning me of danger had alerted me, and now, I was on the warpath, entirely unbeknownst to Amy.

“Kasimir has watched over you since you were a child, and it’s time you gave him a promotion.”

Amy had carefully thought through her approach. From her knee-length dress hem to the expensive perfume, beautiful smile, and tiny white cotton triangle at the top of her thighs, I never stood a chance. 

“I think he enjoys being my bodyguard.”

“You seek his advice on most matters, Victor.”

“How do you see Kasimir?”

“He is your aide-de-camp and so much more than a protector. He quietly supported your Mother, sorry, your other Mother, and Rania with our DRC problem, then stepped back when the applause was meant for him too.”

“He’s a no fuss, no muss kind of guy.”

“He’s like his boss. The Kasimir’s of this world deserve a share of the wealth. He’s taken risks, but above all, he is loyal, and you can’t pay too much for that.”

“Are you his lawyer now, Amy?”

“I haven’t passed the bar yet.”

“That’s in two weeks. Are you worried?”

“No. I’ve studied, so I am confident. Stop changing the subject.”

“I’ll talk with Kasimir today.”

Even if I hardened my heart against my wife’s captivating body and soul, she still had a point. Kasimir should have been promoted a long time ago.

Amy spread her knees wider apart, giving me a fantastic view of her panty-clad pussy. It was a little unfair because Diana had passed around a five-minute call to dinner, and while I couldn’t attend, any delay caused by my amorous needs would detain Amy and everyone else. I stared hungrily at the treasure I enjoyed so much, while my wife giggled playfully.

“Are you eating dessert tonight, Victor?”

“I’d like to.”

“Me too, honey. Shall we leave dinner early?”

“I can’t join you this evening, sweetheart.”

“Meetings?”

“Yes. Sorry. I’ll take dessert if you are still awake when I get home.”

“I’ll be awake and leave plenty of space for my creamy treat, too.”

I kissed my wife goodbye because my Mercedes G Wagon and Kasimir already waited outside far too long, and if I didn’t leave soon, my dinner date would become irritable. A chilly wind hit me when I stepped out of our front door, so I fastened the buttons on my light brown, soft, and warm knee-length cashmere coat.

My coat was fully lined and water-resistant, so the snowflakes tumbling like a picture postcard of a wintery street scene wouldn’t soak through. Amy bought my coat, as she did all of my clothes, and I felt better dressed since I met her than at any point in my life.

In my G-Wagon, I sat next to Kasimir, who handed me a coffee that Diana had prepared. I sipped, looked surprised at the cup, then at my friend.

“New beans?”

“NYPD brew. Something Diana found in Brooklyn.”

“No way.”

“Former NYPD cops own the roasting company. Some of the profits go towards the families of fallen police officers.”

“Good cause, excellent coffee.”

I settled comfortably in my seat for the slow but short drive to our destination. I noticed Kasimir’s jacket bulged with his two signature Sig Sauer P320 X-Five Legions, but I hoped we didn’t need them. If all went well, I would be tucking into my wife’s creamy dessert in under two hours.

Kasimir nudged me, dragging my eyes from the street and my mind from the gutter.

“Are you sure this is a good idea, Victor?”

“Amy is taking too many risks. I’m mitigating one of those.”

“These people are nasty fuckers.”

“All criminals are nasty, Kasimir. Even the ones who wear Brioni suits on Wall Street.”

“One might say those are the worst of all.”

“Do you have the key?”

“Yes.”

“Let’s do this and knock over one challenge for Amy and Mom.”

Our meeting place was a poetic justice of sorts. Ristorante Da Gennaro was situated where Umbertos Clam House used to be. The latter eatery had significance to tonight’s meeting. When we pulled up outside, the whole restaurant was empty but tastefully lit, which was done to accommodate our meeting.

Six bodyguards were inside, and a man was sitting alone at a dining table. He was eating clams, which, given the circumstances, was more poetic than Walt Whitman. He smiled, nodded a welcome, shook my hand, and pointed at the seat opposite.

“Do you know why I eat clams here, Victor?”

“Not even some friendly banter first, Matthew?”

“This is friendly banter. It’s also a reminder.”

“You mean it’s a warning.”

“You’ve moved so far on from us. We were friends until you turned your back. I’m reminding you about those early days, you, me, and what this place means to us.”

“Criminality is not for me, Matthew.”

“Well, our style of gangsterism isn’t, but let’s be honest, Vic. You bankers leave us looking like the Little League. How about some clams, my friend? I have a very palatable chilled Orvieto open. Won’t you join me?”

“I’d love to.”

“Now, will you answer my question?”

“On April 7, 1972—two months after Umberto’s Clam House opening right here—New York gangster Joe Gallo was shot and killed at the restaurant, a killing The New York Times dubbed "one of the more sensational Mafia murders in New York City in recent history.”

“Gallo stumbled out into the street and died, Victor.”

“Umberto’s eventually closed and reopened a couple of times. I think it’s two blocks from here these days, Matthew.”

“It is.”

“But you like eating clams at the original site, so you bought it.”

“They only serve clams in here to me, Victor.”

“And to me, it seems.”

“Touche. I always liked your sense of humor.”

“Isn’t that what Italian mafia bosses say shortly before killing the guy across the table?”

The old crime boss nodded and chuckled with the grating laugh of a man who smoked too many illegally imported Cuban cigars. Matthew sat back and looked at me with one half-closed eye and a wry grin. His pasty complexion resulted from not getting enough sleep and sun because he hid from assassins.

In his mid-sixties, I would wager Matthew hadn’t but a few years left.

“You shouldn’t smoke those Cubans, and you need the sun or a vitamin D supplement.”

“If the US government makes Cuban cigars illegal, as with anything else prohibited, I’m fucking doing it, Victor. Did you bring the cash?”

He poured me a glass of wine, which I sipped. It was an excellent vintage but slightly lemony for my taste. A large pot of garlicky steamed clams was delivered with crusty bread, and I had to admit, they smelled unbelievable.

“My chef adds tarragon and chives to the clams for a bracing freshness while lime juice and zest brighten them up.”

“Is he the restaurant chef, Matthew?”

“Nope. He’s mine. I kicked the staff out tonight, too. It’s just you and me, Victor.”

“And these delicious clams.”

“Yes.”

“As you well know, Matthew, to make twenty million dollars in cash appear, you would need two hundred thousand, one hundred dollar bills. If the bills were stacked, the stack would be over eight feet tall. If the bills were spread out, they would cover approximately one thousand six hundred square feet of space.”

He laughed and wagged a finger at me, coughing on lungs that seemed long overdue a bout of pneumonia.

“Only a banker would know that, Victor. Well done.”

“The cash weighs four hundred and forty pounds. I travel lightly and try not to make myself an easy target.”

“Okay, so how will you pay for Ralph’s place, and why?”

“The why is none of your business.”

I slid a key across the table, and Matthew stared at it.

“A bank vault?”

“In my bank.”

“That’s poetic, Victor.”

“Like dining at the site of your family’s tragedy.”

“Yeah. I’m not the only one who wants Ralph dead once the deeds are transferred. Twenty million bucks settles Ralph’s debt with me, nothing more.”

“No, but your family fronted the cash, so the only claimant of a financial return can be you.”

“Others will still come for him, and they won’t be bought off. They had no money in the game, only honor, and they would still kill for that.”

“It’s a shuttered building, Matthew, and once you pick up that key, I own it. Are we agreed?”

“I can give you the documented deeds, Victor, but only Ralph can legally sign over ownership.”

“That’s my problem.”

From Matthew’s phone call earlier in the day, I had discovered Diana’s life was safe only as long as a status quo was maintained. Ralph had handed over the deeds to his old restaurant long ago, but a new owner couldn’t file without a signed, witnessed sale agreement. My chef’s father still held the ace card, but now my Mother was trying to solve the problem; the status quo was suddenly in jeopardy. 

“I won’t kill Ralph, but I won’t speak in his favor with the others either, so he is as much a marked man as ever, probably more so now his debt is paid in full.”

“We have that situation under control. Now, will you make the call?”

“Eat your clams first, Victor.”

In a social environment, Matthew was a pleasant man. He was also the most ruthless and powerful of the New York crime families. I could trust his word but had no doubt he wouldn’t help Ralph beyond promising none of his people would assassinate him.

I sipped wine and ate clams, talking over old times, good and bad, always wishing I was in bed with my wife, warm, loved, and probably watching a movie I hated but enjoyed because she did.

“Our paths rarely cross these days, Victor.”

“You got my attention with a phone call this morning, and now I am here.”

“I’ll make the call now. When I open that vault at your bank, I know twenty million dollars will be there. You are good for the money and have never lied.”

He slipped his phone onto the table, making as if to call someone. I placed my hand over the top of his and leaned forward menacingly.

“Just one thing before you make the call, Matthew.”

The atmosphere between us instantly turned icy because my old friend and partial mentor knew a threat was coming. His expression turned grave but not as serious and dark as my heart. I felt a rage building inside me but quenched it with thoughts of my wife and unborn child. Now was not the time to lose the plot.

“My mother and wife have Ralph’s safety in hand, and I won’t interfere. A debt must be repaid, and I doubt, having suffered as he has, that Diana’s father will give up the whole restaurant.”

“It’s not my problem, Victor.”

“I understand that.”

“Then what is your threat?”

“If someone goes rogue or one of the families decides to step up, I want you to make sure they know that if anything happens to my family, I will kill everyone without exception. I have the money and means to swarm this city with an army of assassins should I choose to.”

“Everyone?”

“I’ll kill everyone, Matthew. Including you.”

“That would be very fucking noisy.”

“I’ll gladly go to the electric chair if anyone harms my family, Matthew. I’ll sing a happy tune on the way to my final moments.”

He stared at me, licked his lips, coughed, and sipped wine. I had never got involved on one side or the other among those criminals who ran New York. Matthew knew Kasimir and probably had the low down on my Mother, so he knew I wasn’t fucking around.

“I’ll spread the word. Nobody will leave the reservation, and your family will always be safe. You have my word.”

“Please make the call then, old friend.”

I lifted my hand and saw his shaking slightly. I would never have made a good criminal because, with the exception of protecting my family, I hated violence and cruelty, but if someone fucked with Amy, even hell wouldn’t be a safe hiding place.

Matthew speed-dialed #5 and turned up the volume.

“Yes, boss.”

“Stevie. Do you have Ralph in your sights right now?”

“I’m sitting three tables away from him. Am I taking him out?”

“Hold.”

Matthew stared at me for a moment. His expression softened, probably because twenty million dollars in cash waited patiently for him in a bank vault on Wall Street. I saw him weighing up options because, although my family was safe, he didn’t like how I leveraged him.

“Will you be around the neighborhood again, Victor?”

“That depends on what for.”

“I want to get into construction. Legit, like.”

“And you need a banker?”

“I do.”

“Will there be bodies in the foundations?”

“Not anymore, Victor. Unlike you, I have no compelling desire to sing on my way to the chair. It’s time I pivoted for the sake of my grandchildren.”

“In which case, yes, I’ll help.”

He nodded, and I sensed Matthew was as relieved as I was. He tapped his phone and leaned in, ensuring he could be heard.

“Stand down and come home, Stevie.”

When Kasimir and I left the restaurant, we were both relieved. I had no doubt he was prepared for the worst, but twenty million dollars seemed a low price to pay for everyone to be able to see their loved ones again.

In our house, everywhere was quiet because dinner and the aftermath of merriment and gossip had ended. All participants were in bed. I turned to Kasimir as he unholstered his weapons, making them safe and removing the bullet already in the chamber.

“Tomorrow, you and I will discuss a new future together. Tell my mother to come and go as pleases her. I hope to see both of you at breakfast.”

“Thank you, boss.”

“From now on and always, call me Victor.”

“Goodnight, Victor.”

“Goodnight, Kasimir.”

When I opened our bedroom door, my wife sat up, beckoning desperately for a hug, which I gave gladly after slipping quickly out of my clothes. I kissed Amy with the trembling lips of a man deeply in love and lust, dropping a thick, brown envelope into her hands.

“I need a shower, Amy. I feel dirty.”

“What’s in the envelope?”

“Have a read first, then we’ll discuss.”

I turned on the rainfall shower and let it steam for a minute. When I stepped in, the tension lifted. Matthew’s call could have gone in any one of many directions. As it happened, my outcomes were still positive, like Amy’s and Diana’s.

I finally felt safe when my wife, in her pregnant and naked glory, slipped her hands around my stomach, pressing our baby and her breasts into my back.

“How did you come by the deeds to Ralph’s restaurant, Victor?”

“A call this morning from an old friend announced he had a killer sitting almost beside Ralph. I had to respond, so we paid off Ralph’s debt. Those deeds are worthless without a sale agreement signed by him.”

“I know, but how the fuck did these people find him?”

“I have no idea. Matthew may have had someone beside Ralph for years, just waiting. The problem isn’t solved, so don’t breathe easily yet. We still need Antonella to calm the waters and take the price off Ralph’s head.”

My wife lathered a natural sponge with a lavender-scented soap, washing me from head to toe, massaging every muscle gently. When she was done cleaning me, and I was completely dried, Amy gripped my cock and led me toward our bed.

“Come, Victor, I desperately need to suck your cock.”


Chapter Twenty

PI

◆◆◆

Amy’s Point Of View

From the day I met him, I sensed Victor could be dangerous at will. I also knew he would take matters into his own hands when he deemed it necessary, and I loved that about him. When I sucked his cock in bed last night, my husband described his exploits at the clam summit in detail after I pleaded.

I almost laughed when he described Michael’s expression but dared not clench my teeth because they were close to his crown jewels. It didn’t surprise me that Victor had threatened to kill an entire layer of New York’s criminal society should anything happen to me or our family at their hands.

In the morning, I sat alone in Diana’s kitchen, eying her carefully to judge her mood, wondering what she knew about yesterday’s events. When she slid a coffee across the counter and sat on her side, studying me carefully, I knew a quizzing was underway.

“Katerina left early this morning, Amy. I was down here preparing breakfast, and she grabbed a coffee, then told me she would return tomorrow.”

“Did Mom say where she was going?”

“No, and I didn’t ask, but she left you a note. I am sure it has something to do with my Dad.”

I slipped open the envelope, removed the Olympic Committee A4 folded, headed paper, and read a short, concise note from my adopted mother. After I read the words, I looked up at Diana and smiled.

“Your Dad is safe, Diana. Please don’t worry.”

“May I know what the note says?”

“That’s all it says.”

I set the note on the table in front so that Diana could see it.

Ralph is safe. Please don’t worry.

“What does it mean, Amy?”

“Exactly what it says, honey. Katerina is nothing if she isn’t accurate and brief in her explanations. Your Dad is safe because of something Victor did last night. I suspect Katerina is meeting Antonella to conclude that part of our problem today.”

“Antonella is here?”

“She arrives in a couple of hours. Mom is probably making sure she doesn’t get lost.”

“Or sidetracked, Amy?”

“It’s the same thing when you are dealing with Katerina.”

Diana leaned heavily onto the kitchen counter, revealing her considerable stress. I saw her shoulders heave and body tremble vigorously as tears spilled onto the granite surface like raindrops on a hot, dusty trail.

I slipped off my stool, walked around the kitchen island, and hugged her.

“Your father understands how to survive. With Katerina on the case, his chances are so much better. We had a scare yesterday, but Victor dealt with it, and now it’s in the past.”

“I can’t live like this, Amy.”

“You have to, sweetheart. We all must.”

“How did my father end up so deep in bed with criminals?”

“It’s like the old Woodie Guthrie lyrics.”

“Go on. That’s a new one on me.”

“I’ve seen lots of funny men; Some will rob you with a six-gun, and some with a fountain pen. Like so many others, your Daddy went looking for a loan in the wrong place.”

“How much does Dad owe these people?”

“It was twenty million dollars until yesterday.”

“Did Victor pay off my father’s debt?”

“Yes.”

“He’ll want the building in exchange. It’s the least Dad can do.”

“Let Victor and your father discuss that. It has nothing to do with you and me.”

She shook like a leaf in my arms, and I understood why. The trauma of loss Diana felt for a father now on the cusp of being reunited with his daughter was familiar to me. I sat her down and set about using the coffee machine to make her a hot, sweet drink.

“How do you know the workings of that coffee machine, Amy?”

“I haven’t a clue. I love winging it, though.”

She chuckled and cheered up a little bit, but the ingrained terror of a woman fearing for her Dad was etched deeply. I felt for Diana, not least because she was powerless to help secure a successful return for Ralph Sinclair.

“Why are you and Victor helping me so much?”

“You are part of our family, Diana. We are nothing without the inclusion of people we love and are loved by, and we are indecent if we don’t help when we can and must. Love is counted by the number of umbrellas shading your head in a monsoon, not by those who dance with you in the sun.”

“Being in your household is addictive.”

“Don’t settle in too much. Our other home will be ready in a few weeks, and we will visit a yacht before that. Home is a moveable feast.”

“What about Florence?”

“After Christmas, we’ll go there—maybe at the end of January and stay until we grow weary. Will you come with us?”

“What about Marco?”

“Maria controls him and what happens in the house, and she is very good at that, but I prefer our catering to be managed the way you do it. Marco will stay, of course, but wherever we are, on the ocean, in the air, or on land, you run the food show.”

“I’m honored.”

“You and I have something to do together right now. Will you come with me, Diana?”

“Yes, of course.”

I doubted Diana’s tear, which I dried by dabbing tissue on her cheek, would be the last of the day. When I nodded at Rania, she was ready to leave, and my new driver had the car warming outside.

“Let’s go and join in the fun.”

“I have no idea what you mean, Amy, but I’m excited.”

“We’re going to visit some children.”

Our drive was a short distance to a clinic Stanza had found. When we arrived, she waited inside the reception foyer, beaming with a sunny smile and warm disposition that belied the cold, wintry day outside.

Once we trampled off snow collected on the sidewalk, I hugged my executive assistant.

“Is Doctor Wilson here?”

“He’s waiting for us upstairs on the fourth floor. I know the way. Here are your passes.”

A receptionist smiled pleasantly and pressed an under-the-counter access button for us to enter the secure side of the foyer area. Stanza showed us the way into an elevator, and we were soon heading towards a new challenge.

Diana tapped me on the arm, whispering her question.

“Who is Doctor Wilson?” 

“He seeks to preserve, make available and expand the legacy of Darold Treffert, MD, an internationally respected researcher in autism, hyperlexia, savant syndrome and related conditions.”

“This is about my ability, then?”

“It’s about whatever you want it to be, Diana.”

We walked off the elevator into the strangest children’s world I had ever seen. I saw brightly painted, beautifully illustrated walls, soft carpets where only bare feet were allowed, and workstations where children aged from around four to middle teenagers labored intently on many different tasks.

Some kids painted on easel-mounted canvases taller than them or used charcoal to draw on huge sketchpads; others did math, solved puzzles with metal shapes, or wore headphones and played musical instruments with their eyes closed and heads nodding in soundproofed, glass-walled cubicles.

It felt otherworldly, and as I studied the activities of each of the twenty children on our floor, goosebumps bristled along my arms because I knew deep down that this was a hallowed place.

But there was absolute silence everywhere. Aside from some charcoal scraping, the occasional brush dipped in water, and metal clinking, you could have heard a pin drop.

“What is this place, Amy?”

“It’s a respite and place of understanding for savant children. The kids explore their neurodiversity here without any judgment or expectations.”

“How did you know about it?”

“Stanza found Doctor Wilson yesterday, and he couldn’t wait to meet you. I am sorry to have launched this as a surprise, but we agreed coming here and experiencing it would help you.”

“Help with what, Amy?”

“You’ll see.”

Doctor Wilson was a smartly dressed, tall man who looked slightly, but not absolutely, out of place everywhere he went. His smile was overenthusiastic, his demeanor playful, and his hair looked like something that would drive any wife crazy. His thick mop was almost perfectly groomed except for two long, lick-like, errant curls stuck upwards from an otherwise calm, wavy golden ocean.

He reached out a hand, giggling, pointing at each of us individually.

“You must be Diana?”

“I am.”

“And you are Amy, and I have already met Stanza.”

“Yes, Doctor. Thank you for meeting us at such short notice.”

“It’s my pleasure. My name is Frank, and I can’t wait to run this challenge for you.”

Diana stared at Frank, then at me, and back to him again.

“What challenge are you talking about, Frank?”

“Pi.”

“Are we doing that right now?”

“No, silly. We’ll do it on the next Pi day.”

“March 14th next year?”

“Yes, also Albert Einstein’s birthday, Diana. Don’t you find it extraordinary that his birthday coincides with the first number in Pi - 3.14 - March 14th.”

“I’ve puzzled over that coincidence for a long time. What is this place, Frank?”

“We are building on Darold Treffert’s work. Savant skills are usually found in one or more of five major areas: art, memory, arithmetic, musical abilities, and spatial skills. The most common kinds of savants are calendrical savants, "human calendars" who can calculate the day of the week for any given date quickly and accurately or recall personal memories from any given date. Advanced memory is the key "superpower" in savant abilities.”

“And you are teaching the children?”

“We are not teaching. We provide a safe environment and stimuli for our children to explore their skills. The kids come here daily, dropped off by parents or guardians. We sometimes do field trips and provide resources many parents can’t afford. Here, there is peace for the child savant’s mind to grow at their pace.”

“And they are safe here?”

“Yes.”

“From the government, who might weaponize them.”

“Exactly right, which is probably why you think you are here.”

“I’m pretty sure that’s why Stanza and Amy set up this meeting.”

“Not entirely.” 

Diana understood that notoriety from official registration with an institute would afford her some protection. Additionally, the profile and resources of Victor and my many companies, security teams, and an army of lawyers would prevent her disappearance into some shady military-style program. 

Frank had other plans. I wasn’t aware of them, so I followed him and Diana to a corner of the room where huge bean bags were piled high. As I peered inside the fortress of color, I was surprised to see a small boy’s innocent, piercing blue eyes staring back.

He didn’t smile, but he didn’t look sad either. If anything, I would describe him as a child who retreated in on himself. He had no passion, mischief, or fun you would expect from a boy his age.

Diana was utterly captivated and waved at him.

“Diana, meet Billy.”

“Hi, Billy.”

He pointed at Diana.

“Eight.”

“That’s the number of buttons on my blouse.”

“Three hundred and fourteen.”

“Well done, Billy. That’s the number of stitches on my blouse’s front seam.”

He sat cross-legged and pointed to the spot in front of him before tapping it. Diana edged through the bean bags and sat cross-legged with the most beautiful expression I have ever seen.

“Shall we recite Pi, Billy?”

“Yes, please, Diana.”

“Three point one four.”

“One.”

“Five.”

“Nine.”

They continued, and we watched, entranced as an adult and child communicated most incredibly. Billy’s face and body language had changed entirely. His smile grew until it split his face from ear to ear, and an expression of understanding and joy that he was accepted rippled in an emotion-filled face.

After five minutes, Billy crawled into Diana’s arms as they continued reciting the next decimal place in Pi, having passed three hundred already. She cradled and rocked him in her arms until Frank broke the chain.

“Do you want to come with us while we talk in the office, Billy?”

“No.”

When Billy stood up, he smiled and touched Diana’s face and hair. A moment of complete acceptance and understanding passed between the two, and I caught my breath, holding back a flood of emotion and tears.

“Thank you for coming here, Diana.”

“Thank you too, Billy. I had great fun.”

“Will you come back and see me again, please?”

“I hope so.”

While she kneeled, Billy kissed Diana on the cheek, wrapped his arms around her neck, and hugged her tightly before returning to his lotus-seated position. She reluctantly stood up with tears rolling down her cheeks, and we all followed Frank to his office, where he invited us to sit on more bean bags, perhaps the oddest meeting I had ever participated in.

“I keep everything fun for the children. There is no coffee, but we have juice and cookies.”

“Why did you introduce me to Billy, Frank?” 

“He is a math savant.”

“Like me?”

“His position on the autism spectrum is different to yours. As you undoubtedly saw, Billy struggles to connect with other people. You don’t have that quality.”

“Do you want me to help him?”

“You are the first human being that Billy has ever smiled at or interacted with. If his parents were here right now, they would cry and fall at your feet.”

“Oh my god. You are kidding, right?”

“You understood him from one number, Diana.”

“Eight.”

“That confused me because you only have seven buttons on your blouse. I counted them after you said.”

“There is one spare under the bottom edge in case I need to make a repair. He saw the outline of that button through the fabric and counted it, which means he left nothing out. How old is Billy?”

“Six.”

“Does he only ever talk in numbers, Frank?”

“Usually, yes, but you reached him in a way nobody else ever has.”

I choked and wanted to cry because Diana looked very emotional, and to think of a child locked inside a genius mind all alone was tragic. Even Frank had tears in his eyes, evidence of how strongly he felt connected to the children, even though they could barely acknowledge him.

“Billy is the only child at our institute who doesn’t have an adult friend, Diana.”

“He does now.”


Chapter Twenty-One

The Real World

◆◆◆

Diana’s Point Of View

After I got home and set about my daily routine, getting Billy out of my head was impossible.

I saw the real him; he saw me, and we understood each other. Reciting Pi with him felt like how poets describe their art. Before leaving the institute, I gave personal details and signed forms so Doctor Wilson could vet me and assign security credentials.

Billy’s parents were delighted that their son finally had an adult friend with whom he had connected and that we planned to meet soon. His Mom cried down the phone when we spoke, reinforcing to me how lonely my new best friend must have been.

After we got home, there was a flurry of activity, with family members, including Rania, coming and leaving, some glancing nervously at me as though they held back a secret. Their movements and phone calls behind closed doors had something to do with my father, but I stayed out of their interventions in my life, trusting my employer and growing circle of friends to do what was needed.

I had a party of one for lunch. Amy looked hungry and in need of a rest.

“I made chicken broth for you. It’s wholesome and comforting; you can dip fresh bread in it.”

“I would eat anything you made, Diana. I trust you.”

“I like being here.”

“Everyone loves Diana. You are a hit at the Brooklyn offices, too.”

“I’m dropping off baked treats at your foundation starting next week.”

“Do you have a car?”

“No.”

“Would you like to pick one? That might make these deliveries easier. Are you using taxis right now?”

“At the moment, yes.”

“I’ll ask Greg to talk with you about buying a car. If deliveries are out of your way, you could always ask one of our drivers to help.”

“I know, but delivering food is part of what completes me. I’m not a provider if I don’t lay out my baked goods or food, ensuring perfect presentation. I would be the baker or cook.”

“Is that why you go to the fish market? Must you manage the entire process?”

“You make me sound like a control freak, Amy.”

“Aren’t we all?”

I sat on my side of the counter, pondering Amy’s question while she dipped chunks of freshly made crusty bread in her broth, grinning and frowning with every mouthful. Behind me, a twenty-liter stock pot simmered eight chicken carcasses and all the vegetables that would soon begin to spoil. On the gas ring burner beside that, beef braised in red wine and stock cooked on ultra-low heat, slowly breaking down.

“I am a control freak. I guess you are right; we all are, though. I’m making a stock from scratch that I could easily buy from any one of many suppliers who would deliver a mass-produced version to our door.”

“Why don’t you buy everything in?”

“I think chefs who move away from sourcing their ingredients from independents to using national distributors end up with regrets. I like that at 2 p.m. today, a guy who grows mushrooms two blocks away will show up at our back entrance with a tray full of shitake and oyster mushrooms.”

“Is it because you trust him?”

“I vetted him with a site visit and tried his mushrooms, which are excellent.”

When Amy tasted a spoonful of my broth, her eyes lit up. No ugly fat bubbles were floating like an oily slick on the surface; it was just good, honest chicken broth that was properly cooked but not overly seasoned. Her pleasure was mine, and that was doubled when Stanza joined us and I poured a second bowl.

“Thank you, Stanza.”

“What for?”

“Billy.”

“Isn’t he adorable?”

“He sure is.”

“His reaction to you was amazing. Will you bring him here once the institute security permissions are granted?”

“I hadn’t thought about that.”

“You should. Frank called me half an hour ago. Billy has already asked about you.”

“I’ll call.”

I had a stream of deliveries to check off and organize, so I left Amy and Stanza to enjoy their broth and chat. My vegetable box was a disaster, and I rejected the slightly discolored broccoli, a few wilted cabbages, and a few pounds of slightly soft tomatoes.

Leo looked dejected, as though he were losing a battle. I felt sad for him because his organic boxes were usually excellent. 

“Come on, Diana, the restaurants get the best. You get the best of what’s left. That’s how it works.”

“Even though I pay more than the restaurants?”

“That’s a good point.”

Discounting to restaurants was custom and practice among small suppliers. Each chased the holy grail of being mentioned as a victualler on a Michelin menu, and many would crawl over broken glass to win the gratitude of a top chef.

Leo stared sadly, shaking his head at two wooden crates full of vegetables on my tiled storeroom floor. Most households would be happy with the consignment, but Leo knew me well, and he also knew what sub-par vegetables looked like.

He tapped a box with a toe, sighing.

“You’re right. These boxes are not good enough. I knew that when I picked everything in my greenhouses this morning. I am at the mercy of fluctuating demand at the restaurants. Keep the vegetables and make soup or stir fry; I’ll bring more later at no extra charge.”

“It’s a zero-sum game until it isn’t anymore, Leo.”

“In what way? I don’t understand.”

“If you sell the best produce to me, I win, and the restaurants lose. The change doesn’t affect you until you lose the restaurant’s support. Then you lose big and go out of business, and I’m screwed because you are.”

“That’s very complicated, Diana.”

“It’s economics and game theory. By squeezing my supplier, I destroy their business model, thereby harming myself. Your problem is shared with me.”

“I hadn’t thought about it that way, Diana. You’re clever, much more than some of the boneheads I sell to.”

“Selling your best product to me, even though I pay more, does not gain you any profit and will likely cause problems with other customers that impact on me.”

“How do we solve the problem?”

“Can you use equipment I pay for to grow specific crops for our household?”

“Do you mean you’d have your greenhouse at my place?”

“Yes, Leo. I want hydroponics if possible.”

“I can do that, but it’s costly. I have plenty of space and can manage growing more crops. I don’t have the money to set up.”

“If I invest, would you commit everything grown in a new greenhouse to our household?”

“Yes, it’s too easy if we agree on selling prices. I can make it work if you invest and guarantee buying the produce.”

“Let’s do it, Leo. I have a budget here and can get a sign-off easily. You have space and expertise. Let’s become partners.”

Leo left happy, but our household was the real winner. Competing with restaurants and deli, buying twenty times what I did would get me nowhere, but equally, I couldn’t bear to look at sub-par ingredients in my kitchen.

Stanza and Amy were still enjoying broth when I returned to the kitchen. Both pointed at my phone.

“It hasn’t stopped ringing.”

I checked and was surprised by the caller ID.

“It’s Frank. He called four times. It must be important.”

I sat opposite Amy and Stanza, not needing to shield a call to the man they introduced me to. It was great to be able to speak openly in front of others.

“Hi, Diana.”

“Hello Frank, is Billy okay?”

“He’s fine; it’s just that his parents hoped you might visit sooner.”

“It’s funny you should ask, but I wondered if a field trip might be possible. You and Billy’s parents can come too. It will be early tomorrow morning, so I don’t know if that might disrupt him and his folks.”

“I don’t think they care. I let them watch the video of your interaction with Billy. Lucas and Audrey are so thrilled.”

“I didn’t know you were filming us.”

“We must, for the sake of the children’s safety. There is one camera covering the floor area, and it caught your interaction.”

“Okay, that’s no problem.”

“What did you have in mind for a field trip, Diana?”

“Fulton Fish Market.”

“Okay… that’s an unusual place to take Billy.”

“You’ll understand the reason why. Can you meet me there at 2 a.m?”

“I’ll get back to you. Thanks again.”

“Thank you too, Doctor.”

I set the phone down, grinning from ear to ear. Another meeting with Billy was a thrilling prospect. Stanza bid us goodbye, and then one customer was left in my exclusive restaurant. Amy stirred her coffee slowly, considering her words carefully. Her face gave nothing away, but then, neither did mine.

“You haven’t asked about your father.”

“I know you and others are taking care of that situation. There is nothing I can contribute. In the same way, you trust me to feed you well; I trust you to bring home my dad in one piece.”

Amy drifted away after a while, spending time in Victor’s study, making and taking calls. I was in awe of her, being of such a young age and with incredible tenacity and intellect. I had a taste at eighteen of what losing a parent felt like, but Amy believed both of hers were dead, much younger than I was when my Dad ran away.

People floated in and out of dinner, eating hurriedly and then leaving with things to do. I worried that Katerina had not returned, but she said she would come home tomorrow. I had no idea how long after that, my father would be safe.

Victor sat at the dining table, drinking a sweet after-dinner wine while the house staff cleared the table. I poured him another glass and pointed at the bottle.

“Should I leave this here?”

“No thanks. I never drink more than one glass of wine after dinner.”

“That’s your second glass.”

“I finished the first glass while my dinner plate was still on the table. Technically, after dinner only started when you poured me a second.”

“That’s pretty thin, Victor, but we’ll go with it. If you don’t mind, I’ll leave you because I have a few chores to do and must sleep early. I’m visiting Fulton Fish Market in the early hours.”

“I’m done for the night anyway, Diana, thank you. I’ll head upstairs soon as well.”

After decanting my chicken stock through a chinois into a fresh pot, I stored it in an industrial fridge to jellify. I switched everything off in the kitchen and went to bed feeling emotionally drained.

My rooms were luxurious, equivalent to a five-star hotel suite with a bedroom, walk-in closet, bathroom, and lounge. I rifled through a cookbook, finding an old vegetarian lasagna recipe I could use for my windfall, courtesy of Leo.

After showering, I slipped into bed and fell asleep quickly, smiling as I nodded off. I remembered fondly how I had recited Pi with a fascinating six-year-old boy.

When my alarm woke me after 1 a.m., I still wasn’t sure Billy could meet me until I checked messages and saw one from Frank.

We’ll see you there.

I found them quickly in the car parking lot and felt excited when Billy’s face lit up as I tapped on his window and waved. Audrey, Billy’s Mom, and his father, Lucas, hugged me, unable to hide their emotions or their need to hold me tightly. I was a lifeline for parents who were worried for their baby boy. Their love for me was instant, provoked by their son opening up so profoundly and a sense I was on their side.

Amid swirling snow and freezing temperatures, I crouched until my eyes locked with Billy’s. He smiled and looked innocent and kind. He held my hand, squeezing it tightly.

“It’s colder inside than out here, Billy.”

“Can we recite Pi, please?”

“I have to buy fish first, Billy.”

“Okay.”

“When we enter the market, I want you to do as you please.”

“Do you need help?”

“Maybe. You decide. I’m taking you to meet my friends and to visit an interesting place full of numbers.”

“Okay.”

He held his mom’s hand on one side and mine on the other. Audrey’s tears were unseen by her son, but I knew she was bursting with overwhelming emotion. She leaned across to me and whispered.

“Billy never holds anyone’s hands.”

“He’s such a cutie.”

When we stepped inside the immense hall, Billy flinched and buried his face in his Mom. He was taken unawares by the bright lights, a raucous din of traders and customers shouting, forklift trucks whizzing around, and tannoy announcements nobody could decipher.

I could see right away by his expression that Frank had doubts about the environment I had brought them to, but I continued holding Billy’s hand until he peeked out from his Mom’s midriff.

“It’s just noise and bright lights. Find the numbers, Billy.”

“Okay.”

“I’m buying six whole lobsters, ten pounds of shrimp, fifteen pounds of fileted skate, and two whole salmon, each about ten pounds. It’s not a huge order, but we want quality and a good price.”

“Atlantic or Pacific salmon? They have both here.”

Billy pointed at a stock-selling sign on each side of the aisle. I grinned, and Frank had a lightbulb moment because, despite his trepidation, my new best friend was already processing data and relaxing, even smiling a little.

“Pacific salmon, line caught, please, no cages.”

“Okay.”

As we strolled down the center aisle, traders waved as history repeated itself. Many would remember Ralph bringing his daughter, aged eight, to the market. We browsed every trading stand, buying nothing, until finally arriving at Big Joe Halibut’s place.

My old friend beamed broadly, offering a hand for Billy to shake, not concerned when he was ignored.

“What brings you here, Diana?”

“I’m shopping with friends.”

“What can I get you?”

“I want lobster, shrimp, skate, and salmon.”

“I have the best prices and quality right now.”

“It’s nearly 3 a.m, Joe.”

“I know.”

“How are your numbers?”

“I’m ahead by five percent on sales by value. I have moved sixty-three percent of my weight already, so I have time, Diana. As you know, it’s not an exact science, but with two million pounds of fish in the whole market today, I’m confident 85/35 will have slim pickings from me by 6 a.m.”

“You are closing at 7, right?”

“Yeah, but if you’re angling for a discount, forget it, baby girl.”

I handed Joe my list and smiled. The market traders knew their numbers well, keeping massive wipe boards with fish weights in/out, prices achieved so far, and current selling. I could see Joe’s board, and so could Billy, who tugged on my hand, pulling me down so he could whisper.

I nodded at Big Joe Halibut.

“Tell Joe all about it, not me.”

“One million, two hundred thousand and eighty-six pounds.”

“What’s that son?”

“Approximately the amount of fish still left in the market. It changes every second, so I estimated.”

“There you go. I have sold sixty-three percent of my fish. You’re pretty good at math, kid.”

Joe looked pleased with himself. It was a good day trading, and he was ahead.

“Fifty-three percent, Joe.”

“What’s that, Billy?”

“Someone did your math wrong on the board. You’ve sold fifty-three percent of your original amount.”

Billy had come alive. His parents and Frank were stunned. The boy’s expression was like any child playing a game when they knew they were winning. He almost laughed, excitedly squeezing my hand so hard that the blood supply to my fingers cut off.

Joe stared at his board, calculating the sums in his head to approximate values. His face looked thunderous when he decided something was wrong, and Joe pulled out a calculator.

“I need to count the weight of my boxes in case that’s wrong, too.”

“Your boxed weight is eight thousand and fifty-six pounds. I don’t know what’s in the trays.”

“They are called hoppers.”

“Sorry, I don’t know what is in the hoppers.”

“How do you know my boxed weight?”

“The weight is on the side of each box, and I counted the number of boxes of each type of fish.”

“You’ve been here less than two minutes, kid.”

“I’m sorry it took me so long, Joe.”

Joe stared at his board again, glanced at his palletized stock, and panicked, knowing something about his numbers was drastically wrong. It was essential for all traders to understand where they were in pricing terms relating to competitors and how their stock weights compared with those of the market total remaining.

Joe had more stock than he figured. If he didn’t act soon, he might get caught in a race to the bottom on price.

After five minutes of calculating, Joe discretely adjusted his prices and prayed he could keep ahead of the others. He sidled alongside Billy, got on his knees, and offered a handshake. This time, Billy took it, shaking enthusiastically while grinning proudly.

Billy knew what he had done.

“Thanks, kid.”

“You’re welcome, Joe.”

We got a lower price than expected on my purchases, with a ten percent discount and free home delivery. I high-fived Billy as we left Joe’s stand while the trader scolded his staff and rubbed out numbers on his wipe board.

Audrey and Lucas were over the moon, almost dancing a jig as we walked away. Billy’s eyes were everywhere, taking in data like a computer running at max speed. Audrey nodded her head in amazement at me.

“You are incredible, Diana.”

“I didn’t do anything. It was all Billy. I didn’t ask him any questions at all.”

“How did he do it?”

“Billy is stimulated by problem-solving using math. If you put him in front of a computer with a test or ask him to recite Pi, eventually, he will grow bored. He needs math problems in the real world like the one he just solved for Joe.”

“He came alive, Diana. I’ve never seen him like that.”

“He’s an amazing young man.”

It was nice to see familiar faces around the market. As we strolled around, browsing some more stands and talking with traders, I saw Billy doing calculations I couldn’t even conceive of. By the time we approached the exit, I was sure Billy knew how many species the market stocked that day, what weights each trader began with, and how much they had left.

Billy was happy, still rooted in his own world, but seeing through the brain fog that clouded him. Importantly, he was entirely connected with both his parents, whose hands he held while I walked behind with Frank.

“You did an amazing thing here, Diana. I hope you don’t mind, but I invited others to join us.”

“Who?”

“Turn around.”

When I spun around, Amy, Victor, Katerina, Hannah, Greg, Rania, Anastasia, and Stanza stopped, maintaining a gap of about five meters behind us. They looked like my guardians, and I couldn’t figure out why until they moved aside.

“Daddy.”

“Hi, baby girl.”

I fell to my knees in a heart-stopping moment, staring at my father, who looked gaunt but very alive. By the time my tears flowed, Dad was upon me and on his knees as well, hugging me tightly, sobbing into my shoulder.

“I’m sorry, Diana.”

“You are back now.”

“Yes, I am.”

“Nothing else matters, Dad.”


Chapter Twenty-Two

Expanding The Family

◆◆◆

Amy’s Point Of View.

Fulton fish market felt cold, and I wished to have worn a thicker jacket, but the heartwarming sight of a daughter reunited with her father kept the worst chills at bay. I cried, not only for how emotionally Diana clung to her father but also for the love she had demonstrated to a young boy with no friends.

As he retreated into his world of math, I noticed Billy still holding his mother and father’s hands, an emotional gesture Frank had mentioned was a rarity. It was early days, but the green shoots of progress toward people understanding him better were already sprouting.

When Diana finally released her Dad, both stood, and she ran into mine and Victor’s arms before hugging everyone. It was impossible not to cry, but most poignant was how all our family turned out for a special event.

Diana held her Dad’s hand, dragging him to me.

“I don’t know what to say, Amy. I’m so grateful to everyone.”

“Shall we go home, get warm, and find your Dad a bedroom?”

“He can stay with us?”

“He’s family, Diana, and we can’t leave him homeless in a fish market.”

Diana laughed, then bowed her head into my chest, sobbing heartily, expending pent-up emotions. I wrapped my arms around her, feeling proud that we could have helped someone who spent her whole day thinking of and sustaining others.

“It’s cold in here, Diana.”

“Sorry. I’m used to it.”

“You never need to apologize.”

When we reached home, Antonella was already sitting in Diana’s kitchen, sipping a perfectly made Cappuccino. It made sense that she would know how to use our coffee machine; she probably had something equally antique at her Florentine home.

The Italian criminal was the latest to receive an enormous hug from Diana, but I couldn’t spend time with her because Emma needed me to help get Ralph fixed up while Rania arranged his security credentials.

Ralph Sinclair looked gaunt and tired but extremely grateful. I couldn’t imagine his ordeal—absconding from his life and a much-loved daughter to live and work in Cuba as a fugitive, not knowing if the next customer through the bar door might be his last.

He meandered through our home from one well-wisher to the next, eventually arriving at me.

“Thank you, Amy.”

“You are welcome. If you need to turn in immediately, shower, or rest, please do so. Don’t feel obliged to spend time with us.”

“I’m shell-shocked.”

“It might take a few days to reorientate, but I am sure New York will own you soon enough.”

“I’ll shower and dress… oh, I have no-”

“My husband is getting you some of his clothes.”

“I feel awful, Amy.”

“Don’t, please. Diana brings joy to our home, and it is the least we can do for a friend.”

“My daughter was always the best of us.”

Victor launched himself downstairs carrying the brand-new sweats I had bought for him. He handed them over to Ralph and then nodded upstairs.

“Follow me.”

“Thank you, Victor.”

With domestic problems out of the way, I needed to meet with Antonella, an emotionally ambiguous task because I simultaneously loved and loathed the woman who had, at one time or another, helped and deceived me.

She smiled when I approached, hugging me while Katerina and Anastasia homed in on us like surface-to-air missiles, joining whatever conversation I was about to have.

Antonella looked genuinely happy and pleased to see me. With her signature mischievous sparkle in her eyes, I had to smile back, wondering what machinations were in store for me. She glanced from face to face, then giggled.

“Oh look, we’re a coven again.”

“Motherhood agrees with you, Antonella.”

“You heard about that, too, Amy? My, my, you are evolving quickly.”

“Of the one hundred and four children we rescued, eleven are hospitalized but expected to recover fully; sixty-four are already reunited with their parents; twenty-seven are going through the process of verifying parental or guardianship claims.”

“You are well informed, Amy, but I knew you were somewhere, always being a guardian angel and looking out for everyone. It is your superpower.”

“That leaves two children unaccounted for, Antonella.”

“And you checked up?”

“Of course.”

“Noah and Adele are eight-year-old twins. According to the documents your people lifted from the slaver’s site, they were to be a boy and girl double act in a wealthy pervert’s household.”

“And they have no living relatives.”

“The orphanage they were kidnapped from will gladly take them back.”

“I know that too, Antonella.”

“I already love them so much, Amy. I love all one hundred and four of those babies. They are innocent, beautiful souls who deserve more.”

“So you adopted Noah and Adele?”

“Yes. I would have taken them all if needed.”

“Motherhood agrees with you.”

“I never conceived and often wondered if it were God’s will because of my dark side. Perhaps it was, and these children are my gift from the almighty for doing something good.”

“Are you fully on the side of good, Antonella, or do you walk a tightrope?”

“I gave copies of my books to the FBI, Interpol, and the Italian Government. I have offered my full support to their investigations. They say I am now a confidential informant. Deals to settle my past crimes are being hammered out.”

“Will you be in hiding?”

“Do you wish me to be, Amy?‘

I knew the question would come, and a maelstrom of emotions surged in my heart. Katerina, Anastasia, and I had agreed Antonella was beyond redemption, a lifelong criminal devoid of the ability to reform. Yet, when Katerina called her, Antonella dropped everything and ran to aid a stranger because we needed her help.

“I don’t want you to be a criminal, Antonella.”

“Well, I won’t be that, but I also can’t be a politician because that leads to criminality. The difference between them and me is that they pass laws that allow them to steal. I can’t.”

“I don’t want you to go into hiding.”

“Can you give me a job, Amy?”

“How?”

Diana was busily sliding one coffee variety after another in front of us. Victor joined us, grinning from ear to ear. I knew my husband was enjoying the day because there was a fizzle and pop in his presence, and I had a feeling like a shining, warm light was held above me by a protector. He wrapped me in his arms, standing behind where I sat on a kitchen stool.

“Antonella wants to work for your foundation, darling wife. That’s where this conversation is going.”

“How do you know?”

“It is the next logical step. Our friend wants to create a register of all children rescued, track and regularly check in on them, providing care and intervention when necessary.”

Antonella nodded enthusiastically, pointing at Victor while trying to sip her coffee.

“You have the Midas touch with men, Amy. Perhaps you could select a husband for me or loan yours. Jacques was the latest in a string of failed love affairs.”

“Do you want to care for the rescued children in the long term?”

“They are a drop in an ocean of suffering, Amy, but the time these children spent in capture is so awful, I fear they need long-term help, or eventually, they fall victim to what happened to them.”

“Okay. It seems logical. What about abiding by the law?”

“I shall.”

“Is that it?”

“You asked a simple question, Amy. I can’t promise I won’t get a speeding ticket, and I park atrociously, but I won’t launder money or commit other offenses.”

We locked eyes, and I saw no deceit in hers. Whether Antonella hid an agenda or not, I couldn’t tell, but now, with Anastasia and Katerina always watching her, there seemed a way to clip our reformed criminal’s wings.

“Are you staying with us or at your apartment, Antonella?”

“I hadn’t thought that far ahead.”

“Please stay here and participate in our celebrations. You backed off the mafia, and that took some doing. You can discuss your plans with Anastasia and our Mother.”

“Thank you, my dear. I knew you couldn’t live without me.”

“It seems that is true.”

Antonella hugged me with deep, friendly affection. I liked her immensely and wanted, no, prayed, and hoped, more than anything, that she found happiness and safety on the right side of the law.

“I hope you’ll come and meet Noah and Adele when you move everyone back to Florence. Will you visit soon?”

“Victor and I were talking about coming by yacht this time.”

“Think of the parties we could have on board, Amy.”

“You should join us.”

“In Florence, yes. On the yacht, sadly, I cannot. I miss my children.”

Her friendly smile trapped me, and I caved to her good-natured side, hoping it would prevail. I felt pleased she had agreed to stay with us and guessed being around my Mother, a woman of similar age, would entertain both of them. Antonella made herself at home in ours, and for that, I was thankful because there seemed little point in welcoming our most loved ones through the door and then slamming them with house rules.

“We need a bigger home in Florence, Antonella.”

“Take over my house and do with it as you wish. It is a small Palace with excellent staff. Add yours to the mix, and we will have enough space and amenities for everyone.”

“Are you sure?”

“Good fortune and great people follow you, Amy. I want to be part of that. I have other apartments and houses where I may come and go as I please. Noah and Adele are a permanent part of my life now, so they will be my priority.”

“Are they at home in Florence now?”

“Yes, this time, I left them behind because they need medical attention, good food, stability, a new wardrobe, tutors, and a life built around their needs. They have a governess, but I will return home in a few days and care for them myself.”

“That all costs money, Antonella.”

“Don’t worry, I won’t steal, and the Russian laundered cash has already been sent to the charities Anastasia requested.”

Antonella had asked for a job, not money, but her financial compensation must be sufficient so she didn’t struggle. I couldn’t commit to anything right away because I didn’t know how to help or how much her lifestyle cost.

Katerina and Anastasia naturally took on the conversation while I drifted away. Diana made food, churning out one delicious plate of Italian cuisine after another as though she had an army of chefs supporting her. Seafood linguine followed by cheesy garlic bread, slices of pizza, a tray of lasagna, and meatball spaghetti appeared within half an hour, and a crowd gathered in our kitchen and dining room, standing, sitting, laughing, and joking.

Upon his return, Ralph and Diana took food, two glasses, and a bottle of wine Victor thrust upon them, and they squatted in our living room, catching up. My husband drew me away into his study, closing and then locking its door.

His eyes were on fire, and Victor trembled as though about to explode.

“What’s the matter, sweetheart?”

“You overwhelm me, Amy.”

“You’re going to fuck me, aren’t you?”

“Only if you want me to.”

“Here? In your study? With every one next door?”

“Is it okay, Amy?”

“Damn fucking right it is.”

I was aroused, too, in an elevated state, with my hormones constantly easing my libido skywards. Today had been exceptional, and that opened the door to romance and overwhelming feelings of love, such that I wanted my husband to take me, and if this were the time and place of his choosing, then my need was absolute.

I hurriedly hitched up my dress hem and hopped onto his desk, clearing away any sharp or delicate implements that may cause a hazard. Victor’s pants hit the floor with a thud, and I noticed the thick steel belt buckle that had made the noise and his solid cock so easily accessible. With his underpants down, I was a step behind, but my husband solved that problem, peeling off my panties before sniffing them deeply.

“You’re so fucking naughty, Victor.”

“Your scent wakes me up sometimes through the night.”

“My pussy is summoning you to join a dream.”

“If only I could.”

Victor’s fingers clenched my ass cheeks tightly, clawing them wide apart, while his lips gently brushed against mine. His eyes looked fiery and sexually desperate, but he controlled himself well, kissing me softly, making sure I whimpered and purred like a kitten, warming me up nicely.

When my husband’s solid cock parted my swollen, drenched pussy lips, I sizzled from head to toe, enjoying the moment he penetrated me. Victor’s kiss felt like droplets of love pockmarking a still lake. After echoing, then a rebounding splash, intense, concentric, rippling waves of pleasure surged outward, reaching every part of my body until I shuddered involuntarily and gasped aloud.

“Fuck me, please, Victor. Fill me up with your cum.”

After carefully sliding his cock balls deep inside and stretching my pussy wide, Victor fucked me vigorously. His fingers gripped my ass tighter, sliding my sticky pussy onto his cock as he rammed his hips forward, filling my cunt with his solid meat.

I held on to my lover tightly, wrapping both my arms around his neck, splaying my knees wide apart to provide the best possible access of my pussy to his cock. Victor drilled my pussy hard, quickly spiking my pleasure, eliciting an overwhelming, lung-bursting, screaming orgasm that he tried stifling with a palm.

His reward was my teeth, inexcusably, yet unavoidably sinking into his thumb as I chewed it, releasing the screams I wanted to announce my orgasm to the world.

“Sorry, I can’t help it.”

“Bite more, I don’t mind.”

“Cum inside me, please, husband. I need it.”

Since meeting Victor, I was an avowed cum inside-me girl, enjoying that the essential part of my husband constantly swam freely inside me while I slept, shopped, or used the gym. Knowing he was omnipresent in me provided immense strength, and I needed that now.

He banged me like a whore perched on a steel bin in a back alley, and I loved it. When Victor’s warm ocean of seed exploded inside me, and his cock jerked like a jackhammer against my pussy’s soft tissue walls, I raised my head and watched my beloved’s cum face contort in love and lust.

“Go on, Victor, fucking own me.”

“I… oh fuck!”

“What is it, sweet husband?”

“I love you, Amy.”

When his cock slid out, I clenched my pussy lips tightly, not wishing to spill a drop of my husband’s precious seed. While he panted, looking ridiculous with his pants and boxer briefs at his ankles and both hands on his hips, I rescued my panties and slid them on, frowning salaciously when my already damp gusset wrapped around swollen, drenched, creamy pussy lips.

“I’m good for ten minutes, then I’ll make my excuses and leave to shower.”

“I’ll join you, Amy.”

I was respectable and waited until my husband was dressed before wrapping my arms around his neck and staring intensely into his eyes.

“I love you too, Victor, now and forever.”

“I know.”

“Shall we join the others?”

“Before we do, I want to discuss something.”

“Go ahead, honey.”

I never let go of Victor and just kept staring lovingly, basking in the warmth of our love. Something occupied his thoughts, which was about to be shared with me.

“I want to help your foundation with money and support, but I don’t want to be involved.”

“You can be involved. It’s no problem for me.”

“I want to help but not control. This foundation is your legacy, to be handed on to our children, and I want the world to know you lead it.”

“Okay. As you wish, but do we need more money?”

“You will need it. Antonella will be costly, as will the one hundred and four souls you agreed to support for at least the next two decades. More children you rescue will need help. I can provide cash and give you access to every major bank in the world. They will all donate.”

“It’s a deal, sweetheart.”

I said it hurriedly, although I knew Victor would never revoke such a gift. He constantly made me proud to be his wife because my husband never interfered, always helped when necessary, but constantly wore my knight’s armor, protecting me.

“I want you to protect me, just like you did with Ralph and all the other things I know you do in the background, Victor.”

“I’ll protect you with my life, Amy. I will never let you down.”

“I know. In return, I will love and nurture you and your children, bringing our families together forever.”

We stepped back into a raucous celebration of family and friends, none of whom acknowledged my orgasmic screaming or hinted they knew what we had done. They knew we had fucked but respected our needs, as we would do the same for them should a moment of love override decency.

I lasted a few minutes before my gusset felt uncomfortable, and I needed to take my leave. A last look around our kitchen, living, and dining rooms made me feel whole as I watched love and friendship waft magic in the air.

I turned to Victor, smiled, and kissed him.

“Why don’t you stay awhile, husband, mingle and mix here, then join me.”

“I want to be with you and listen to music, talk, plan, and laugh.”

“Okay, but can we announce our return to Florence so that everyone can plan?”

“Now is as good a time as any.”

Victor chimed a teaspoon off his glass, garnering everyone’s attention for me to speak.

“It’s a small announcement, but Victor and I want to cruise our yacht to Florence, visiting some places along the way. You can all join us on Lady Lara or come later by flight. Everyone is welcome.”

“Do you have enough space at the apartment for everyone, honey?”

Dad was always a pragmatist, seeking solutions for problems before most others considered there even was one.

“We will stay at Antonella’s palace. It is our new home in Florence.”

I wasn’t sure how we would achieve it, whether Antonella would sell or long lease her home on the condition that she stayed in residence, but with goodwill, we could fix most things, and if not, money would provide an alternate solution.

Most would join us. Hannah won the Nationals and now had almost a year to prepare for the Olympic games. Lady Lara had a better gym than the one at home, with a massage therapist on board who was qualified as a physio.

As I snuggled into my husband on our bed, warmed by our shower’s steam and monsoon rainfall, my mind drifted to Noah and Adele. They and their fellow child captives were emblematic of our best efforts, as was Billy, because if we couldn’t be there for the children, what kind of people were we?

Victor leafed through a yachting catalog for reasons I had no idea. If he had to do anything on board our ship, it would be limited to selecting a TV channel or finding his way to the gym.

“Can I make Antonella an offer on her Florence home, please, Amy?”

“Of course, but she must be able to stay there with her children if she wishes.”

“It’s an enormous house, so that won’t be a problem. She has the finest home in Florence.”

“And it just transitioned from darkness to light.”

“As has Antonella, it seems.”

“I hope so, Victor.”

“Just one more problem to solve, sweetheart.”

“Tell me?”

Victor rolled to face me and held open the catalog he had browsed, pointing to where he had made red pen circles.

“Can you please help me pick a wardrobe for our yachts, Amy?”


Chapter Twenty-Three

Our Naughty Secret

◆◆◆

Katerina’s Point Of View

After everyone else went to bed, I loved roaming around downstairs in the semi-darkness because the house felt different, more alive and vibrant, even in relative silence. It comforted me to know all doors and windows were locked, a habit of personally checking I had learned from many years in the service of my former government.

I also enjoyed a hide-and-seek game, guessing where Michelangelo hid, waiting to pounce and surprise me.

The darkest corners where the floor met the walls were adorned with curtain hems, a perfect fabric maze of folds for my dear Michelangelo to nestle quietly within. From there, he would observe everything and everyone, stalking if he chose or surprising with a leap, bound, or pounce if he wished. His presence added a touch of mystery to our home.

Once our night-time ritual of him captivating me, winding figure of eight loops around my feet was complete, I released him into the darkness come rain, hail, or snow. He always returned in the early morning, perfectly groomed and unfazed by the cold outdoors.

Our bedroom door had a catflap, which he used once security let him in. Peter never woke when Michelangelo leaped onto our bed, but I greeted him with a kiss on his forehead and a scratch under his chin.

By this late hour, my only companions on the bottom floor of Victor and Amy’s home were Diana and two security guards in a small reception room beside the front entrance. Our chef was far more diligent than anyone I’d known, always staying late. She naturally became a regular stop-off on my rounds.

“You love the kitchen, Diana.”

“You love this house too.”

“If I live with my children and their loved ones, a tent on a beach would suffice.”

“We might have a few kitchen issues to begin with, but count me in.”

I sat on a wooden stool at her counter, relaxing in the semi-darkness she liked working in at night. I enjoyed a late-night coffee while Diana meticulously covered her croissants before refrigeration.

“Does caffeine keep you awake, Katerina?”

“I have a troubled sleep regardless of the stimulus consumed.”

“I doubt I will sleep tonight either. Dad coming home is a huge event for me.”

“It is sure to be. How will you manage this reunion with Florence coming up?”

“Our transfer to Italy begins in two weeks. I’ll be ready and eager to play my part on the yacht and in Florence. I have already contacted the chefs at both places to discuss menus and service.”

“When Amy made her announcement, she intended for your father to join us if he wished.”

“I would rather my Dad didn’t come.”

Her response didn’t surprise me, but a reflective pause in our conversation seemed appropriate. I watched Diana cleaning, down on her hands and knees, scrubbing every corner of the floor regardless of its difficult accessibility. She worked like a trojan and with the same pride with which Michelangelo strutted around the house. 

“I understand why you prefer Ralph didn’t come, Diana.”

“Dad wouldn’t be able to keep his hands out of my kitchens. He would upset the local staff on vessel and land, debating everything from making up egg wash to how much dill a fish sauce needs.”

“Ralph is not you, Diana. I get that.”

“I love my father everywhere except in my kitchen.”

“Then he will stay here.”

“Undoubtedly, my father will discuss his old restaurant with Victor. I hope he does so with humility. The building will never yield twenty million dollars back in profit as a restaurant in the style he usually creates.”

“Victor and Ralph will figure it out.”

“My concern is Billy. I would rather not leave him behind, but there is no way he can join us.”

“He needs his parents.”

“If I can do one thing to help Billy, it is to open up the relationship between him and his parents.”

“You are a leader, Diana; it is what you will do. Even apart, I am sure you can find a solution to reach Billy.”

I bid Diana goodnight and joined Peter in our bed. He, like me, felt aroused, but I kissed him gently and cuddled close without encouraging our lovemaking.

“We should abstain for tonight, Peter.”

“I know, but I feel so fucking horny.”

“Me too, but when I watch your cock disappear inside Ophelia’s pussy tomorrow, I want you to fuck her well.”

“Are you still sure about this, Kat?”

“We must discuss her lack of discretion with security guards, but after we educate our lover, we need to clear the table and start fucking.”

It was at Ophelia’s request we abstain at least one night before we fucked her because she wanted the raw desire of our affection in a desperate sense to match hers. It took me longer than usual to fall asleep because Peter’s cock was solid, poking into my ass and pussy, depending on which way I faced, but I knew our young lover was right to set abstention rules.

In the morning, I woke early and walked six miles on a treadmill while my daughters and Hannah rode their Peleton bikes a few meters away, giggling one minute, straining uphill, and panting vigorously the next. I skipped the sauna, having seen Anastasia and Hannah enter naked. My discretion was appropriate, encouraging but not interfering with their love.

When I dropped by Diana’s kitchen on my way out, she already had a kale and beetroot smoothie waiting. The deep purple and red concoction was an excellent start to my day, and I sipped while watching a busy woman who looked like she hadn’t gone to bed yet.

When my daughter and her girlfriend passed by, both kissing me on the cheek before skipping upstairs, Diana smiled.

“What do you wish for them, Katerina?”

“Do you mean Anastasia and Hannah?”

“Yes.”

“I wish for another wedding and a new daughter-in-law.”

“Do you think they are close to giving you that?”

“What do you believe, Diana? Since you are our expert, I value your opinion on all matters relating to people.”

“I have rarely seen two people more in love, but-.”

“Ahh, there is a but.”

“Not a significant one.”

“Is it Hannah’s training and commitment to be an athlete?”

“Yes. I have always believed marriage is a solid step in a new direction. It is hard not to take the next step afterward, then the next, and so on. These steps challenge the discipline of gladiators.”

“I agree that marriage is their challenge, but Florence is Italy, and there is something about that beautiful country that showers love onto everyone. Perhaps a choice will be made.”

“I can’t wait to go there. It will be my first time.”

Before I left the kitchen around mid-morning, Diana’s domain was a hive of activity. Ralph floated around without any sign of intruding upon his daughter, but I felt his casual glances into her domain were akin to the first time I took Anastasia on a job and gave her the sniper rifle. It was only a matter of time before her Dad would advise, then do it again, more forcefully, persuading before debating and finally arguing.

Victor sat in his study, reading reports and studying stock prices. I knocked; he smiled and waved to the chair in front.

“What can I do for my mother?”

“I never intrude in your business.”

“I hear a silent but coming, Mother.”

“Diana is important to me, and I hope you might resolve the problem coming our way.”

“Do you mean Ralph and his restaurant?”

“Yes.”

“I’ll speak with him today. I want the deeds signed over, and then I will invest in refurbishing a new restaurant on the site to his specifications. That money will be a loan repayable over five years at no interest. As for rent, I’m not interested because the property value will rise annually, more than covering it.”

“That sounds very fair, Victor.”

“There is enormous value in the building, Mom. I hope Ralph agrees.”

“If you own the building, who owns the restaurant?”

“Ralph does—one hundred percent. The brand is his, and my loan is unsecured. His tenancy can last the whole of his life and be passed on to Diana if he or she wishes it.”

“You are a good man, Victor.”

“I have a fantastic wife, great parents, and wonderful sisters… well, Anastasia and Caprica are at least.”

“Hopefully, Hannah will be soon, too.”

“With some luck, and maybe one day I’ll have a fabulous car-loving stepdad too.”

My son was being coy. Although marriage to Peter had crossed my mind, Victor’s comment was intended to let me know his consent would be enthusiastically granted should a proposal be forthcoming. I was fortunate to be surrounded by such love.

“I must leave now, Son. You know Peter and I won’t be home tonight, right?”

“Amy mentioned it. Before you leave, I have a question for you, Mom.”

“Go ahead.”

“Why is Diana so important to you?”

“First, she provides a hub around which my family shares happiness. She is a social catalyst, providing a neutral place where all are welcome. Second, there is something special about her.”

“Special, how?”

“Look at how she reached Billy; she did it so naturally. That’s not simply because she is good at math. Diana feeds fifty people daily, and that number grows, yet she doesn’t miss anything and takes it in her stride. I spoke with Maria in Florence. Diana reached out and didn’t mention her overarching responsibility and that she was their boss.”

“What does that mean?”

“Maria and Marco just assumed Diana was their boss. She didn’t need to say anything because her leadership was subtle, and they wanted to follow her.”

“I have the same feeling about her, Mom. Diana will discover herself in her own time.”

I left the house, loading a small suitcase into Amy’s car. She made her driver available to me all morning, so I stopped at a deli close to our new apartment, stocking up on groceries from Peter’s list.

I cleaned our apartment for over three hours, enjoying getting into every nook and cranny. When they were delivered, I arranged fresh flowers in vases, hung clothes in our bare closet, and ensured the crockery and kitchen pots were sparkling for dinner.

As I looked around the three-thousand-square-foot luxury apartment, I felt proud that I could be a homemaker and kill bad people with equal aplomb. When Peter arrived, he looked surprised.

“It feels like a home, Kat.”

“A second home, for sure. I’ve thought about it a lot today. I love our private nest but could never give up being part of our children’s daily lives.”

“Me neither.”

“Did you message Ophelia to let her know the timings?”

“She’ll arrive in an hour and wants to start immediately. Our lover is horny and making it known she wants to fuck.”

“What about dinner?”

“I’ll prepare our food and cook it when everyone is hungry. Let’s see how Ophelia approaches this.”

“We must shower. I’m filthy.”

“I hope you’ll be a filthy slut later, too, Kat.”

Peter’s lewd expression suddenly lit me up, and I looked around our living room again, this time considering that we were about to seduce a beautiful girl younger than my daughter. It felt wrong, but how could it be? Ophelia wanted a casual, sexual relationship with older lovers.

“It is consensual.”

“What did you say, Kat?”

“Sorry, I am mumbling something to myself. Just a few last-minute concerns.”

“We don’t have to go through with it.”

“I want to.”

“That’s good because a courier confirmed Ophelia received our keycard, so she will let herself in.”

I wanted to make love to Ophelia and watch my boyfriend doing the same. I had all sorts of sexually depraved positions in mind, but most important among those was a desire to swallow Peter’s cum out of her well fucked pussy while she went down on me.

I donned a shower cap before stepping into the wet room and shivered in the cold air when steam swept over my body, spiking goosebumps that melted when I shuffled under the warm water jets. I soaped myself in a luxurious, creamy orange verbena soap bar I had bought especially and was covered in a rich lather before my boyfriend undressed and joined me.

Peter cradled my ass cheeks in both palms, kissing me lovingly. I had never shared details of my bisexual nature with anyone, not even Artyom, until we finally decided to quit our marriage, and a whole sequence of truths was revealed.

Having a girl and a boy together became a matter of immense profundity to me, driving a behavioral necessity that drew me to polygamy. In my current boyfriend, I had landed on my feet because he was entirely secure in our love, and a threesome was possible.

I was surprised by a shadow cast across our shower floor, and I turned, seeing a naked young woman of such breathtaking beauty as I had never before enjoyed. Ophelia smiled and looked shy and vulnerable, opening my heart precisely as I had hoped.

“Hi you guys. I’m sorry for being early. I couldn’t wait to see you.”

“You look beautiful.”

“You are both everything I wanted.”

She didn’t care about shower caps and strolled right into our arms, slipping into a threeway tryst, making sure her body caressed both of ours. Her poise was impeccable, ballerina-esque, when Ophelia raised a foot, caressing my leg, then Peter’s. He kissed her first, and I felt threeway love surge, without jealousy, as my boyfriend and lover’s lips collided in passion.

They whimpered and groaned in lust for each other when I moved behind Ophelia, giving her full access to Peter while I gathered her hair into a ponytail and swept it over her shoulder onto her chest. When I planted soft kisses on her silken skin, tracing a loving line across her neck and shoulders, our lover trembled, shuddered, and reached behind, gripping my fingers and squeezing tightly.

“I want you both.”

“We know sweetheart. We want the same.”

“Can Peter cum inside me, please, Kat?”

“Of course, he can. May I lick you out after he fills you?”

“Oh god, yes, please.”

We tumbled from the shower, awkwardly and roughly toweling ourselves dry on the way to an enormous four-poster bed covered with brand-new linen. When I collapsed onto the bed, I shivered with anticipation, a searing libido and fire burning in my eyes. I caught Ophelia’s captivating scent, mostly perfumed soap, but a whiff of her pussy ignited me, flaring my nostrils as I devoured her ovulating pheromones.

Ophelia had shared details of her menstrual cycle with us, something that was no longer an issue for me, but having our first fuck when she ovulated ensured maximum horniness and a creamy treat for Peter and me.

She rolled into my arms, staring lovingly and intensely into my eyes when lining up for our all-important first kiss. Ophelia’s solid nipples grazed mine, rippling pleasure through my breasts like spark plugs, igniting a volatile fuel that exploded into a body craving her.

Our lips touched in a moment of sensitive lust and love until we both lost control and kissed passionately. Ophelia consumed my energy, sucking out my breath. Our tongues electrified, and hers sought to explore my mouth fervently. I raised a knee, squashing her pussy, soaking my skin while parting her swollen mound.

Ophelia frowned lasciviously and ground her pussy against my knee, spaying her swollen, fleshy lips wider apart until she squashed her engorged, semi-rock-hard clitoris on my bone. She cried out, desperately reached for, found, and gripped my boyfriend’s fingers, drawing him closer.

When Peter joined us, Ophelia masturbated herself against my knee, kissing him wildly, then me, taking what she wanted from each of us, giving immense joy in return. She became a fizzling dynamo, spinning out of control, panting noisily, moaning, even grunting as she crushed her clitoris on my knee, leaking sticky hormones on my smooth skin.

Peter kissed me, and that was a cue for our lover to crawl down my body and lick her sticky mess off my knee before wrapping both arms around my thighs and hauling my wiry pubic bush into her face.

She parted my hair easily, moaning in deep, satisfied pleasure, sniffing my swollen, soaking-wet labia before plowing the trembling slit between them with a powerful, flat tongue. My pink furrow was slurped like an ice cream cone on a hot day, devoured passionately, swallowed noisily, and with an occasional growl from the girl enjoying it.

Despite her youth, I knew Ophelia was an experienced lover because she avoided sucking or dragging my throbbing, sticky clitoris, knowing it would quickly summon an immense orgasm. I felt excited and much more at ease than I thought. My body shimmered with pleasure, and a loving warmth hugged every muscle tightly, tossing me gently on an ocean of decadence.

Ophelia wanted to show me her cunnilingus skill, which was extraordinary, and her behavior was almost like that of a girl wanting to please her mother. I dismissed all such thoughts but still focused on how our age gap and mutual desire played into a deep, hedonistic taboo I loved.

She carefully crawled around my body, cocking her legs, pressing down on her palms, shifting her weight while moving into a perfect 69 position. Her swollen peach-like pussy swayed above my lips when she straddled my face.

I saw and smelled a beautiful, glistening, pungent, tightly closed slit smiling at me, and I felt hungry.

When Ophelia settled back onto licking my pussy, she presented hers seductively, lowering while teasing her soaking wet, sticky lips onto mine. Her flavor seared across my mouth, hitting the taste buds on my tongue and lighting every primal instinct.

My body rejoiced because Ophelia and Peter together unlocked my natural sexuality, and all the missing pieces to my life’s puzzle fell into place. My emotions exploded, but in pleasure and from the thrill of two lovers, not in any way jealous or intimidated.

When my boyfriend planted a knee on either side of my head, I couldn’t focus on his solid cock, waiting in line for our lover’s fuck hole because I clenched Ophelia’s swollen, sticky pink nub between my lips, pulling it from the protective fleshy hood.

Peter could wait a minute to fuck Opelia while I licked our lover clean of every drop of her sweet liquor. I inhaled sharply and plowed her slit with my tongue every few seconds, swallowing a sweet nectar harvest before returning to the sticky clitoris that throbbed when I sucked it.

Neither lover rushed me while Ophelia devoured my pussy, expending all of her energy to achieve my satisfaction while patiently pointing up her tight slit, ready for my husband to fuck once I was done feeding on it.

Ophelia’s ovulation tasted delicious and creamy, sweet but tainted with a pungent hit that completed me. My soul felt rested amid a blanket of love offered and taken by two beautifully sexual and compatible souls.

I focused on our lover’s sticky clitoris, brushing my tongue across it from side to side while freeing a hand and gripping my boyfriend’s quivering cock at the base. Peter stared down lovingly, blowing me a kiss as he edged forward, letting me feed his cock inside our lover’s pussy.

Ophelia’s tongue and lips paused momentarily, and she gasped, flinching her ass cheeks by tightening them, tensing her stomach against me while my boyfriend filled her tight velvet sheath with his throbbing cock.

Peter gripped her ass cheeks, clawing them wide apart, teasingly thumbing open her anal whorl while I paid attention to her clitoris, determined to edge the girl onto a climactic ridge until she begged to cum. Ophelia’s attention reverted to my pussy while pushing back slightly, making sure my boyfriend’s cock was impaled deep inside her.

As he pounded her, a slick sound of banana peeling signaled how tight Ophelia’s fuck hole was. Peter moaned loudly and desperately, confirming the sticky sound pleasuring my ears was our lover milking his cock. When my knees were pulled back and pushed outwards, I knew our lover handed my ankles to my boyfriend.

Peter split me wide open, and while Ophelia ate my cunt, my boyfriend used my tensed legs as a lever to repeatedly and firmly slide his cock balls deep inside the slit I desperately tried to lick.

We were perfectly in sync, three lovers consumed by each other, unselfishly pleasuring, enjoying what was freely given, and sharing. My orgasm tickled, shuddered, then exploded as Ophelia covered my pee hole with puckered lips, unfussily sucking gently until my bladder and glands were empty.

Her orgasm was far messier than mine, with my boyfriend’s cock railing her when she exploded. Dribbles of her rapture leaked out from the seal between Peter’s cock and Ophelia’s tight pussy, leaking onto my face. I collected what I could with my tongue, but the flood of cum was too much until Peter bottomed out deep inside her, screamed, and emptied his load.

I watched his cock and balls jerk as rope after rope of my boyfriend’s seed filled our new girlfriend’s tight cunt. I licked my lips while Ophelia cleaned my sticky, messy orgasm, and I marveled at how violently Peter’s cock twitched and how much his urethra bloated while my man emptied his semen inside our lover.

When Peter slid his cock out, he gripped Ophelia from behind, cupping her breasts, hauling her into a seated position to feed me. With his creamy, twitching cock resting on my forehead, I knew my boyfriend caressed our lover, kissing her from behind while she fed me his cum from her gaping wide, well fucked hole.

I sucked hard on a dribbling, creamy hole, draining Ophelia’s pussy of her and Peter’s love, enjoying her contrasting sweetness to his salty cum.

My soul rejoiced, and I fed on Ophelia’s pussy for a few minutes, immersed in a deep, sexual meditation, enjoying the emotional satisfaction of a bisexual woman making love to a boy and a girl.

When Ophelia dismounted my face, she stooped down, grinning glorious, kissing me passionately, biting my lip while nestling her body into mine. Peter joined our loving tryst, hauling the duvet over to keep us warm as our orgasms dissolved, leaving behind a feeling of enchanted and loving enthusiasm.

“That was amazing, Ophelia.”

“I have never been so profoundly fucked by anyone in the way you two just did.”

“I’ll have trouble missing your pussy when we go to Florence.”

I frowned and felt irritated with myself, having complicated a simple tryst, bringing emotions to bear and a clinginess that might lead us into darkness. What Peter said next only made matters worse.

“We should tell Victor and Amy about our lifestyle, then invite our lover along. She can study away from the University for a while. What do you think, Ophelia?”

“I agree.”


Chapter Twenty-Four

The Value Of People

◆◆◆

Amy’s Point Of View

We suddenly had disharmony at home. My announcement that Victor and I would travel on Lady Lara to Florence caused a nightmare for everyone around me. Anastasia, Stanza, and Greg were busy filling and managing offices with people, equipment, and furniture; Diana had her father and Billy to worry about, Hannah worried about her girlfriend, and it seemed that if I went ahead with my plans, no end of angst would be caused.

Also, my father and adopted mother’s disappearance overnight struck me as odd, and I wondered whether they needed time apart from us. As we sat eating breakfast together, my husband peeled the crusty part of his croissant off the top and handed it to me, smiling.

“You’re overthinking everything as usual, Amy.”

“I might have been rash in putting people under pressure.”

“Let everyone decide what’s best for themselves. We can go, if others can’t join us, they will soon enough and at least they have a place to live here. This isn’t a commune.”

“I’m coming!”

Diana grinned at me, nodding enthusiastically. She would find a way to manage her Dad, but Billy was going to become challenging. I wouldn’t get involved, but I figured that within the two weeks we had left in New York, our chef and the math genius child she befriended would become inseparable.

“You’ll love Florence, Diana.”

“I know. My Whatsapp Group talks about it all the time.”

“Whatsapp Group?”

“All of your chefs are in it. Maria, Marco, and the five yacht chefs on two boats. I’m still trying to contact two more so I can invite them.”

“Two more?”

“Victor’s house in Morrocco and yours in Switzerland.”

“I have a chef in Switzerland?”

“Anton is a butler and chef. He came with the house.”

“I never knew, and what about Morocco?”

I stared at Victor, who laughed and shrugged his shoulders, force-feeding himself strawberry yogurt, buying time. I smiled cutely and waited patiently, something I had become increasingly more adept at since our wedding day.

“You’ve never been, have you, Victor?”

“No. The villa is immense and a great investment, though.”

“What kind of a life is it for a chef and house staff to work in a home where the owner never visits?”

“An easy life?”

“A boring one. Fortunately, there is a solution.”

“Oh, what’s that?”

“We’re passing by Morocco on our way to Italy. You’ll see your home, and the chef can meet Diana.”

“I have other homes, too, but we have spoken about them.”

“I’ll arrange a meeting with Greg.”

“Why is it such an issue, Amy?”

“I think it’s important we value people, so if we’re employing them, we should know who and where they are and that they are okay. Also, we own Mindful, a mental health provider focused on valuing people, while at the same time, we have no clue about our staff.”

“Okay, fair enough. I’ve been schooled.”

Our debate was all in good spirits, but it was fortuitous for me because it softened Victor up for Stanza, who slid onto the stool beside my husband and grinned a little too affably at him while gratefully receiving her morning coffee from Diana.

Victor wasn’t a business genius for no reason and caught on quickly.

“Oh, hang on a minute… what’s this? Amy is on one side of me, Stanza’s on the other. It feels like an ambush.”

“I have a proposal for you.”

“Is it costly, Stanza?”

“No, it’s free and very much to your advantage.”

“Go ahead, but don’t think for a moment I will acquiesce simply because I like you and love my wife.”

“You have more than one hundred thousand employees worldwide, sixty-odd thousand of whom live and work in the U.S., right?”

“Give or take, and they are spread across a hundred or so banks, investment funds, and assorted companies. I don’t review the numbers as often as I once did.”

“And most of those employees have medical benefits that include mental health consultations by referral from their doctor.”

“There has always been minimal uptake on mental health.”

“And last year, you had eight employee suicides in the U.S., including one guy in the workplace who dove off the roof of your offices in Manhattan. Six of the suicides were men, and two were women. The coroner cited stress as a causal factor.”

“Fuck!”

“I don’t have the numbers for your overseas workers because their statistics agencies are not as accurate as ours.”

My husband looked stunned, wild-eyed, and suddenly out of control. I noticed Victor’s bottom lip tremble and his eyes filled while he strummed idle fingers on the kitchen service counter. He did a weird tight-lipped side-shifting with his mouth as though holding back overwhelming emotions, bowing his head, so I gripped his hand while Stanza read from her notes.

“Your employee suicide rate is slightly below the national average for men who are four times more likely to kill themselves. Two women’s deaths are above average, but the numbers are not reliable enough to form an opinion as to why the variance exists. ”

“Stop, please, Stanza… I need a minute.”

When Stanza approached me with the analysis a few days prior, I was in shock, precisely as my husband was now. She’d gone through the statistics with Gabriella and Kyle, extensively checking and auditing until she was confident of her accuracy. I wanted Stanza to deliver the news the same way I got it.

“Did these people use their medical plan to seek help, Stanza?”

“Only one woman contacted her doctor, but she killed herself a week before the therapist appointment was due.”

“When did the man dive off my roof?”

“Fourteenth of June last year.”

I watched Victor open his phone calendar and scroll through until he reached the page of that day.

“It was a Wednesday, and I was in the building. Nobody said a word.”

“People assume you don’t care or shouldn’t be troubled by the bad news.”

“Oh, this is fucking bad, Stanza.”

Victor was inconsolable, openly weeping, as had Gabriella, Stanza, Kyle, Sarah, and me when we learned the news. My point about knowing where our staff was suddenly became my husband’s top agenda item.

“Can you hear Stanza out, please, Victor?”

“Of course.”

He wiped his eyes, and Diana handed him a few sheets of kitchen tissue. Victor blew his nose. When he looked up, I saw purpose in his eyes.

“What’s your proposal, Stanza?’

“We would like to deploy the Mindful app to everyone on your staff free of charge. They will access the usual meditation, sleep, and relaxation services, but a referral button will also be available. If a user presses that button, it is a cry for help.”

“Where will that cry for help go?”

“You should decide. The most obvious choices are that a call gets logged at your Human Resources department, but equally, you might use the healthcare provider costing you half a billion dollars every year.”

“You are joking, right, Stanza? I don’t spend that much on healthcare.”

“Healthcare is costly.”

“Especially if it’s not being used. How do the numbers work up to half a billion dollars?”

“Your company’s average per-employee cost is seven thousand five hundred bucks annually. For plus-one coverage, that becomes almost fifteen thousand, and family coverage is almost twenty-two thousand dollars. You are paying eighty-three percent of those healthcare premiums.”

“The employees pay the rest?”

“Yes.”

“Which means nobody is getting good value for money.”

“Not from the mental health component.”

“Where did you get this information from, Stanza?”

“I worked with Sarah these past couple of weeks. Mindful needs a big company to model solutions on. I hope you don’t mind.”

“No… I’m glad you did this. I need to make a call.”

My husband speed-dialed Sarah, placing his phone on the kitchen counter. Diana seemed pensive, probably because she ran the numbers in her head more accurately and figured Victor was paying more than half a billion dollars for what seemed to be poor service.

“Hi, Sarah.”

“Good morning, Victor.”

“Did you know a man died by jumping off my roof last year in June?”

“I was expecting your call. I only learned last week while working with Stanza and our HR department. It’s a shock.”

“I was in the building when it happened, and nobody said a word.”

“I know.”

“Can you find out details from building management but without making it seem like a witchhunt?“

“Of course.”

“Can you also discretely find a way to access every employee’s record, please, Sarah?”

“Domestic and foreign?”

“Yes. And one final thing. Place a security guard on the top floor and bar all access to the roof. Anyone needing to go onto the roof can ask permission through you, and you’ll call me.”

“That might get awkward with contractors coming and going.”

“Tell building services it’s a temporary measure to ensure people’s safety. Figure something better out with them soon.”

He disconnected the call, having bid farewell to his assistant, who was supposed to manage her way out of Victor’s organization into mine. I hugged my husband tightly while Stanza wiped away her tears.

Stanza pointed to the living room and lifted her coffee cup, heading that way. Victor and I needed a moment; she had things to do anyway. My husband looked shaken up, as I knew he would be.

“Eight people who worked for me killed themselves last year, Amy. Do we know how many so far this year?”

“The surveys are done for preceding years, honey, we won’t know until January.”

“We must do something sooner than that.”

“You are already fixing the problem, honey. Stanza just made you an offer to use Mindful. I would go with that and maybe leave Sarah where she is to manage the deployment of improved Human Resources services before she comes to work for me.”

“I fucked up big time, Amy.”

“No, you didn’t. This tragedy is one from which we can learn. Mindful can help become part of a solution.”

“Yes, it can.”

Eventually, Victor left me and wandered off to his study. His deep thought process would figure out a solution because my husband was all about fixing problems. I felt disconcerted because thinking about people taking their own lives while I carried a new one was deeply upsetting.

When I strolled into my husband’s study an hour later, he seemed more positive and settled.

“I spoke with Sarah again. She is reaching out to affected loved ones cautiously because we risk seeming to care too little, too late.”

“What is your intention?”

“I want to make sure that healthcare for victims plus-ones and families is still in place and that any college funds for the future are taken care of.”

“I knew you would act quickly.”

“People only notice when machines break, not when people do.”

“I’m also discovering that.”

“I feel a mistake has been made, and that’s on me.”

“It’s easily done, Victor. Look at my home in Switzerland. I had no idea anyone worked there.”

Diana was already on the problem, calling Greg to find out where our properties were, who was there, and how she could contact them. It was a gradual process, but every day, including a sad one like today, I felt we ground forward, heading in the right direction.

In the mid-afternoon, I crossed Dad and Mom on the stairs. They seemed sprightly, refreshed, and suspiciously over happy, giggling like children.

“Did you and Dad have a nice break, Katerina?”

“It was lovely… thank you, Amy. We had a lot of fun, but now we are back and looking forward to getting ready for a voyage.”

Michelangelo leaped up the stairs three at a time, wrapping his body around Katerina’s ankles, diverting attention from our conversation. I continued walking downstairs, but my dad’s smile and guilty expression suggested he wanted to talk with me privately.


Chapter Twenty-Five

A Duty Of Care

◆◆◆

Victor’s Point Of View

Over many years of working in business, banking, and finance, I prided myself on doing the right thing as far as possible. When others called me a self-righteous prick, I plowed on, paying above-market-average labor rates and ensuring working environments were safe and had good amenities.

I had taken my eye off the ball this time, which panicked me. For the first time in a long time, I felt nervous and sick to the bottom of my stomach.

I waited patiently in the Manhattan conference room of a man I had trusted for years. Orville and I had been best friends in our youth, partying on Wall Street, doing deals, and winning the game. I attended his wedding and the christening of all his kids.

“You have flustered Orville, Victor. I see it in the faces of his staff all around the office.”

“Yes, well… a 6 a.m. call demanding a meeting three hours later will do that to any man. Orville has cleared a heavy schedule and is currently pirouetting in a blind panic somewhere in his private offices.”

“I never liked him. Obsequious little cunt.”

“Wow, Kasimir, tell me what you really think?”

“Sorry.”

I laughed so that my friend knew his outburst didn’t trouble me. My long-term bodyguard was always a trusted advisor, but now that we had made it official, he was far more relaxed in my company.

“Don’t ever apologize for speaking openly with me, dear friend.”

“He has shit coffee too, Victor, and if it’s bad here, you can be sure everyone is buying their own from a coffee shop in the building that Orville owns.”

“I’m asking Diana for help in that regard.”

“Are you having her source better coffee?”

“No. I’m ensuring my people get great free coffee and that if we sell them any food, it is subsidized.”

“Will Diana be visiting all the companies?”

“She’ll call some, visit others. It is her choice. I imagine she’ll get a central supply contract, and we’ll go from there. The winds of change are blowing, Kasimir.”

I watched Orville shuffling nervously down a long corridor leading from his outer office to the conference room we had been parked in. He carried a stack of portfolios and had a three-person entourage in his wake.

Someone opened a door for him, and Orville strolled in with all the faux confidence of a banker five minutes away from bankruptcy.

“Victor, good morning… I hope you are well.”

“I am not.”

“Oh dear.”

“Come to the window, Orville.”

I stood looking out at the Manhattan skyline. Orville was the owner and CEO of a giant healthcare insurance company, Aegle, named after a Greek Goddess of health. It was his family business, built strong by generations before him, now with its majority shareholding floating around Wall Street.

He stared out, looked down briefly, then glanced at me, looking more nervous again. I needed Orville’s hubristic overconfidence to vanish if I planned to succeed.

“What are we looking at, Victor?”

“It’s a long way to the sidewalk from here.”

“We are fifty floors high.”

“My building is twenty floors higher than yours, Orville.”

“You built a strong company, my friend, and we’ve helped with that. What’s wrong?”

Orville grew more nervous while his sycophants tried playing chicken with Kasimir at the table. They would blink first. In my silence, the atmosphere in his conference room became icy. My plan to unnerve an old friend had already worked with a rude, inexplicable awakening.

“Can you imagine someone diving off your roof and flying past this window on their way to piledriving their head into the sidewalk?”

“No.”

“You should think about it, Orville.”

“Why?”

“Someone did precisely that from the roof of my building on the 14th of June last year. His name was Micheal Stevens; he had a Mom, a Dad, two sisters, and a brother. He just got dumped by his girlfriend, and diving off the roof of my building was how he died.”

“That’s fucking awful, Victor.”

“Yes. Nobody saw his final journey except passers-by on the sidewalk. Nobody in the building knew it was happening, and the only saving grace was that he didn’t hit an innocent bystander when his head slammed into the concrete.”

“It’s not something you look for at work, Victor.”

“His pain was something we all chose to ignore, Orville.”

“How so?”

“Getting dumped by his girlfriend was a final straw, but Michael was frustrated at work. During his last annual review, Michael told HR that he felt his life was going nowhere and promotion seemed a vague, forlorn hope.”

Orville steered me toward a chair, sitting on his throne at the head of a very expensive conference room table while three sycophants with law degrees sat opposite me and Kasimir. My old friend thought he knew why I visited, and because of that error, I felt pity for him. I wasn’t moving heaven and earth to the best of my ability to salve a guilty conscience. 

“I hope you aren’t blaming yourself, Victor.”

“Our Human Resources manager referred Michael to your mental health program. He died before an appointment to see a therapist was made.”

“I’m sure the doctors and my assessors made the best possible judgment. I’ll check on his case if it will ease your conscience. Do you have a reference number?”

“No, but I just gave you his name.”

“Okay. I will try and find out.”

“I was told that another woman had contacted their doctor for mental healthcare support through our insurance. She was wait-listed and told a therapist would be assigned in a few weeks. She took her own life a week later at the end of a rope.”

“Fucking hell Victor. I hope you aren’t suggesting-”

“Shut up and listen, Orville.”

“Okay… but I warn you, buddy. I am a litigious bastard.”

“I called five therapists in New York on the way here. Four can fit me into an emergency appointment at no extra charge by tomorrow; one was on vacation.”

I laughed and shot Orville a look that grabbed his spleen and squeezed tightly. He was suitably terrified. He knew I was the most powerful nongovernmental institute in the country, and although I generally played the role of a nice guy, my old friend had just got a tiny spoonful of my current ire.

“So far this year… and remember we are almost at the end, Orville, you have collected more than half a billion dollars in fees to manage my family’s healthcare needs.”

“Do you mean your employees?”

“My employees became my family yesterday when I discovered the lives of Michael Stevens and another woman whose name I am finding out in the next few hours might have been saved.”

“Nobody forced Michael onto the roof.”

“But that’s not true, Orville. Only his biological family cared, and they weren’t at work to save him.”

“Okay, Victor. I can see you are upset. Why are you here?”

“Your company has delivered two thousand six hundred and fifty-eight mental health therapy sessions to my staff with an average wait time of three months. You have a little over six thousand of my family dotted around the U.S. currently waiting for therapy appointments. ”

“I don’t have the numbers to hand, Victor, sorry.”

“My chef ran the numbers in her head over breakfast before I came here. If we take New York therapist hourly rates at a top end of two hundred bucks per hour, so far this year, delivering mental health service to my family has cost you five hundred and thirty-one thousand six hundred dollars. If the people waiting were seen today, that would add one point two million dollars of cost to you.”

“What are you accusing me of?”

“Our healthcare policy with your company has a charge from you to me of thirty million dollars for mental health service provision. Sarah checked, and my chef ran the numbers.”

“It’s how this business works, Victor. You must consider the overall cost of healthcare service.”

“Based on Aegle’s annual filings, tax submissions, CEO’s statement at the AGM, etc., my chef believes your company profits to the tune of one hundred and ninety million dollars a year just from my business.”

“Who the fuck is your chef, Victor?”

“She’s a math genius with the advantage of not being a greedy cunt like you, Orville.”

“How fucking dare you.”

“Yeah, I fucking dare.”

I rose from my seat and slammed a fist on the table. His angry outburst never made his sycophants flinch as my retaliatory strike did. Orville recoiled in shock, all the while processing our conversation.

‘I’m going to fucking ruin you, Orville. I’ll take your litigiousness and ram it so far up your ass; you’ll fucking choke. You should not have threatened me because now, I’m ready for war.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa, Victor. I’m sorry, buddy. How did we end up here?”

“Because I messed up by trusting you, Orville. You monetized me like our friendship counted for nothing, so now I’m here, carrying a big bucket of fuck-you’s.”

“I didn’t understand the problem. You called, and I agreed to meet, clearing my whole fucking schedule; I can’t see what I did wrong.” 

“You got angry when you should be on your knees apologizing to my people who are waiting for help because you are a greedy cunt.”

“Can we stop with the insults, please, Victor?”

“You have twenty-four hours to reach out to everyone in my family undergoing treatment or those on your shockingly despicable waitlist. I’m suspending policy payments starting today and putting you on notice of legal action. Before the end of the week, I will take out the biggest short selling of your stock in history, then announce your greed to the world.”

“You’ll bankrupt me.”

“I’ll own you.”

“Jesus Christ, Victor. We are friends.”

“No, we fucking aren’t.”

I stood and walked out, followed by Kasimir. Orville’s nearby staff overheard our conversation and saw the anger simmering in a glass-partitioned conference room. Kasimir laughed when we reached the elevator, but I felt no joy.

“By the time we reach the sidewalk, news of corporate war will be halfway down the building, Victor. By lunchtime, Orville will get calls from his investors.”

“And by tonight, after his share price is hit, Orville will crawl on his knees to see me.”

“Will you meet him?”

“Nope. Sarah and HR will take over from here. They will get the service our family deserves. By next week, I’ll own Aegle, and it will become a not-for-profit within a year once I get all the shareholders out.”

“Are you going to short Orville’s stock?”

“I already did. I said I would do it before the end of the week, so I already have.”

If it hadn’t been snowing and I had been less busy, I would have walked to my office building, but it was cold, and I had a schedule to keep. When we halted outside my seventy-floor empire, Hank Dooley waited for me.

“I’m sorry, Mr Alexander.”

“It wasn’t your fault, Hank. Do we have a commemorative plaque ready?”

My building manager lifted a canvass bag and pointed to the end of the block, also the corner of our offices. We walked with hands in our pockets, shuffling through six inches of snow, turning a corner, and continuing until we reached the spot where Michael Stevens had died.

While Hank drilled the wall, I saw tears rolling down his cheeks. I filled up, too, but Kasimir, always alert, watched the street in both directions for danger, even though my security detail was nearby. A red enamel heart on a brass background seated perfectly against the wall said In Loving Memory of Micheal Stevens.

When Hank stepped away from the plaque, we spent a moment in silence, reflecting on the tragedy that had unfolded at this spot on the 14th of June, 2023. When an arm slipped into mine, I almost jumped out of my skin.

“Amy!”

“I wanted to be here.”

“Thank you.”

We stood for a while longer, paying our respects, and I was glad my wife had wrapped warmly because the wind kicked up, and it suddenly felt much colder, almost like the unnecessary loss of Micheal had saddened the universe.

When we were done and shuffled back inside my building, I took the elevator to my private offices with my wife and Kasimir. Sarah waited outside my office door, steadfast as always, with Ethan, Gabriella, Stanza, and my sister nearby.

We all hugged, not grieving, but nobody was celebrating either.

“Shall we talk?”

I had enough comfortable chairs inside my office to accommodate everyone. Coffee and a plate of Diana’s baked treats were served, and our discussion began with Sarah taking the lead.

“Human Resources needs around sixty more staff to manage what you have asked for, Victor.”

“Go ahead, Sarah. Will it solve the problem?”

“I have temp staff arriving starting tomorrow. We will have booked every therapist appointment needed for the next six months within two weeks.”

“And a review team?”

“Mind Share Partners are seeing us tomorrow as an urgent case. I will scope the initial mental health survey with them and contact staff volunteers to help. They will take a month to deliver an initial review with conclusions and recommendations, but a full study will take a year.”

“What can we expect from them quickly?”

“A short-term action plan, training for all staff and leaders, with recommendations on a system for connecting people with mental healthcare resources.”

“Good.”

They were silent. I wasn’t being hostile, but a panic that had risen when Stanza first told me about Michael lingered like a deeply unnerving fear that something awful might happen again. I became conscious that everyone, including my wife, waited for me.

I looked at Amy, feeling a little choked.

“I need your help, Amy.”

“What can I do, sweetheart?”

“By next week I will own Aegle Healthcare. Orville will beat a path to Sarah’s door later today. I won’t meet him; I can’t face it. He doesn’t see how much wrong his greed and my lack of oversight have caused. I need people to manage his company, which is impossible within my corporate family.”

“Why can’t you do it?”

“I don’t want any conflict of interest connection between Aegle and the companies they service.”

“I understand. There is a conflict of interest in you being the owner.”

“Sarah, Stanza, and your people discovered this problem. They have a better finger on the pulse. Aegle will be a not-for-profit with an independent board of officers.”

“We will make it work, Victor.”

After more detailed discussions, our meeting broke for lunch amid a positive vibe. I didn’t feel as happy as I appeared, but raining on everyone’s parade wouldn’t help our team solve an immense problem.

I stood at my window watching out, thinking about a poor, lonely, desperate man flying through the air on his way to meet a certain death. I wouldn’t look at my friends because I didn’t want anyone to see my tears.

A familiar arm took mine, and Amy’s head rested on my shoulder.

“I see you crying.”

“Nobody in this building saw Micheal crying.”

“That’s being resolved as we speak.”

“I’m so afraid, Amy. I keep thinking someone else will try, and if they can’t get onto our roof, they will do it another way.”

“You can’t do any more than you have already. Buying Aegle is a massive deal, and going not-for-profit means you may never recover the investment.”

“This time it doesn’t matter, Amy.”

“Let’s go home sweetheart. Sarah and our friends have got this.”

“Okay.”


Chapter Twenty-Six

People Before Profit

◆◆◆

Amy’s Point Of View.

I thought Victor’s response to Michael Stevens’ suicide was measured and compassionate. Investors suffered a mixed reaction, and some were outright panicking. Once we reached home and rested in our bedroom, I saw messages and missed calls lighting up my husband’s phone almost constantly.

Some of Victor’s more personal contacts got through his filter process and plagued him with questions, mostly motivated by selfishness and greed. Nobody wanted to understand why my husband had begun a corporate raid on his one-time friend; they only cared about how much they might lose.

I lay on our bed, standing by to be supportive, wondering how the chips would fall. Victor had been courageous and decent, but Wall Street’s opinion mattered more than mine. My husband rode high because he delivered results that meant people got rich. This time, some of his investors, also Orville’s would lose out, at least in the short term.

When he tossed his phone on the bed in frustration, Victor smiled ironically and shook his head in frustration.

“Investors are frightened, Amy, which means the stock market moves on a foundation of sand. Admittedly, I could have handled this situation much better. I usually get ahead of the storm and play out my strategy after gaining support from my cohort.”

“Why is this time any different?”

“Because I don’t want to compound one error with another. I need Orville out of the way. Then, I want to fully understand the scale of the problem in his company and mine and do something about it. Fixing waiting lists to get people into the effective treatment they deserve is the immediate action.”

“You already have the key, Victor: put people before profit without making a loss.”

Victor played around with it, nodding and smiling more as he familiarized himself with the words, overlaying them on what he wanted to achieve.

“I like it, Amy.”

“It’s yours at no cost.”

“It sounds like a slogan.”

“It’s a fair description of what you are doing; use it, and tell the world this is a more sustainable way to create wealth for everyone.”

“I’ve been ruthless with Orville. Do you think that will splash back?”

“Will your take-over reduce waiting lists and distribute more money to the customers who need healthcare?”

“Yes.”

“Fuck Orville, then.”

“Some important investors don’t approve of me pushing him out of the way because they have shares in Aegle, which is taking a hit. Others are worried because I am turning the company into a not-for-profit.”

“How do you feel about it?”

Victor rolled onto the bed and lay on his back, lifting his head into my lap to be close to me and our baby. I wriggled until comfortable and sifted my fingers softly through his hair.

“I feel your foundation is more worthy than the group of companies I have created.”

“You employ one hundred thousand people, Victor. That’s worthy and crucial to the economy and every employee’s life. For all the public benefit and not-for-profits, we still need a market economy that competes, wins, keeps prices low, and takes out zombie companies.”

“Yes, but we must be more compassionate in the workplace without becoming ill-disciplined. I checked our human resources statistics, and we have a lower-than-average sickness rate. Work-from-home initiatives failed because more people wanted to come into the office.”

“Even more staff will transfer back into the office now that Diana is sourcing your coffee.”

“That’s the secret, Amy. We must make the workplace somewhere people feel valued and can strive for success.”

I opened my legs gently so that Victor’s head pressed against my pussy. He moaned and rolled over, sniffing my arousal deeply before chuckling and crawling up my body until he could kiss me. When he stared into my eyes, I saw love, which lifted, aroused, and warmed me.

“You have nothing to worry about Victor. One health insurance company being taken out of the profit circle isn’t going to upset your main investors for more than a day.”

“I can buy everyone out if needs be, but that drains my liquidity.”

“I have cash too if you need it, but it’s good to keep the powerhouse investors on board, if only for their lobbying.”

“I know.”

Victor rolled off me and snuggled close. I desperately wanted to make love, but he was exhausted, so I held him close while he drifted off to sleep. I read a Kindle book while he slept, not wishing to disturb him.

When my husband woke, still lazing comfortably in my protective arms, it was midafternoon, and he looked at his phone.

“Over one hundred missed calls. Benson is the latest. I must call him back for sure.”

“Who is Benson?”

“A Wall Street fixer who lobbies all the other banks to back mine when I need to share risk and reward. Benson is the only one who could harm me if he wanted to.”

“Shall we go downstairs to your study?”

“I’ll call him from here.”

Victor hit a speed dial button and set the phone to speaker. I had no business intruding on my husband’s, but there was a place where our minds met, and we exchanged opinions or discussed business matters, each one offering the other advice.

“Hi, Benson.”

“Victor, my favorite billionaire. Oh my… you’ve been naughty.”

“How so, buddy?”

“All these awful, gawdy investors you have terrified are calling me now because they can’t reach you. A panic has been stirred, which is most unlike you. What games are afoot, dear friend?”

“Sorry. We had workplace suicides. A man dove from the roof of my building, and I wanted to investigate. One day, they worked in a thriving community where they were valued; the next, they were gone.”

“Ahh. You are feeling self-pity. It’s the worst human trait if you ask me. Get off your ass and do your fucking job, dear boy. Just like you always do.”

“I don’t think it’s that, Benson.”

“It is self-pity, trust me, my dear old friend, and I understand why. You did a great thing by chopping Orville off at the knees and fisting him until he couldn’t walk. Uncle Benson will back you all the way with your new initiative… just please get on with it.”

“Investors will make less profit if I forge ahead. Employees will get a better deal. Are you ready for that?”

“It sounds long overdue. All this debt, insolvency, and foreclosures must stop, or the people will rise. Unionization and labor conflict are less desirable than a sensible change; I frequently warn investors that revolution is coming.”

“Unions don’t worry me, Benson. People not getting their dues does.”

“Okay. We agree on a new approach, and, as always, I trust you. Now… you must get in front of those terrible journalists and explain why you did this and how life will be better for investors and staff in your amazing company.”

“Why do you think I did this, Benson?“

“Dear boy. The pendulum has swung too far. I see it. Ordinary people are getting unfairly squeezed everywhere. You are changing all of that and putting employees first.”

“Are you serious about supporting me?”

“Of course. The startled rabbits who managed to reach me have been told already.”

“What did you tell them?”

“Every one of those ingrates is wealthy because of you, and it is time to give something back to build our house even stronger.”

“That’s exactly it.”

“In which case, it is time you told the world. Do it today, please, old friend. I don’t want to come around to that new house and spank you.”

Evening approached, but that didn’t deter my husband once he got the bit between his teeth. Sarah quickly booked a nearby hotel function hall and relayed a call to action for all mainstream press and social media news outlets to attend.

I wasn’t needed, and my presence might do more harm than good, so after seeing my husband away with a kiss and hug at our front door, I sat in the living room, enjoying a coffee alone. The house was quiet except for Diana preparing dinner and trays of baked goods for our offices tomorrow.

As I looked around our home, I felt itchy feet because I wanted to move to somewhere new. Our contractors at Victor’s first home were progressing well, and although I enjoyed being in our new place, I would be glad when I could return to my study library, my husband’s kitchen, and a swimming pool.

My Dad joined me, fetching fresh coffee from Diana’s delightful cafe. He sat opposite me, looking troubled and thoughtful.

“I hear Victor is running with the hares and the hounds with his latest corporate takeover, Amy.”

“I don’t believe making a profit and caring about people are mutually exclusive, Dad. Victor is righting a wrong, and too much fuss is being made about that.”

“Victor sets trends, dictates markets, and often regulates them by moving his capital where he wishes, when and how, regardless of what others think. If he suddenly changes tack, he could lose support.”

“Where are you going with this, Dad?”

I felt irritated because if my father wished to debate Victor’s business and investment philosophy, he should do so directly. There was an underlying point Dad was trying to make, and all I could see was a classic lawyer foreshadowing his case.

“I have a confession to make, Amy, and in doing so, I will annoy Katerina.”

“Then you should carefully consider what you say next. You and Katerina are good together if you ask me.”

“I have contemplated and procrastinated too long already.”

“And you still want to confess?”

“Katerina and I are seeing another woman… together, in a three-way relationship. She’s your age and goes to Columbia University as well.”

“Oh.”

I felt profoundly shocked and began spiraling downwards emotionally, but I hid my feelings well. My head ached, and anxiety prickled me while I mulled over what he said. Dad seemed desperate for my positive response, but all I could think about was my dead Mom and the surrogate who had replaced her, at least in part.

“Is that all you have to say, Amy?”

“Your private life is none of my business, Dad.”

“You must have an opinion, though.”

“I don’t, to be honest, and perhaps I shouldn’t.”

He looked dismayed, but I wasn’t sure how to react. My father had just told me he and his girlfriend were sleeping with a woman my age. The tawdry nature of his confession gripped me, but morality wasn’t the most significant issue; reputational damage for him and Katerina was my single concern.

“Does Katerina know you are telling me this?”

“No, and I would prefer you not say anything to your husband until Kat decides to tell him herself.”

“I can’t do that. Honesty between Victor and me is absolute, Dad. If you wanted your secret kept, you should have done it yourself, not bound me to it.”

“There is nothing wrong in what we are doing, Amy.”

“Then why are you seeking my validation and keeping this affair of yours a big secret?”

As moral arguments go, it was a slam dunk, and Dad knew it. He rested back in his chair, looking defeated. My mind was an explosion of conflicting thoughts, colliding with complex and powerful feelings, but above all, I loved my father and wanted him to be happy.

“Why do you feel disgusted in yourself, Dad?”

“Ophelia is your age.”

“That doesn’t matter.”

“It’s not about love either. Katerina is bisexual, and we want this as bedroom play only. I feel she is happier when all of her sexual needs are met.”

“I think you are sharing too much with your daughter, Dad.”

“I don’t want to lie to you again, Amy. Hiding in the shadows while you thought me dead was the biggest mistake of my life.”

“That doesn’t mean you must share everything with me.”

“This is your home, and I live in it, Amy.”

“It’s everyone’s home. I don’t control how people live here, and I don’t want to.”

“That’s true.”

He became unsettled, and I figured something else was going on. Whether or not I approved of my father’s choices wasn’t the issue. I had no right to disapprove of how he lived. I eyed him with an appraising stare, trying and failing to put myself in his shoes.

“I have no problem with you, Katerina, and Ophelia being in a relationship, Dad, but I feel something else is bothering you here.”

“I’m in love with Katerina.”

“I know. That’s plain to see.”

“It feels like Mom is slowly slipping out of my life, like vague distant memories of a love that becomes less intense every day. Moving on with Katerina feels like I’m abandoning my wife.”

“Mom isn’t your wife anymore, Dad. Till death do us part… remember?

Tears rolled down his cheeks, so I stood, crossed the gap between us, kneeled, and took my father’s hands in mine.

“Mom would want you to enjoy life. She’s gone, hopefully to a better place, but if that doesn’t exist, and this is all we have, you can’t waste your time holding on to what is gone.”

“I have two women in my bed, Amy.”

“The more I get used to the idea, the more I feel there is nothing to object to.”

“It’s weird, though.”

“Calling orange jam marmalade is weird, Dad. Enjoying ethical nonmonogamy is becoming more accepted all the time.”

“Do you accept my choices?”

“Of course.”

I hugged my Dad tightly, remembering the days when I thought he was dead. His and Katerina’s relationship with another girl felt scandalous, but it was just the stuff of fantasies, and he was fortunate to live that reality with a woman he loved and a girl they both liked.

When he left me, Dad looked happier, and I wondered if his scandalous lifestyle was any worse than a girl who had responded to an advertisement to lease her uterus. Since Victor sprung to mind, I checked messages and saw none from him, so I called.

“Hi, Amy.”

“I thought about you and worried a bit.”

“The press conference went extremely well. I have positive messages and calls coming in every minute from investors. Apparently, they always believed you can make money while improving the deal for everyone.”

“Who knew?”

“They didn’t. Fucking liars, but at least they are happy.”

“Can we meet at the yacht, Victor?”

“Lady Lara?”

“Yes.”

“She’s being cleaned and prepared for our voyage to Florence. I’m told it is a shambles on board, and they won’t thank us for turning up.”

“Okay, no problem. It’s just that I need a change of scene.”

“Are you okay, Amy?”

“I’m fine. Come home so we can talk, please, darling. It’s nothing urgent.”

When I finished my call, Diana joined me, offering stem ginger biscuits I couldn’t resist. The snap, crunch, and burning across my tongue of the sweet ginger invigorated me, and I smiled.

“Very nice biscuits, Diana.”

“I have a favor to ask, please.”

“Is it about Billy coming to Florence?”

“Yes.”

“There is no room on the yacht, but I have no problem with him and his parents flying business class and staying in a nice hotel if we can’t fit them in the apartment or house. I’ll pick up the tab.”

“That’s very kind of you, Amy.”

“Problem solved?”

“Yes.”

I didn’t want Billy and his parents moving into our home until we settled on how Florence would work for everyone. We had our apartment and Antonella’s offer of a lease or purchase of her home, but something about the conversation with my father troubled me. I never wanted to be anyone’s keeper nor govern how our household behaved.

Diana looked refreshed, which surprised me since she started work before 6 a.m. on days when she hadn’t visited the fish market. 

“Diana, are you happy here?”

“I’ve never felt happier. Why do you ask?”

“Do you feel like too many rules must be abided by?”

“The only rules for me are employment-related.”

“You see comings and goings here, right?”

“Yes.”

“Do you think people care about my opinion of their behavior?”

“You are overthinking something, Amy. Nobody feels your beady eye upon them, but surely they will be cautious about their behavior. It is yours and Victor’s home, after all.”

“I don’t want anyone to feel that way.”

“Like I said… You are overthinking it, so you shouldn’t worry. If people weren’t happy here, they wouldn’t stay.”

“That’s true.”

“Do you have free time tomorrow, please, Amy? I’d like to review my kitchen and dining plans at your other home.”

“I’m free in the afternoon, but let’s go there and visualize. I can catch up with the contractor’s progress anyway.”

“Perfect.”

I made my excuses and left, heading for our bedroom and a chance to kick off my shoes, undress, relax and figure out how to tell my husband that our parents were fucking a girl my age. I felt troubled and caught in a snare by my father’s confession, but only the truth with Victor would do.

When Victor arrived home, he laughed and kissed me while fielding calls and responding to messages. I was naked and opened my legs wide, showing off a pussy in need of his attention. I was off anal for a while because my hormones guided all sexual needs, and mostly, I needed my husband staring deep into my eyes while filling me with his seed.

Victor shut off his phone, quickly undressed, and dove between my legs, kissing me and pressing his rock-hard cock against my pussy.

“It went so well, Amy.”

“Then I deserve your loving.”

“You always have that, but before we do, can you say what is bothering you?”

“Dad confessed something to me today. He asked me not to tell you.”

“Is it about him and Mom fucking Ophelia?”

“How did you know?”

“Kasimir is watching out for them. He discovered what was happening and told me on our way back from the press conference. I was about to tell you.”

“Is it a problem for you?”

“Not at all. It’s their private business, nobody else’s.”

I rolled on top of my husband, surprised and proud of him but determined to have what I wanted. As I straddled his cock, his eyes lit up, burning more brightly the further I slid my pussy down his shaft.

“Thank you, Victor.”

“You fixed my head today, Amy.”

“As you have done on so many occasions for me.”


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Going Home

◆◆◆

Victor cupped and stroked my baby bump with both palms while I powered my creamy pussy up and down his long, thick cock, enjoying an intense, everlasting love radiating from his sparkling eyes. I squeezed his gnarly shaft tightly with my warm, velvet sheath, using a powerful pelvic floor that milked seed from the man I loved.

When I leaned forward to kiss him, Victor clawed my ass cheeks, prising them wide apart and tapping gently on the base of a stainless steel anal plug I had worn as a surprise. He grinned and chuckled as I crushed the steel plug and his solid cock, servicing both my holes while frowning and contorting my face like a thoroughly satisfied slutty wife.

“I knew you had this plug inside you, Amy.”

“I want anal, honey, but I desperately need your hot seed inside my pussy, and I want to see your cum face.”

“Are you saying this is a compromise?”

“Yes, is it okay for me to indulge myself, Victor?” 

“I love that you can have both holes fucked at once, honey. How long has the plug been inside you?”

“An hour, and in all that time, I’ve been very good, not playing with my clitoris at all.”

“You are a very good girl. I see you never turned it on either.”

I shot Victor my most bratty, naughty girl smile, enjoying that my inner slut was freed. He tapped the plug again before gripping its base tightly and switching it on. A throbbing vibration massaged my back passage, melting my inhibitions and tickling the nerve cluster deep inside me. From the joyful expression on my husband’s face, he felt intense vibrations against his cock too.

Victor rolled me over and slid his cock balls deep inside me, holding it there so I felt the filling of two cocks. My breathing elevated because I was being fucked solidly, even though he didn’t move. My heart raced as I thought perhaps we both enjoyed the second cock-like plug massaging my rectal walls.

Having two cocks impale me at the same time was a new experience and one I would want and enjoy again. When I closed my eyes, the taboo was imaged in a vague montage of my defilement. I felt shocked by my slutty thoughts and pushed them away, focusing on the one man with his cock buried deep inside me.

Victor placed his palms flat on the mattress on either side of my head, pinning back my shoulders and levering himself off my baby bump. He fucked me hard, and I could tell, by his grunts, groans, and sleazy expression filled with desire, that my husband enjoyed me having a cock inside my back passage while he fucked me.

When he came inside me, Victor’s cock jerked harder than usual, slamming against my pussy walls while spilling his seed deep inside me. I was already riding one orgasmic wave crest after another, fizzling, popping, and moaning like a slutty girl in a gangbang. I fleetingly wondered about what it must be like to enjoy being double penetrated, then shook that disgusting image of me being fucked by two men from my mind.

It’s okay to fantasize.

Just don’t do it.

And don’t share your fucking fantasies.

When I rolled off my husband, a creamy, satisfied mess, panting like a sprinter crossing the line, I felt mildly ashamed. Victor leaped off our bed, fetched moist wipes to clean me, and removed my anal plug.

I worriedly searched his face for a reaction, terrified he might be disgusted. Instead, he looked overjoyed.

“We must do that again, Amy.”

“Did you enjoy it, honey? I worried that it might be a step too far.”

“The steel cock inside you slid against mine, and its vibrations drove me fucking crazy. I worried about cumming too soon.”

“I’m totally satisfied, Victor. Having both holes filled was amazing.”

And I need it more.

I lay back, enjoying rippling, loving after-tremors of a beautiful orgasm and a sensation of satisfaction and relaxation as my back passage resumed its normal size. I felt confident there would be no tearing around my sphincter, so I got everything I wanted without any stinging pain.

“I would still like you to fuck me in the ass from time to time, Victor.”

“I’ll never refuse, honey. It is time to pack, though, if we are to make our flight on time. We have a take-off slot booked for 2 a.m.”

“Where are we going?”

“You wanted to change the view from your window, right?”

“Yes.”

“Planet Nine is moored in Reykjavik Harbor. I asked the crew to wait there after our aborted meeting with Felix.”

“I hadn’t thought about it at all. Is she ready?”

“Everything is prepared. We should pack and leave right away.”

I shimmied off the bed, excited at the prospect of a trip away. I didn’t much care what we would do, see, or where we would cruise to; I just wanted a break and change of scene, so I quickly packed for both of us, loving the cuteness of my husband, who picked out clothes that would be useless while I hung them back in his closet.

“What’s wrong with my choices?”

“It’s colder in Iceland than here. On board the ship, we can wear poncho fleeces and thick pajamas, but offshore, when we visit on land, we need thick winter jumpers and waterproof jackets.”

Victor wrestled our luggage off me before we reached the door, pointing at my belly as though his chivalry were self-explanatory. Outside our bedroom, while he struggled with too many bags, I almost tripped over Hannah and Anastasia, similarly packed and wearing thick winter clothes.

“Where are you going, Anastasia?’

“With you.”

“Are you serious?”

“Damn right, sister. Greg mentioned you were taking a trip away. Then I saw Rania preparing, so I told Hannah, and we began packing immediately.”

She looked mischievous but thrilled to be going on a trip. It buoyed me beyond belief, partly assuaging my fears about how our household was managed and whether people felt at home. 

“Is it okay for us to come with you, Amy… only, you look shocked.”

“I couldn’t be happier, sister.”

I choked back tears because family and closest friends were my life’s treasures. When we reached downstairs, Rania, Greg, Kasimir, and Charlotte joined our entourage, and Diana handed out coffee to anyone who wanted it.

“It’s all last minute, Diana. I wish you would come.”

“Okay then.”

Diana strolled behind the kitchen, grinning from ear to ear, and lifted a small carry-on suitcase. I laughed because she was already packed, putting to rest any final doubts about whether people enjoyed living in our home.

Cars waited outside to take us to the airport, another part of Victor’s plan. As I walked carefully down steps onto a slippy sidewalk, my heart lifted, and excitement welled from deep inside me. I looked back at the house and saw Dad waving from the window. Diana noticed him, too, and laid her hand on my arm.

“I arranged a relief chef for your Mom and Dad if that’s okay?”

“Thank you, Diana. I have to go inside for two minutes.”

I dashed up the steps and hugged my Dad inside our front door. He smiled, looking pleased for me.

“Sorry, Dad. I would have said goodbye but I thought you were already in bed, asleep. It’s just a few days.”

“You need a change of scene, Amy. We’ll be here when you return home.”

“Dad, please don’t feel you need permission to have house guests. Invite anyone you like.”

“Are you sure, Amy?”

“This is all our home, Dad, and you never have to feel bad about your choices. The fact you are still alive is the greatest gift I could receive.”

“Your happiness is my joy, daughter. You’d better run along now. I hear your flight leaves at 2 a.m.”

“How did you know that?”

“Victor invited us along too, but I have too many chores to run this week, or we would be joining you.”

I hugged him again, then rejoined my explorer family and friends. I was thrilled so many were coming, especially Charlotte, because I hadn’t caught up with her in such a long time. I sat next to Victor with Diana beside him and I laughed, glancing at her.

“So much for our site visit tomorrow.”

“I brought the remodeling plans and thought we might discuss them between the three of us, bearing in mind Victor is the house standby chef in case something happens to me.

Going on an adventure, journeying through immigration, then security before boarding our aircraft, and settling into a four-and-a-half-hour flight to Reykjavik was part of the traveler’s thrill. While others enjoyed champagne, I sipped contentedly on a delicious hot chocolate coffee combo.

After a second sip, I realized this was no ordinary hot chocolate variety. An earthy, chai-like flavor melted into cocoa effortlessly, transporting me to the tropical rainforest where the ingredients originated. I called for a cabin crew member, who came right away.

“This drink is delicious. What brand is it, please?”

“Mud Water Rise. It promotes good mental health and great sleep with very little caffeine. There are ground mushrooms and spices mixed in.”

“How did you come upon it?”

“Miss Diana instructed this, among other things, to be on our loading list and said it should offered to everyone. We all love it, too.”

When I glanced at her, Diana was laughing. I pointed to the cup and shot her a thumbs-up.

“Where did you find this?”

“Dad recommended it to me. The brew leans on ayurvedic herbs, nootropics, and cocoa to give you natural immune support without the jitters or crashes caffeine drinks frequently have.”

I snuggled close to Victor, completely relaxed by our lovemaking, crushed mushrooms, and the prospect of an adventure. Our flight passed by in no time, and when I stepped off our private jet into the barren, icy world of Iceland, I remembered the built-up one I’d left behind, which was pretty much the same as far as the weather goes.

From the passenger seat of a Toyota Landcruiser that whisked us to the harbor, I enjoyed watching an Arctic wilderness flash past outside.

When I saw Planet Nine, our wedding venue and floating home, I realized why I could never allow the vessel to be sold. I saw my husband and me standing at a makeshift altar, committing our lives to each other forever, and that brought tears to my eyes. Victor saw the ship at the exact same moment and gripped my hand more tightly, breathing irregularly.

Victor’s eyes were damp when he looked at me, but his smile was the same as mine.

“Does it feel like we’re coming home, Amy?”

“I hadn’t considered how emotional I would feel about coming here, but yes, Planet Nine is a special place for me, too.”


Chapter Twenty-Eight

Home Alone

◆◆◆

Peter’s Point Of View

We had the house to ourselves, but it felt hollow after my daughter and son-in-law left. The hour was late, and it was my turn to release Michelangelo so he could prowl the few local alleys and blocks that comprised his fiefdom.

As I opened the back door, a security guard nodded, smiled at the inky black feline as he silently passed by, and returned to watching the road.

Back in our bedroom, I showered while Katerina called our girlfriend, inviting her to stay over for a few days.

Ophelia sounded keen when I left the room, with only her bodyguards to deceive, something I was sure two women, one a life-long spy, the other with plenty of experience at evading them, could easily do. I looked forward to seeing our lover, not least of all, because I thoroughly enjoyed watching her and Katerina make love.

Our first threesome had gone well, far better than I had expected, but Katerina and I felt more flesh on the bones was needed so that everyone got what they wanted. Our lovemaking hadn’t been awkward, but there wasn’t enough sensual feeling along with it.

As I lazed under the hot shower imagining writhing naked on our bed with two gorgeous women, my cock stiffened. A sound behind made me spin, and I saw her, my beloved.

“You’d better save that, Peter. You have two girls to satisfy with a good fucking tonight.”

“Are you showering?”

“Of course. Ophelia is also bathing now, and she’ll be here in a couple of hours.”

“That’s well past midnight, Kat.”

“Will you turn into a pumpkin, honey?”

“Would you eat me if I did?”

“I’d eat you anyway.”

Kat giggled, the vibrant, fun-loving woman I knew underneath the killer others believed was her single dimension. She leaped playfully into the shower and danced under the water jets, soaking while I lathered a sponge for her.

Kat was lithe and gymnastic because training as a Russian ballerina until she was eight was still hard-wired in. Based on private performances in our bedroom, I believed my girlfriend could have performed at the Bolshoi Ballet had the KGB not taken her for special training when she was twelve years old.

I envied that Katerina and Ophelia could fuck so much more than I managed, but at least my curse of male refractory rest was spent spectating two beautiful lovers. A pill would help, but I didn’t mind watching hard-core lesbians lovemaking for a while.

I toweled myself dry while Kat sat at her dressing table, using the hairdryer, and then I kissed her gently on the back of her neck.

“I’ll see you downstairs for coffee and a small treat, Kat.”

“Don’t call Charles until we are together. You know how he is.”

“I can’t call him anyway, dear. You are the main event, after all.”

“We’re a team.”

I dressed in a bathrobe, knowing that once Ophelia arrived, I wouldn’t be wearing much afterward. Downstairs, I got a cursory glance from a guard on patrol who discretely shut the door to our hallway entrance. He retreated to his post in a small reception room beside the front door.

I filled our coffee machine hopper with beans, made two cappuccinos, purloined one of Diana’s excellent blueberry muffins, and sliced that into small pieces. While waiting for Katerina, I caught up on the news, eventually setting down my phone and rolling my eyes at the shit we were all in.

“You can call him now, honey. I even dried and styled my hair in record time.”

“I made us coffee.”

“And we have muffin, I see. Naughty boy.”

Katerina snuggled closely into me from behind while I sat on a kitchen stool. Her hands parted my bathrobe before her fingers sheathed my solid cock in a loose fist, sliding up and down its length.

“I can’t wait to watch this gorgeous cock disappear inside our girlfriend.”

“I want to watch the two of you make love, Kat.”

“Girlfriend… make love? Are you sure we are using the right language, Peter?”

“I don’t want to feel like Ophelia is a fuck buddy.”

“But that’s what she is, right?”

“I don’t think so.”

I felt uncomfortable thinking about Ophelia as a useful slut, and although Katerina never mentioned it, I believed she felt the same. Inviting a third to our bed was intended to be more than sex but less than romance, which presented a quandary in terminology and execution. As a couple in love, being exclusive with one girl in our relationship was labeled consensual nonmonogamy by many, and although that was a step into the unknown, it felt like a more respectful moniker.

Kat released my cock, and ran her palms across my washboard midriff and onto my chest, where she caressed me gently, tweaking both nipples while planting soft kisses across my neck and whispering to me.

“I have never loved anyone as much as I love you, Peter.”

“I feel the same way, which is jarring because my memory of Amy’s mother is slowly dissolving. I feel guilty that I don’t grieve for her anymore.”

“There is no need to choose between us, sweetheart. We are different loves at different times. I don’t need to push your wife out of your heart to know I am loved by you. I know you worry about this relationship with Ophelia, and I agree, she is a wonderful, vibrant girl, but you and I are so much more.”

“Are you sure, Katerina?”

“Come on, lover, call Charles now. Ophelia is half an hour away. We can discuss this in our bed and reveal how each of us feels.”

“You know he hates being called Charles.”

“Tell someone who gives a shit, Peter.”

Kat giggled, kissed me resoundingly on the lips, and handed me the phone with her most sassy expression. I speed-dialled #6 and reached the bail bondsman who fed us occasional work almost instantly. We had extra-curricular work that our family was unaware of, exercising my girlfriend’s skills by tracking and arresting bail jumpers.

It was lucrative work because we only took the most dangerous jobs, but it wasn’t really about the money. Katerina said we were bounty hunters, but I knew we were taking a huge risk by hunting people because we were unlicensed.

Charlie didn’t care how unlicensed we were because Kat always got her man or woman.

“Oi! Thank fuck, Peter. How many messages must I leave before you respond? I give you the best jobs, and you fucking ignore me when I call.”

“Hi, Charlie. You sound pissed. I have Katerina here in case you want to complain to management.”

“Oh… err, no, it’s okay. Hi, Katerina.”

“Hello, Charles.”

“It’s Ch-… oh, never mind. You’re teasing me.”

Charles Linton III had been in love with Katerina for ten years. If ever there was a hard man who would roll over for a woman and allow his belly to be tickled, it was him, but only for my girlfriend. She only had to giggle, shoot him a seductive look, or say something nice, and Charlie would drool.

Now that he knew Kat was in the room at our end of the call, Charlie would forget I existed.

“I have a job for you, Katerina, starting immediately.”

“We will start tomorrow, Charles. Peter and I are busy this evening. What is the job? Who are we tracking?”

“A young woman who has lost her way in life. Daddy says she’s seeing someone in the U.S.A despite being committed to a high society marriage in her home country, South Korea.”

“Name?”

“Ophelia Jeong. She lives in your city and attends Columbia University, so this should be an easy catch. Her father needs compromising photographs of the daughter being bedded so he can challenge and haul her ass back home. He’s very fucking wealthy, Kat.”

“Okay, Charles, send the usual information pack, and we will get right on it.”

I was a nervous wreck before Kat disconnected the call, but she was cool as a cucumber. She held me tightly, not saying a word, showing no sign of rising panic, not even in her heart rate, which thumped comfortingly against my back. Even her breathing hadn’t changed in the slightest.

When she gripped my shoulders and stared into my eyes, I saw the killer, not my girlfriend.

“We’ll move on from this relationship after tonight, Peter. When Ophelia arrives, we’ll warn her of the danger, go to bed if she still wants to, and call it a day in the morning. Things are becoming complicated, and our relationship will end messy.”

“It’s such a fucking shame.”

“This isn’t Ophelia’s fault. She messed up with the bodyguards, but this is an overreach. Her father is too controlling, and it’s not our fight, Peter.”

I felt dejected, not because we were losing Ophelia but rather for the trouble she would eventually find herself in when failing to follow her father’s instructions. I was invested in our lover and wanted only good outcomes for her.

“You are right, Kat. War with a billionaire over his daughter would draw Victor and Amy into the fight. I feel ashamed to agree with you, but we must let her go.”

“It wouldn’t come to a war, honey. If Mr Jeong starts a fight with us, it will end quickly, and Ophelia will come into her inheritance far sooner than expected.”

“That is also not a good outcome, Kat.”

“I know, but we are damned either way, possibly less so by just letting go now.”

Katerina ending a fight with Ophelia’s Dad in her inimitable style was a grim thought I hadn’t considered. A nighttime visit to Mr Jeong’s home in whichever country he was staying at the time with a razor-sharp blade would abruptly end his campaign. 

It was another excellent reason to end our relationship with Ophelia quickly and honestly.

When Ophelia arrived by taxi, I let her inside the house and enjoyed a lingering, loving kiss from a girl who looked pleased and relieved to see me. Her lips and tongue felt so incredibly sensual, much more than I expected, and I was swept away in a tumult of emotions.

When she disengaged her lips from mine, I got a huge girlfriend smile and excited wide eyes that spoke of her joy at seeing me.

“Hi, lover.”

“It’s nice to see you Ophelia.”

“I can’t believe our good luck. A house all to ourselves for days on end. I’ll bring some clothes over after University tomorrow.”

She babbled excitedly, a young woman enjoying an unconventional romance, affair, fling, or whatever we had going on. I pointed at Katerina in the kitchen, and Ophelia skipped into her arms, kissing my girlfriend passionately.

When I pulled up a stool, our lover knew something was awry from both our expressions, and she pulled a scowl, shaking her head.

“What’s wrong, Kat?”

“We must talk, honey.”

“It’s my father, isn’t it?”

“He’s hired someone to find out who you are seeing, sweetheart. Specifically, Daddy Jeong wants compromising photographs of us together so he can put a leash on you.”

“I need a drink, Kat.”

“Whisky?”

“I prefer cognac.”

Katerina left us alone to fix our lover a drink at the bar. Ophelia curled her lips into a sad smile and stepped into my arms, cuddling me closely. I felt her warm and gentle spirit merge with mine and knew she needed the comfort of older lovers, not only now but always. When Kat returned, she held Ophelia from behind, enclosing her in our loving cocoon.

“I won’t involve either of you in a fight with my Dad, but I must make a stand now. This time, it’s my love life under the microscope; next, I will be forced into a marriage I don’t want, then my job will be chosen for me, and pregnancies will be planned without my consent.

“It sounds like torture, baby girl.”

“It is Peter, and I won’t do it. I’ll meet my father later this week and deal with this problem. I won’t become his prisoner.”

“How will you meet him?”

“Dohjon Jeong is on his way here. He will arrive tomorrow evening via London where he has business to take care of. Look, please don’t worry either of you; I will take care of this. We don’t have to be over.”

I didn’t know what to say because Ophelia was distraught and clearly in no mood to end our relationship. My anxiety rose, not for fear of our situation, but because it felt like I was dumping a girlfriend. Raw emotions wreaked havoc with my body as I trembled and felt sick.

I glanced at Katerina and was shocked because she looked emotionally bereft, too, with tears welling in her eyes and a trembling bottom lip. Ophelia looked from one of us to the other before sobbing like a lost child, almost falling over until my girlfriend took our lover in her arms and held her closely.

“Are you guys dumping me, Kat?”

“It’s not like that, honey.”

“You don’t want the trouble I will bring to your door.”

“Well, okay… maybe it is like that, Ophelia.”

“I realize this isn’t your fight, and I don’t want you to be compromised, but being dumped feels awful.”

She sobbed like a girl being consoled by her Mom, which was how our ages worked out, plus a little more on our side. I felt sorry for Ophelia but couldn’t see how I could help, especially without Kat’s buy-in.

“Peter can take you home, honey. His car is parked outside.”

“Can’t I stay here? I’d still like to make love to you both.”

“Are you sure?”

To my shame, I felt aroused, especially watching two lovers sharing so much emotional outpouring. This open display of raw feelings was unusual for Katerina because, while her soft and gentle side was fully exposed to me, others, including Victor and Amy, rarely saw the soft-hearted soul hidden behind a tough facade.

Ophelia forced a passionate kiss with Katerina, and the two were suddenly consumed by each other. Their lips collided in a head-spinning shower of sparks, panting loudly, both women caressing and vigorously groping the other.

They bounced off the kitchen counter, then a fridge before sending a knife block flying while all the time, peeling layers of each other’s clothing off until both stood naked in a moonlit kitchen. While they kissed, Kat fingered Ophelia, ladling her sticky arousal out of a tight slit, feeding it to me.

They looked stunning together - suddenly becoming gentle, sensual, and very soft. Ophelia gripped Kat’s ass cheeks, lifting her onto the granite kitchen counter upon which we ate with our family.

Kat laughed riotously, flinging her head and long hair in every direction in a wanton, crazed, highly sexualized manner. She sat on the cold granite, staring at Ophelia with lusty, fiery eyes before grinning lovingly at me.

“She’s hungry for my pussy, Peter.”

“I can see that.”

“When she goes down on me, fuck our little girl and fill her with cum, please.”

“I shall.”

Ophelia clawed Katerina’s thick pubic bush apart, spread her swollen, soaking-wet pussy lips, and licked the entire length of my beloved’s glistening, creamy pink slit, sucking gently on her sticky clitoris at the top. I shrugged my robe onto the floor and stepped forward, reaching for our lover’s ass cheeks, but she quickly turned, showed me her tongue, layered with Kat’s pussy cream, and then she kissed me.

Tasting Kat’s pussy juices from Ophelia’s tongue and lips scored in my top ten of the best sexual moments ever. My inhibitions dissolved, taking with it the angst that had gripped and strangled me. Our kiss was gentle and purposeful, with our lover feeding and sharing my girlfriend’s pussy liquor. 

It was a final step into a taboo world where only we three mattered.

I disengaged our kiss, cupped Ophelia’s head gently in a palm, and pushed her down onto my girlfriend’s pussy. When I leaned close, it was like watching a baby sucking noisily on a pacifier while Kat held Ophelia’s head tightly into her crotch.

Kat nodded toward Ophelia’s ass, a sign it was time for me to fuck our lover. My cock was rock solid, throbbing, with precum coating my swollen, smooth glans like a varnish of love. While she bent over, feeding on Kat’s pussy, our lover opened her legs wide and pointed her slit high, knowing I was close.

She whimpered and slurped her way through Katerina’s drenched slit, swallowing frequently while making the most desperate noises that she wanted to eat more.

I slid my cock past Ophelia’s puffy labia, spreading them wide open, and she gasped loudly. I noticed a few days of black stubble that looked perfect on her alabaster white pussy before I pressed forward, breaking the seal on her wet, warm entrance, sliding into that tight hole I loved fucking before.

Ophelia ground her pussy walls hard against my cock, using her pelvic floor to milk me. It felt like so much more than a hookup, but not quite where my love for Kat resided. I wanted our lover so badly, gripping her long, tight ponytail and thrusting my cock deep inside while she bobbed around, licking my girlfriend’s pussy.

I was balls deep when Ophelia let out a groaning sigh, signaling I had reached the spot inside her where satisfaction and orgasms were born. I fucked her slowly, gently, and with regular, deep strokes to ensure her tongue and lips were not disturbed.

The sound of Kat’s pussy being plowed by an experienced, young, vibrant tongue, combined with her cries of joy, catalyzed my growing, trembling orgasm.

Kat came first in an explosion of sound, squelching and vigorous jerking, then Ophelia followed soon after, her pussy gripping my cock so tightly, I couldn’t hold on to my seed much longer.

My girlfriend shuddered on the granite counter, leaning back heavily on both palms while force-feeding our lover her hairy cunt. Kat’s moaning became so loud it gripped my soul, wringing my prostate that shot ropes of hot seed deep inside our lover’s tight, heavenly pussy.

I grunted and leaned over Ophelia, kissing her back lovingly while my cock jerked and twitched deep inside her, decanting every drop of my seed. At that moment, I wanted to be nowhere else and inside nobody else. As I glanced up and saw my girlfriend descend from an immense climax, she smiled lovingly at me, peaceful and calmed by the quenching of a bisexual need that had burned inside her.

We wiped the granite counter clean, mopped up a few drops of my semen that dribbled from Ophelia’s pussy, then ran upstairs to our bedroom, where we dove into bed, cuddling one another in a loving post-lovemaking warmth.

Kat looked serious but also loving and kind. I held my breath when she cupped our lover’s chin in her palm and stared into her eyes.

“I don’t want our relationship to end, Ophelia.”

“Me neither, Kat. I have caught feelings for you and Peter.”

“I know, sweetheart. I see the same in Peter’s eyes.”

“And what about you, Katerina?”

I leaned over Ophelia’s shoulder, still holding my breath, hoping my heart wouldn’t crack a rib with its pounding, waiting for some gesture that might reveal what I believed but could not absolutely know.

Kat smiled and kissed Ophelia gently.

“I want to explore a relationship with you, too, Ophelia. I am excited all day before you visit, and I think of you often. I love Peter with all of my heart, but I don’t want to let you go.”

“And yet you must.”

“Let’s make love, sleep together, and enjoy each other, then discuss your father in the morning.”

“Thank you, Kat.”


Chapter Twenty-Nine

Ophelia's War

◆◆◆

Ophelia’s Point Of View

When we reached their bedroom, Kat dove onto the bed, rolling seductively. Before I could run to their bathroom, my lover beckoned me over, giggling, pulling on her bottom lip so I knew we weren’t done yet.

“It’s time you got cleaned up, young lady.”

“I was about to use the toilet.”

“Come to me, sweetheart. Be a good girl.”

Those four words were precisely why I wanted to have a relationship with Katerina and Peter. I wanted to be a good girl for them, not submissive or bratty, but I wanted to please them and receive reciprocal loving attention and affection.

Katerina’s tone was firm but gentle and precisely what I wanted to calm a stubbornness that often guided me into trouble. I stood on the bed with a pounding heart and the remnants of orgasm still tickling, clenching my pussy tightly, keeping my thighs clamped shut so I could retain Peter’s seed for long enough to feed my lover.

I stared down and saw the green shoots of affection in Katerina’s expression. I believed they were the right signals our relationship could survive my father’s onslaught. I set a foot on either side of her head, then squatted quickly, not to waste any semen.

When Katerina slurped her tongue along my creamy furrow, a tiny orgasm tingled through my womb, escaping along the sticky clitoris my lover kissed, sucked, and licked. She tapped my stomach and pressed, signaling I should relax, but I had never dribbled a man’s cum into a woman’s mouth until I met these two.

I relaxed and felt Peter’s semen drain out of my well fucked hole. He hadn’t the most enormous cock I ever fucked, but it was the nicest, and I liked him most of all the men I had slept with. He lay on the bed beside us, holding Katerina’s hand tightly while stroking my spine with his spare fingers. I wanted to kiss him. He guessed that was the case and kneeled, eliciting more tiny orgasmic explosions when his lips brushed mine, softly like silk strands entwining.

Peter’s tongue explored my mouth urgently, and I reached down, felt his rock-solid cock, and knew he must have taken a stamina pill. I wanked him gently while we kissed, and Katerina licked my pussy like no man or woman had.

I moaned lasciviously and rode my lover’s face grinding my solid, throbbing clitoris into her nose while she sucked my pussy hole, taking back her boyfriend’s semen, reclaiming him. I felt it was the ultimate sharing game and one that confirmed my absolute bisexuality and need for a polyamorous and fun relationship.

When I orgasmed in Katarina’s mouth, she sucked and cleaned me, but I was desperate to change things up, so I turned in the saddle, placed my palms between her thighs, and opened my lover wide while sliding my hands behind her knees hauling her legs backward.

“Fuck your girlfriend while she licks my pussy, Peter. I’m going to have multiple orgasms if you help me.”

“Help you how?”

“Fuck your woman and cum inside her. That will do it for all of us.”

He shimmied up the bed until his knees pressed either side of Katerina’s ass cheeks. With me holding her legs wide open, it was a simple matter for Peter to lift his girlfriend onto his lap, where he could easily slide his cock deep inside her pussy.

I leaned forward, parted Katerina’s pubic bush, and sucked her clitoris, raising it from a protective puddle of skin, leaving plenty of space for Peter to fuck her soaking wet pink hole.

Katerina gripped my ass cheeks, prised them wide open, and began licking me gently at first, overlapping a new climax onto the one still simmering inside me. Her urgency intensified when Peter slid his cock balls deep inside my lover, and the fact we three were fully conjoined again thrilled me.

I felt Peter’s cock pummeling my lover’s slit while she plowed mine slowly with a powerful, flattened tongue. When my orgasm came, it was perfect because we all came together. I squirted hard, and Katerina covered my pee hole with her puckered lips, and I did the same for her when Peter withdrew his still-twitching, creamy cock.

When Peter cuddled me while Katerina and I went down on each other in a classic 69, I dined on his salty semen, just as my lover did.

I rolled off Katerina in a fit of giggles, unable to take more of her excellent tongue because my orgasm became achingly sore. They pounced on me together, sandwiching me in a lover’s cuddle so intense my entire body trembled.

“That was so fucking awesome when Peter fucked you, and I sat on your face, Katerina.”

“I know. Those are words I never believed would be spoken in our bed.”

“Oh my. I am so happy.”

I was nestled in love and felt an intense warmth radiate from their relationship. I knew neither Katerina nor Peter was in love with me, and I wasn’t with them either. We had reached a perfect middle ground where I could be part of what they had without intruding or being expected to participate fully in their lives.

After an hour of kissing, cuddling, and snuggling closely, I rose carefully from our bed, not wishing to wake either of my lovers. After relieving myself in the bathroom, I stood naked at a window, staring into a dark, cold night.

Katerina cuddled me from behind, making me jump because I hadn’t heard, seen, or felt her approaching until her soft, sensual body merged with mine. Her hands encircled my stomach, and her chin rested on my shoulder, and it felt like we had been lovers for years.

“You’ll catch your death of cold, naughty girl.”

“I like it sometimes because when I return to bed, it feels good to warm up again.”

“Have you been alone in bed for a long time, baby?”

“Too long, Katerina.”

“You can call me Kat.”

“Thank you.”

I clasped her hands to my stomach, enjoying the sensual moment we shared. Kat felt comforting and loving but without the baggage other relationships had brought to my door. I had tried so hard to fit in with one boy or girlfriend after another, but every time, true, unadulterated love became their objective.

I wanted just enough love to feel lifted but not so much that I was stifled.

“I’ve never been happier, Kat.”

“Is that a hint you don’t want to lose what we have?”

“I don’t want to lose you and Peter, but I am not clingy, and I understand the problems a relationship with me brings to your lives. Although I am exclusive with both of you, I don’t want to be part of your life plans beyond romance, love, nurturing, and sex you both can share.”

“Is that because you want to be free, Ophelia?”

“Yes. I didn’t have a great childhood because Mom and Dad were hardly around. No bedtime stories, never any family meals together, and not one I love you, daughter that I recall. I don’t dwell on it, but it’s nice to be comforted by you and Peter.”

“But you are independently minded because of your upbringing, so being obliged to a lover doesn’t suit you. I have to say that very much matches our needs. Peter and I want to be your lovers, but no more than that.”

“I feel like a vampire, feeding off the love I need from your relationship.”

“I wouldn’t worry; we have plenty to share. Come to bed, and let’s warm you up.”

When I nestled between them, facing Katerina, Peter naturally shuffled into my big spoon, moaning contentedly. He didn’t fully wake, but his desire for me, with a soft kiss planted on my neck and arms thrown protectively around my waist, were symbolic of my having joined a three-way lover’s nest.

I slept better than ever, finally part of a meaningful relationship but without messy commitment. I rose later than Katerina, kissing and cuddling with Peter for ten minutes before joining her bathing. She scrubbed me from head to foot, even getting between my toes, and I could tell she cared.

When she stood amid a steamy monsoon and kissed me, I confessed.

“I was kissing Peter while you were in here.”

“Good. We should be free to enjoy each other, share, not covet, and grow together at whatever speed feels natural and within agreed boundaries.”

“Do you really not mind, Kat?”

“I wasn’t sure this would work at the outset… well, I was sure about being bisexual and wanting to make love to you, but as for having a three-way relationship, it’s all new to me.”

“Do you want us to continue with this tryst?”

“Definitely. We’ll discuss your father at breakfast.”

Katerina helped brush my hair straight while drying it, applying a healthy coating of anti-frizz foam. While we giggled and enjoyed a girl moment in front of her dressing table, once Peter was dressed, he kissed each of us lovingly and left the room to make breakfast.

I walked downstairs hand in hand with Katerina, feeling elated. When I saw Peter, he smiled at us and spooned poached eggs onto slices of toasted bread. I was used to American breakfasts, although I yearned for some spiciness of my country.

Peter pointed at my breakfast and surprised me.

“I have ordered Korean stews, rice, and banchan side dishes for tomorrow. Our chef arrives later today, and he can make or buy it in.”

“Are you serious, Peter?”

“Of course, honey. It was Kat’s idea since you will be staying here.”

“Oh wow… can I stay until Amy and Victor return?”

“Beyond that as well, at any time of your choosing if you wish. We are heading for Florence soon, though, and you are welcome to come with us, but obviously, studies come first.”

“Okay… I, err, well… what about my father, Kat?”

“You wanted to deal with him alone. How will you do that?”

“I will explain my relationship with you two and demand my independence.”

“Will he agree to your demands?”

“In the end, yes, but it will undoubtedly be unpleasant.”

“Is there any risk he might kidnap you and haul you off to Korea?”

“He thinks that by restricting my allowance and not paying tuition fees, I will bend to his will.”

“It’s not a bad strategy if he wants to get his way, Ophelia.”

“I have means of my own. I saved all my money, and Grandma gifted me some, too. I invested in Bitcoin for two years when it exploded, then cashed in before the bubble burst. I’m worth around two million dollars, which is enough to weather his storm.”

They looked impressed but it was nothing compared with their fortune or the one my father had amassed. I was determined to survive any salvo my father launched.

“Where do you see a future for yourself, Ophelia?”

“Italy is a good start for a girl with a degree in fine arts, and since you are heading that way, I’d love to tag along.”

A knock at the front door sounded ominous, and judging from my lover’s expressions, it was unexpected. When the door opened, I heard familiar gruff voices. I kissed Peter, then Kat, and grinned with a determination I felt tenfold inside.

“That’s my bodyguard. This will be the last day you’ll be troubled by him.”

I donned my winter jacket, zipped it up, grabbed my handbag, and skipped toward the door. As I passed him by, I admonished my bodyguard in Korean, leaving him no option but to follow me to the waiting car.

Inside my car, he scowled at me, but I laughed.

“Mind your own business, Duri.”

“Your father has arrived in New York. I am instructed to take you to him right away.”

“He’s here early.”

“Dohjon Jeong sets his timetable. I do not question him. You would do well to follow my example.”

“I am a daughter with rights; you are a staff member who kowtows like an obedient labrador rolling over for his master.”

“You have too much to say for yourself, Ophelia.”

“While everything you say lacks substance or value. Kindly keep your opinions to yourself, Duri, and spend some time figuring out how you will excuse yourself from allowing a mere girl to slip your grasp to visit her lovers.”

“Do not tell-.”

“Be quiet.”

Duri was a reasonable bodyguard if his charge was willing to play ball, but I wasn’t amenable to his will. I also wasn’t the kind of girl to drop anyone in hot water, so my threat to expose the burly ex-police officer was without malicious intent to execute. I had the wind in my sails so my father could fire his best shot, and it would fall short of the target.

When visiting New York, Dohjon Jeong always stayed at the Manhattan Mandarin Oriental. The opulent prime suites were to his Asian tastes, and one restaurant on the ground floor catered to the kind of spicy, gut-wrenching heat my father enjoyed.

Duri escorted me to my father’s presidential suite, where I waited patiently in a living-dining area, reading Cosmo and browsing the latest fashion while he left me to stew. I lived frugally, buying last year’s top brands from charity shops in London when I had free use of Daddy’s jet.

Carnaby Street was my guilty pleasure.

I ate at cheap restaurants that served great food and used coffee shops at the University, where prices were reasonable, all because I wanted to escape my father’s financial gravitational pull.

When he saw me, my father smiled and hugged me. I knew Dohjon Jeong loved me, his youngest of five children, but having so little time for family, a close connection between us and him was not as forthcoming as he wished.

“How is my favorite daughter?”

“Your favorite in New York, you mean, Daddy, and thank you, I am fine. I see Mom’s dieting plan for you is failing.”

“I am a smidgen overweight, which is the first thing my daughter noticed about me. Will you join me for breakfast?”

My father pointed at a massive buffet next to his dining table, which was set out for two. I strolled over and sat down, setting aside my plate and pouring myself a glass of water.

“You know I have already eaten.”

“Yes.”

“And you know where I have been all night.”

“I do.”

“Then why are you playing games with me?”

I crossed my legs, settled back, and eyeballed him. My father didn’t answer right away. Instead, he collected his thoughts, heaping fermented meat, kimchi, and rice onto his plate from the buffet. He reached for the raw ground beef Yukhoe, then glanced at me.”

“Please don’t do it, Dad.”

“Why not?”

“Because even though you mistreat me, I don’t want you to die from the awful food you eat.”

“I have never struck you, daughter. I have never struck my wife or any children. How can you claim to have been mistreated?”

“I never meant to imply you had hit me, but cruelty is not measured simply by physicality.”

“I wasn’t around much.”

“No, you weren’t.”

“It was my grave error.”

He set the serving slice back down, foregoing the step too far for breakfast, a raw meat that would take days to digest. I smiled, feeling relieved but stolidly prepared for his main assault.

“You will run the company, Ophelia. My other offspring will follow your leadership. Despite this silly art degree that amounts to playing with crayons, you are the brightest of my children.”

“I don’t wish to run the company. Let Bong do it.”

“Bong is a lovely man, but he lacks the killer instinct. You have my ways and ruthlessness.”

“Then you should know I will not bend to your will.”

Dohjon Jeong crunched on his kimchi with fumes exhausting through his flared nostrils while regarding me carefully. Something was different about his demeanor. My father was less antagonistic and annoying than usual. He hadn’t goaded me much and didn’t seem inclined to attack.

“If you won’t run my company, then what?”

“Art.”

“One word is not a strategy, daughter. I know you are not stupid so kindly do not treat me as such.”

“Okay… legal money laundering using art. It’s all the rage, father, tax avoidance using free trade zones, imitation copying for owners, buying and selling for ever-increasingly exorbitant prices so money can move from one jurisdiction to another on a presumption of legality.”

“You’ll be a criminal.”

“The Louvre values the Mona Lisa at eight hundred and sixty million dollars. If that isn’t a crime, I don’t know what is.”

“I love art too, Ophelia, and I agree, its valuation always exceeds the sum of its parts, but can you make a living from this?”

“I could build you a balance sheet to weather any financial collapse, father. Art does not devalue, and you can collateralize loans against it.”

He stared at me like a human calculator, judging whether I was being truthful or simply brushing him aside. He ate more kimchi, followed by fermented beef so spicy that my nostrils twitched. My father would draw the same conclusion as me, running a company was mostly about having more capital than the next guy and fucking him over until he was bankrupt.

I pointed at the kimchi that was as far gone in fermentation as any human could survive.

“How can you eat that shit?”

“I am an old Korean with an iron-clad stomach; you are young.”

“I love Korean food, Daddy, but you are roasting your stomach tissues with every mouthful. It’s quite distressing to see you inflict such damage to yourself.”

“You are sleeping with a perilous couple, Ophelia.”

I anticipated his change of subject and sharp attack, smiling and sipping my water. Dohjon Jeong didn’t bat an eyelid and held a steady gaze, discerning what he could from my body language and expression.

He didn’t get much.

“I was surprised they didn’t dump you when I sent a warning. I had Charles Linton III call and contract your lovers to find you and obtain compromising photographs. It seems they didn’t flinch. I’m impressed, so I looked into them.”

“We have a bedroom arrangement that works for me.”

“You must break it off, Ophelia.”

“Why?”

“Because Katerina is an assassin of former Russian security service provenance. She is Victor Alexander’s biological mother, and we all know who he is. You are sleeping amid vipers, my dear.”

I didn’t know about Katerina being an assassin, but I held back my surprise. Everyone in New York knew Victor and Amy well, especially at Columbia University, where their unorthodox union began.

“I do not see why any of what you said makes them bad people.”

“I never said they are bad. They are dangerous, daughter.”

“Okay. You are also a dangerous man, father. I am sure your body count isn’t limited to the bedroom.”

“You are too wilful, child.”

“Like my father?”

He grunted a laugh, which was more humorous than I was used to. Something was going on in Dohjon Jeong’s mind, and he wasn’t letting go.

“You won’t use me to curry favor with Amy or Victor.”

“It’s not my way, daughter.”

“No, it isn’t… so, why not spit it out and let’s hear what’s really going on.”

“I came to make the peace with you.”

“Call off my wedding plans first, then we can talk.”

“Already done, Ophelia. If you want, call Sang-Ook yourself if you don’t believe me. I am told he is already dating. You missed that boat.”

“He’s a shipwreck, Dad. Would you have me marry a pet poodle?”

“He would obey you to the letter.”

“Fuck that! I don’t want an obedient husband.”

“You could take all the lovers you wish, men and women, even this couple.”

“No thanks, Dad. I’ll marry for love and deserve someone my equal who won’t pander to me. I can’t think of anything worse than a compliant, obedient lover. I’d rather pull out my own toenails than marry a puppy.”

“And what of these two lovers?”

“They are fun and loving, without being in love or possessive, and I am happy. A marriage is not on the cards; neither are children.”

My father sighed loudly and set aside his food, sipping water that might quench the fire in his stomach long enough for digestive juices to combat the war waging down there.

“Can we work together, daughter?”

“What do you propose, father?”

“We shall progress on your terms, my dear.”

I was stunned, took a sip of water, coughed, and spluttered. Dohjon Jeong had knocked me off balance, and from his broad grin, it seemed he was enjoying the moment. I considered every possible angle of his attack amid a confused state, precisely what he needed to disarm me.

My father was good for his word, always doing what he promised and never going back on his word. He was being genuine, but somewhere, hidden deep, my father was getting what he wanted.

“Victor and Amy are off the menu.”

“Agreed, but when he discovers who I am, do not be surprised when he reaches out.”

“That’s fine, Daddy. I don’t want you to make the first move. You can’t interfere in my relationships.”

“Agreed.”

“Okay, what do you want from me in return?”

“I said our agreement will be on your terms, Ophelia. I will gladly support your art purchasing initiative if you add property here in the USA to the list of assets you will buy for my balance sheet.”

“I can do that. May I do something for you in return, Father?”

“Yes, please.”

A server delivered us two Dalgona Korean coffees. I loved the whipped cream delight and hoped the chef at Amy and Victor’s home could make it. While I sipped, my father drank his in one hit and requested another.

“I want to be part of your life, Ophelia.”

“It’s very late for that, Daddy.”

“Is it too late?”

I sipped my coffee and watched the shrewd old man carefully. I saw regret, love, and shame in his eyes and micro-expressions rippling through his cheeks. My heart broke, and tears filled my eyes.

“It’s never too late, Daddy.”


Chapter Thirty

The Long Game

◆◆◆

Amy’s Point Of View

I hadn’t realized how profoundly emotionally moved I would be when reunited with Planet Nine. Walking through the half-lit nighttime corridors, dining, and living areas, I recalled my final maiden’s journey to meet my husband at the altar.

It was 2 a.m, and I had snuck out of our bed, leaving Victor in a deep sleep. My ear-to-ear grin was that of a joyful, young, pregnant bride immersed in remembering every detail from her wedding day. The Planet Nine watchkeepers were ensconced at their duty stations while the vessel slowly plowed on, cleaving the ocean as a hot knife would through butter.

After dancing and walking our imaginary aisle, I sat on an expansive sofa and pictured my whole family celebrating mine and Victor’s lives on that beautiful day. Planet Nine had become part of my soul, and now, with her engines purring, she spoke, welcoming me home.

Shuffling feet behind alerted me, and I saw Victor in a bathrobe. He smiled in a way that made me believe he revisited the same happy memories I did while crawling along the double-width leather sofa, dragging our duvet over us until he snuggled closely into me.

“This is almost precisely where our altar was, Amy.”

“I know, and I am so pleased you remembered. Sorry if I woke you, honey.”

“I woke because Mom called, and the duty officer roused me.”

“Why? Is something wrong?”

“No. She wanted to explain everything about Ophelia and completely unburden herself.”

“Mom and Dad will move their new lover in for a few days while we are gone. I don’t mind, Victor. They must live their lives on terms acceptable to them.”

“Yes, she said that too, but Mom wanted to explain to me about Ophelia’s father, Dohjon Jeong.”

“What about him?”

“He’s wealthy and dangerous but seemingly wholly accepting of his daughter’s life and sexual choices. I’m dubious.”

“Is he dying?”

“No, Amy.”

“Then he is playing an angle to get at one of us.”

“Mom’s thoughts exactly. She says we shouldn’t worry and that she will deal with anything arising.”

“I’m not sure I like the sound of that.”

“Me neither. I know Dohjon Leong better than he knows me, Amy.”

“How?”

“Do you know how conspiracy theorists spout claims about the world being run by a Cabal? Denver airport conspiracy, freemasons, the government, and so on?”

“It’s all bullshit, Victor.”

“I agree, but there are interest groups who collaborate. War, for example, is frequently brokered between politicians who need a distraction and the global industrial military complex who want to increase sales and margins.”

“You are not in the defense sector, Victor.”

“There are other commodity cartels who often overreach to control the market. Oil is probably the best example.”

“Where are you going with this?”

He suddenly seemed pensive, so I knew whatever Dohjon Leong was involved in with my husband could turn nasty or at least dominate any relationship that might emerge between our parents and Ophelia.

“I am heavily invested in rare earth metals, as is Dohjoh Leong. He’s often reached out to me wanting to stabilize commodity pricing, which basically means market manipulation. I’ve had countless investigations done on him.”

“He means to control rare earth minerals, like a cartel?”

“Exactly. That’s what this cabal theory is. Thousands of people are unconnected, but they have the same goals in mind. Every politician controlling the sale or lease of a rare earth mineral mine, the mine owners, downstream product makers, bankers - all want higher, controlled prices.”

“But that’s not illegal?”

“It’s immoral, Amy, and price fixing is illegal in most countries. The free market should dictate pricing.”

“So Dohjon Leong is a threat to us?”

“Yes, he is. At some point, he will overreach, and then, anyone involved goes down on a sinking ship.”

“Don’t let the captain hear you talking like that honey, he will flay you… actually, that might be nice to watch.”

Victor was quiet, caressing me, seeking warmth and comfort from his pregnant wife and our unborn, growing child. I lay on his front, kissing my husband’s hairy chest until I found each nipple and chewed them gently.

“Will you tell Mom how well you know Ophelia’s father?”

“Not yet. We can deal with this for now.”

What Victor described wasn’t a crisis, but the excitement of more business-related shenanigans in the making appealed to me in a masochistic, workaholic way. I said nothing more, knowing my husband would freak out if he thought I was becoming an investment banking adrenaline junkie like he was.

I reached down and gripped Victor’s stiff cock, staring into his eyes, giggling.

“Shall I take care of this, husband? Technically, it is morning wood.”

“Would you mind?”

“It will be my pleasure.”

I lifted our duvet enough to slide down the sofa until my head was between my husband’s legs. When I clenched my lips around his sticky cock head, Victor gasped and lifted his ass while I savored a salty load searing love across my tongue.

I bobbed up and down on my husband’s shaft, sucking, licking, and swallowing, almost on the spot where we took each other to be husband and wife.

With the flavor of Victor’s cum in my mouth and throat, I fell asleep, resting my head gently on his chest. When I woke, a breakfast buffet was quietly organized by servers tiptoeing, doing their best not to rouse us.

The lights were still dimmed low, but I immediately recognized two people sitting across from us, stifling their laughter. Hannah sat beside Anastasia, both wearing gym kits and looking smug. They stared at Victor and me as though we were a cute oddity.

“Is it time for the gym, Hannah?”

“We trained already, lazy pregnant lady. You obviously need a break; the fact you slept in so late proves it.”

“I know. What time is it?”

“9 a.m.”

“Fuck!”

Victor and I slipped on our bathrobes, took a coffee when one of the crew offered it and helped ourselves to an exquisite day-charging breakfast designed by Diana and prepared by the yacht chefs.

I munched on a tropical fruit salad while watching a polar landscape through a window. The ocean was a millpond. We had no wind and clear blue skies with great views of Iceland’s mountains and coastline.

After chatting with Diana, my husband set down his toast and coffee and sidled behind me, lovingly wrapping his arms around our baby.

“If you are looking for polar bears, Amy, stop. They don’t come here often. The captain says there have been around six hundred sightings ever. When they show up, the local people consider them vagrants.”

“How can such a majestic beast be considered a vagrant?”

“They don’t belong here.”

“Neither do we.”

“That’s very existential, Amy.”

“Polar bears have as much right to be here as we do.”

“They have no visa.”

He was joking, but I had mulled over an idea as serious as any of my investments. I felt guilty and decided to angle my proposal cutely.

“But they have visas in Greenland, where thousands live.”

“What is your point, Amy?”

“I would like to fund a sanctuary for abandoned cubs and injured bears.”

“In Greenland?”

“Yes?”

“And I’m guessing you have other investment plans for Greenland too?”

“I do as it happens.”

We played cat and mouse, but Victor, ever the shrewd businessman, already knew where I was going. He kept chuckling, and I wasn’t sure if that was because he was way ahead of my ruse or was enjoying my loving manipulation.

“Are you proposing this idea of Greenland investment to Anastasia or Stanza? There is an important distinction to make between them.”

“It’s Anastasia… because the end goal is an altruistic outcome that suits my foundation.”

“You want to woo the Danish government and their Greenland partners to become a rare earth mineral miner.”

I was caught and grinned, hugged, and then kissed my husband lavishly as though he had won a prize.

“I read that Greenland has significant deposits. My foundation can ethically mine, sell according to the market without disrupting it, and plow the money into good causes minus a small operating cost that Anastasia will work out with Diana.”

“And when did you figure out this genius idea, Amy?”

“After you fell asleep.”

“After you were so nice to me.”

“I’m always nice to you, honey. I won’t start an initiative in Greenland unless you agree.”

“Of course I agree, but Dohjon Leong will hate you forever because he loves to control everything and everyone. I doubt he imagined in his wildest dreams that approving his daughter sleeping with our parents would catalyze your sudden interest in buying up rare earth mineral mining rights. ”

“He can take it up with Anastasia.”

“Ophelia won’t know what his endgame is, Amy. He will likely have lied to her, throwing the girl off the scent.” 

Pregnancy had poured my hormones onto hot coals, and things that would never have bothered me a few months ago now seemed existential. I composed myself and thought through the logic of our situation, worried that my family might get hurt.

I had insufficient resources to right every global wrong, but, just like my husband did, at least when an opportunity to force fair outcomes for all came along, I could do the right thing. Living in luxury wasn’t a crime, but continuously fucking over the little guy to get richer was. My money had to mean something beyond making more of it.

It would have been nice to see a polar bear, but this time, I was out of luck, and besides, it wasn’t my place to question the laws of nature or how Icelandic people interpreted them.

Victor left me contemplating my deal proposal for about ten minutes before returning with a beaming smile. He held me tightly, led me to the sofa, and looked out the window. Our ship suddenly turned in a wide arc, swinging away from Iceland’s rugged coast.

“What’s going on, Victor?”

“We’re going Polar Bear hunting, Amy.”

“Where to?”

“Greenland’s east coast is a little over two hundred kilometers away, so I asked our captain if we could go and have some fun. Diana is already preparing a party buffet for tomorrow when we should be steaming up the east coast of polar bear land.”

I sat in my husband’s lap, thrilled by the new direction of our travel. Something niggled in my mind, and I needed to share.

“Am I thinking straight, honey?”

“You need a rest, Amy. You’ve run on full steam ahead for years with no proper respite.”

“I know. But I mean polar bears and rare earth minerals. It feels like I knee-jerked, and now, suddenly, we’re off on a mission.”

“Neither commodity will ever lose value, Amy and plenty of people on this yacht never saw a polar bear in the wild. Some haven’t even seen one in a zoo. Helping those orphaned bear cubs survive while doing a good turn with one of the world’s most strategic raw materials is not a knee-jerk reaction. ”

“How will we get home after such a big diversion?”

“Kulusuk Airport is on the east coast of Greenland near where we are going. They have a private jet charter company. It’s called Victor.”

“I don’t believe you!”

I cupped a hand over my mouth, laughing at the irony.

“Do you own it, Victor?”

“Apparently, I do. It’s part of a much larger aviation group I own with over a hundred subsidiaries.”

“And they named it after you?”

“The company was already called Victor before I bought it. This is pure coincidence.”

Victor carried me to our bedroom precisely as he had the day we married. I showered and dressed casually for an exciting day. The interior of Planet Nine was as warm as toast, but when I stepped outside onto our balcony, it was much colder even than the New York winter we left behind.

As I stepped back inside, slamming the sliding door closed and enjoying a blast of warm air, I wondered how much warmer Florence would be. I yearned for the sun, but I didn’t dare say a word to Victor in case he turned the yacht towards Italy after we spotted a polar bear.

As Victor stepped naked out of the shower, dripping wet and looking gorgeous, I gathered my laptop and waved him goodbye.

“I have a meeting with Anastasia about Greenland.”

“Can’t you stay a moment, Amy?”

“If I stay now, I won’t leave for hours.”

“Greenland it is, then.”


Chapter Thirty-One

Getting To Know Her

◆◆◆

Katerina’s Point Of View

“I’m telling you, Peter, Michelangelo is pining after that girl.”

“Who? Diana?”

“Of course, Diana. You don’t see anyone else carrying crispy bacon slices in their pocket. She is the pied piper of horny boy cats.”

“Don’t let her hear you say that. If anyone in this house holds the key to everyone else’s happiness, it’s her.”

“She’d better not steal my cat.”

“She’s probably showing her love for you after how you helped Ralph.”

“I’m just joking around. I love that girl as much as I do Michelangelo, more on days when she makes Solyanka.”

Ophelia giggled at our banter while lovingly spooning into me under our duvet. Peter was finishing his shower after we three had made love all night, getting to know one another intimately in every nook and cranny. As I caressed and stroked her silken skin, I felt lazy, not tired, but utterly relaxed in a post-lovemaking repose with our new sweetheart.

With an arm wrapped loosely around Ophelia and my chin resting on her shoulder, I gave and received kisses that felt like marshmallows pressing on my lips. I traced a circle around our girlfriend’s breast with a fingernail, and when I reached her nipple, I dragged it from side to side.

I progressed to gently cupping and kneading Ophelia’s firmness in my palm while we spectated my boyfriend drying himself before performing a reverse strip tease. She gasped when I rolled her solid nipple between my index finger and thumb as I experimented, finding where my girl lover enjoyed being kissed and touched and how much pain she could take.

I had her in a perfect state for a honeytrap interrogation, something I had done many times but never confessed to my husband.

“Are you certain your father has no problem with our relationship, Ophelia?”

“With Dohjon Leong, one can never be sure about anything. I don’t believe he will interfere in our relationship, but he may have a hidden agenda regarding me and this household.”

“He seems to have surprised you.”

“He was different this time, Kat. Dad genuinely wants to repair his relationship with me. My father is usually an authoritarian. But this time, he was much more conciliatory than I have ever seen him. I’m suspiciously optimistic.”

It was time to veer away from directly accusing Ophelia’s father of a subversive intent. My hackles were raised, although I hadn’t warned Victor to any significant degree. I would fish, make my discovery, and act against whoever threatened my family should it become necessary.

“Do you enjoy being with us, Ophelia?”

“This is my perfect relationship. No strings, no childish games, and two incredible lovers… it’s awesome being with you.”

“Good. You should probably unpack then, honey.”

I rolled out of our bed, pointed, and stared at the luggage Ophelia had brought from her apartment three days prior. It had been stacked beside our bedroom door since I spoke to Victor about our lover.

Each day, Ophelia opened one or another suitcase, took what was needed, and then zipped them shut again. She stared at her luggage as though a monumental barrier to her desire was determined by that pile of sewn leather, zips, and reinforced plastic, which stood perfectly still, going nowhere unassisted.

She glanced nervously at me, and for the first time, I saw indecision and worry writ large on her face.

“I’m sorry, Kat.”

“No need for sorry, honey.”

“Your family returns later today, and I-. Oh my… never mind…”

“And their return worries you, why?”

Ophelia seemed indecisive and uncomfortable with my line of questioning, so I backed off, smiled, and headed for the shower alone, hoping she might open up to Peter. Interrogation is a subtle art, with more truths spoken by a woman in love than by her stubborn alter-ego. I wasn’t trying to harm our lover, but I needed to assess any upstream threat heading our way.

The age difference between us wasn’t a problem, sexually speaking, or for the limited, fun romance we indulged in. Her Dad claimed he accepted our relationship, and I believed that, at least for now, so something else had to be bothering Ophelia.

In the shower, I washed my hair and was halfway through conditioning when naked, gorgeous Ophelia caressed my back before gently cupping my ass cheeks, clawing them apart, exposing me.

“It’s Amy that I worry about.”

“Why?”

“We go to the same University, both finishing soon. What happens when we meet in a coffee shop or other public area and either or both of us are with friends? - Hey guys, meet the girl my parents sleep with. ”

“That sounds catastrophic and unnecessary. Why would anyone speak in such a way?”

“Amy wouldn’t recognize me right now if we were in the same room, Katerina. I’m safe, and so is she.”

“You mean until after today if the two of you meet?”

“Yes.” 

“You are following separate paths in study and life. Amy studies the law, and you are learning about money laundering.”

I laughed, and she did, too. We both knew that art was a vast landscape of human endeavor and like so many such things, it had become widely abused by the wealthy and criminals. Money laundering activities in art involve disguising the source and ownership of illegally acquired wealth. This was achieved by buying and selling artworks, inflating their prices, or hiding their ownership through various means, such as offshore companies or anonymous trusts.

“Art is more than an opportunity for crime, Katerina. It can be a great means to invest, realize increased value, and build a company balance sheet.”

“And yet you hesitate to accept your father’s offer to do precisely that.”

“How do you know I’m not about to call him and accept?”

“You are mulling it over, questioning and doubting yourself, wondering whether you can control the man who is so utterly controlling.”

“There are so many factors to consider, Kat.”

“Such as us, Amy, Victor, and the people who live here?”

“Yes… how can you see all of this in me?”

“Did your father tell you what my life’s work has been, Ophelia?”

“He said you were a spy and an assassin.”

I knew someone had checked me out. I’d seen the same woman in several places around town and at different times of the day, which meant she was either following me or must be my doppelganger with identical behavior. Other signs were evident, too, such as security breach warnings on my laptop when a firewall was dropped, indicating someone accessed my files.

“I was trained to interpret body language and human behavior from a young age, but I didn’t need any of that to figure out why you haven’t unpacked your luggage.”

“I might bring unwarranted corporate friction to your family. I expected my father to remain in the dark about us. This meeting with him and the offer Dohjon made have ambushed my peaceful existence.”

“Are we three lovers a dirty secret that must be hidden from our families?”

“I don’t think so, but my presence here constitutes an unnecessary risk. Surely, your training has taught you that.”

“A risk, maybe, but an unnecessary one? That depends on how we all feel about each other.”

I kissed her, enjoying cupping my lover’s breasts while warm water cascaded over them. Her flesh was firmer than mine, younger, more vibrant, and touching her excited me. I bowed my head, licking, before sucking her nipple gently, then finally chewing when she gasped and held my head tightly, rising slowly, yet inexorably toward an orgasm.

When I stared into Ophelia’s eyes and saw a youthful joy and deep affection for me, I wanted to make love so intensely it hurt. My heart rate rose in a manner that only Peter could elicit from me, and I gazed deep into her eyes, comforting my young lover until our lips brushed and a familiar arousal rippled through my body.

I held her chin between my index finger and thumb, smiling, enjoying inspecting every inch of her stellar beauty. Ophelia’s breasts heaved rapidly, and her nostrils flared as young, plentiful hormones surged through her, rippling across her cheeks like an innocent lie covering her dirty truth.

“I fear you’ll be involved in something criminal pretty soon if you follow Dohjon Leong’s path.”

“It won’t happen, Kat. I can make money through art legally and don’t need to cheat the system. My problem is managing moments like I had with my father. Mine is a powerful family in South Korea that pulls hard on its junior members when it wishes.”

“Peter and I can help you, sweetie.”

“Help how?”

“We can provide your life with balance in mind, body, and soul, protecting you. Isn’t that why you want experienced lovers?”

“Partly, yes.”

We kissed again, but it seemed Ophelia was closed to any more gentle persuasion. I gave it my best shot and drew out the truths I needed, but now, my girlfriend wanted each kiss to be our last, and every touch became a sign of her impending departure.

“I must dry myself, Kat.”

“Okay, well… stay here with us or move back to your apartment before Amy comes home; it’s entirely up to you, darling.”

“I don’t want to leave, and I’m not ashamed of what we are.”

“What are we, Ophelia?”

“We are more than lovers but less than… I don’t know…”

“Less than me and Peter?’

“But that’s how we wanted things to be, right, Kat?”

“Yes, it is.”

I held Ophelia in my arms, enjoying gripping her firm ass cheeks in my palms, pulling her close, even while she wanted to retreat. Our skin touched like silk strands flowing together in the wind, our breasts flattened, pressing hard with our nipples grazing each other, sending me into a frisson of excitement.

My lover shivered and tapped her head against mine, furrowing her brow amid an immense emotional release I sensed in my core.

“I have to go, Kat.”

“No problem, sweetheart.”

She kissed me several times more, eventually pulling away with tears in her eyes. I returned to bathing, meticulously rinsing the conditioner from my hair before shaving my legs. While drenching myself in clean water, I rifled my fingers through a soft, well-groomed pubic bush, enjoying the moment a little too much, so I stopped, not wishing to orgasm alone.

I didn’t love Ophelia like I did Peter, but I loved being with her and felt saddened by her departure.

I dried myself carefully, making sure every dampness bar one was taken care of so I wouldn’t suffer dry skin. Our bedroom was silent outside the bathroom, so I assumed my boyfriend and girlfriend had gone.

I generally loved a period of daily solitude. I needed that time to reflect on my life and love, as well as to quell and manage the rage deep inside me that contradicted what others saw as my peaceful demeanor.

I fearlessly stepped into our bedroom, already sensing a presence. When I saw Ophelia lying on our bed, naked and with her legs wide open, I smiled and glanced at where her luggage had been.

“I unpacked and left my suitcases in the hallway so they could be stored somewhere. Is it okay?”

“It’s more than okay, sweetheart. I’m so happy right now. Words escape me.”

“Peter had to leave, saying something about checking the house cellar for a special wine to celebrate your family’s homecoming. He is thrilled that I am staying.”

“What changed your mind?”

“You did, Kat.”

“Okay. That means something between us.”

“It means I like you and Peter. It also means you got into my head, which worries me.”

“I mean you no harm, Ophelia. I will never do any damage inside your head should you let me in there.”

“I believe you.”

“This also means we like you because I’m just as happy as Peter is.”

She stared at me with a sleazy expression, drinking in my nakedness while I enjoyed her beauty, the tightness of her skin, its tone, and the twin holes between her widely spread legs that peeked naughtily at me. Ophelia was the first person I had ever rimmed, and I only did it because she waxed and bleached completely.

I had considered rimming Peter, but the errant, wispy hair always put me off. I loved that Ophelia was shaven and wondered again if I should try it out.

“Will you make love to me, please, Kat?”

“Of course I shall.”

I dumped my towel on the floor, feeling pleased about her staying, which surprised me. After so many years of perfectly managing my emotions, I had a man and a girl who overwhelmed and excited me. I had imagined retirement would be my most fantastic adventure, where no more secrets, short-notice departures at night, or long, lonely periods of absence would interfere with my exploration of life and love.

Ophelia and Peter were my retirement, and I was having fun.

I crawled up our bed, enjoying the hunt and my girl lover’s giggling reaction to my lascivious expression. My pussy trembled, pleasing me because hormonal rushes in moments of sexual excitement were a happy state for women of any age. Ophelia opened her legs wider, and I inhaled the scent of love, tickling my nostrils while lighting my soul.

I kissed her ankle bone, lingering before licking around its circled bony rim using my tongue tip while she twitched and shivered uncontrollably, desperately crying out to release pent-up sexual energy. I slowly licked along her shin, stopping at my lover’s knee and pressing her leg backward so I could plant kisses and lick behind.

She writhed around the bed, smacking her palms hard against the duvet and moaning loudly before kneading her breasts, desperate to expend her horny demeanor. When I licked up to her pussy, Ophelia wriggled her ass down the bed until her swollen, creamy, sweet-tasting labia reached the tip of my tongue.

“Please let me lick you, too, Kat. I can’t control myself.”

“I was trained for this.”

While she giggled, I crawled and clawed my way around the bed, cocking my legs to clear her body until I squatted with a knee on either side of her head. I arched my back, shivering, when she gripped my ass cheeks with my pussy dangling directly above Ophelia’s mouth.

Feeding my pussy to a woman wasn’t what my gymnastics trainer had in mind when teaching me how to crawl into and around an enclosed space full of tripwires. 

Ophelia clawed apart my pubic bush with enthusiasm, and I realized she loved that my swollen labia were covered with hair. On the other hand, I enjoyed her shaven haven, making us perfect for one another.

Her pussy was soaking wet, and both labia pouted, swelling so much that her slit looked tight and long, leaking hormones like honey dripping from an overfilled hive. I plowed my tongue across her clitoris, then downward, opening wide a pink furrow that tasted amazing. She wriggled and moaned like a virgin desperate to become a woman.

When I felt Ophelia’s fingers claw open my anus, gripping just inside the tiny pink hole, I knew our lovemaking would become intense. My girlfriend rimmed me, paying homage to her older lover by slipping her tongue deep inside my back passage until my rectal nerve cluster sizzled in an effervescent bath of pleasure.

Ophelia suddenly forced me to sit up high, feeding my pussy into her mouth. She slurped loudly, wrapping her arms around my legs, determined not to let go. She licked me determinedly, forcing me to rock back and forth until I felt like I was being eaten.

My clitoris was squashed by her chin that Ophelia deliberately protruded and wobbled from side to side, desperate to get me off, like my pleasure was her satisfaction.

I tried to get back down onto her pussy, realizing Ophelia’s desire for a 69 was a ruse to get my pussy on her face. I love facesitting either way, so I rested, calmed, and steadied myself for a long, fun ride. 

Ophelia didn’t stop me when I reached down to her crotch with both hands, opening my lover’s creamy pussy wide with one while dragging her sticky clitoris from side to side with the index finger from the other. She was more pneumatic than usual, driving her ass cheeks up and down, slapping the bed while screaming for me to cum in her mouth.

When my orgasm came, it swept me away, and I gripped Ophelia’s pussy too tightly, although her response was to press harder against my fingers, vying for more friction. I relaxed and emptied my unicorn pee down her throat, imagining I was feeding her much-needed nectar in short, sharp bursts.

When we crawled into each other’s arms, I saw a desperate need for comfort, so I held my young lover tightly, enjoying her warmth and the manner of her trembling descent from an orgasm.

“You are loved and protected here, Ophelia.”

“I know.”

“Whatever you decide to do, Peter and I will support you.”

“I know that too, Kat.”


Chapter Thirty-Two

Homecoming

◆◆◆

Amy’s Point Of View

Our short break aboard Planet Nine was an incredible distraction. I noticed that the change in our environment refreshed everyone. Polar Bears were abundant along Greenland’s east coast, and we spotted four, one a female with two cubs. Our captain circled the yacht until he felt she became agitated, but seeing that beautiful lady play on an ice sheet with two cute babies resonated with me due to my pregnant state.

When it came time for us to leave my love boat, I looked forward to going home, not least of all because Dad and Katerina’s polyamorous relationship fascinated me. I was curious to meet Ophelia and see how three people in a unified romantic and sexual relationship worked out.

Victor chatted with me about the same thing in the car from our arrival at the airport in New York to our home.

“Are you freaked out that Ophelia is your age, Amy?”

“Hardly. I mean, look at us. We are the poster children for an age-gap relationship.”

“Theirs is a much bigger age gap, though.”

“Your Mom and my Dad are in great shape for any age. I’d guess they have a biological age somewhere in the mid-thirties.”

“So you have no issues with this threeway?”

“None, but it sounds like you do, Victor.”

“Only Dohjon concerns me. You can’t talk business at home as openly as before. Anastasia, Stanza, me, you, everyone must be guarded when Ophelia is around. I don’t like that, especially because it isn’t her fault.”

I hadn’t considered the impact of a casual observer living in our midst. Victor didn’t outright accuse Ophelia of being a threat, but he tacitly indicated that she constituted a risk. I suddenly felt burdened, but I was glad my husband had warned me gently.

Speaking with Anastasia about wooing Greenland’s authorities and my foundation moving into the mining sector was something to be kept secret, even from my Dad.

“Pillow talk is dangerous too, Victor. We must be careful with my Dad. Your Mom, on the other hand, will take anything you tell her to the grave, even if you pulled out her toenails during interrogation.”

“It is a challenge for them. For what it’s worth, I hope this works out because I am all for unconventional love.”

“Do you think many couples with separate business interests have the same problem? I would have hated dating another lawyer.”

“Not between us, sweetheart. Our professional goals are perfectly aligned. In our business, there is no you and me, only us, regardless of who controls the interest. The only person I ever trusted was Sarah.”

I glanced at him and smiled coyly. Sarah had been on my mind as a missed opportunity for my husband since we first met. My assistant, formerly his, was beautiful and unmarried, around Victor’s age, with only one child, Kyle. She could have bore children if they hooked up soon enough and might still be able to now; I couldn’t tell, but I had been curious as to why nothing developed between them.

“Did you ever date, Sarah?”

“We had dinner a few times, but the primary context was always work-related. There never has been a romance between us.”

“Why not?”

“I prefer younger women. Oh… that sounds bad, right?”

“Not to me because I understand what you mean; just don’t say it while giving a keynote speech to a room full of people your age, especially if any have daughters.”

I knew very little about Victor’s sexual history except for his threesome. Dean Vanessa was older, not younger than he. A salacious scandal involving my husband that was recorded, with a copy of the video ensconced in our safe, might reveal more about my husband’s sexual being than he was willing to say.

I was sorely tempted, and not least of all, because I felt horny and wanted my husband to fuck me.

My rational brain kicked in, and I dismissed thoughts of underhanded discovery, metaphysically spanking myself by way of chastisement. Our sexual compatibility was assured for now. How that played out in kinks and foibles as our relationship evolved was a journey of mutual discovery.

I coughed, winced because my panties were wet, and changed the subject.

“By entering into the rare earth minerals sector, am I competing with you, husband?”

“Yes, but that doesn’t matter since we are in step. I doubt Dohjon will be so agreeable when he discovers what you plan to do. A cartel in the making that gets scuppered is like turning an omelet into scrambled eggs when the mixture hits the pan.”

“I hope Dohjon likes his eggs any way they come.”

“From what I know, he doesn’t.”

Diana had asked if she could prepare dinner and visit Billy afterward, whom she seemed to miss more than her Dad, something I preferred not to question. When I stepped inside my home, it felt nice to be back from a floating arctic haven, however perfect that was.

Victor insisted on lugging our suitcases upstairs and unpacking alone, so I sat in our kitchen, drinking coffee and watching Diana take over from her relief chef. She was meticulous in every possible way and adept at spotting problems, like low stock lines in the pantry, use-by dates, or an approaching service date on her oven.

I broke my silence when Diana’s chef relief was gone, and she had our dinner well underway.

“Do you have a minute to spare me, please, Diana?”

“Of course. What’s up?”

“I notice how easily you spot problems.”

“If they are numerically based problems, yes. It’s part of the mathematical savant downside. You walk into a store and start adding up the stock value, then divide the total by unit numbers. It’s easy on a few visits to see what is selling and what will end up on the sale rack.”

“Are you saying your gift helps you secure a bargain?”

“Umm… yes.”

“In which case, let’s plan a shopping date.”

“You’re a billionaire, Amy.”

“It’s not about the price… I love the discount.”

“I’ll admit, being able to predict what will go on sale has worked well for me.”

I imagined that being my superpower. I would stalk clothing rails, handbag, shoe, and jewelry stores, outwitting the computers with algorithms designed to sell me products at full retail, discounting hours or days later.

Diana laughed and shook her head.

“What is it, Diana?”

“You are imagining being able to get one over on retail stores, aren’t you?”

“Yes. Do you know the shop sales value in between visits?”

“Yes, within a tolerance because some items will be stolen, others returned, damaged, then there is stock replenishment, and there are other outliers, but by and large, you can tell how healthy the retail business is in a couple of hours.”

“Diana, that’s genius.”

“It can also be a curse. When you spot problems and want to tell someone about them, you can’t. I could hardly tell a shop owner that they aren’t making enough money to survive and will likely go bust in a few months.”

“No, I guess not, but still, it’s a gift.”

“Where are you going with this, Amy?”

“Can I suggest something, please?”

“Of course.”

“Would you like to give up being a chef and become a businesswoman?”

“No thanks.”

“How about doing both?”

I had anticipated her refusal, even hoped for it, but now that I had executed a cunning, slightly devious plan, I felt terrible. I hoped Diana wouldn’t see me as a selfish corporate raider taking advantage of her kind nature and genius gift. She smiled knowingly, wagging an accusatory finger, and I froze.

“You trapped me there, Amy.”

“Not trapped. Maybe I maneuvered too hard but with good intent.”

“Tell me what I can do to help, please?”

“First, you’d get paid a lot of money; second, my idea puts you in control.”

“Go ahead. Who doesn’t want more money and control?”

“You have a gift with numbers, and my companies have a lot of spreadsheets, management accounts, valuation reports, and investment proposals.”

“Do you want me to review them?”

“Yes. I can provide you with a laptop and home office or whatever you need.”

“And what would you expect from me?”

“Insights. Ideas, clarity, suggestions, and warnings about things you believe might trouble us or opportunities you see. Anything or nothing, it would be entirely up to you.”

“Would I be responsible for the outcomes? Say… if I made a recommendation to buy something and you followed that into a lossmaking situation, who would be to blame?”

“Not you. All I want are insights. If they look like recommendations, fine, but they will only be treated as insights without commitment.”

“Insights?”

“That’s it. Oh… and if you ever want to trade the kitchen for an office, call me, wake me up, I don’t care. If I’m in labor, turn up at the hospital, come on in, join Victor and me, and we’ll negotiate.” 

“In between contractions?”

“While I am crowning if needs be. You are a genius, Diana. I urge you to use your gift.”

“My first love is Billy, then your household, and finally these insights.”

“And your Dad?”

“Dad doesn’t need me. I love him, but our futures are not linked. Michelin is a worthy pursuit for many.”

“But not for you?”

Diana leaned across the counter as though imparting her guilty secret. Her smile was so serene and loving that I had no idea where our conversation was going.

“Billy makes me whole, Amy. His parents are the best people, and helping them is the most satisfying experience I have ever had. I wouldn’t swap my job here with anyone for anything if it meant I would spend less time with Billy.”

“I saw him with you. He is a beautiful boy with a sweet kindness that is hard to reveal.”

“I never had a friend who could count like me. Now I do, and that’s because of you and this household. Please, go ahead and buy me a laptop, and I will insight you and yours all day, as long as I can put Billy and making food before that.”

“Of course you can.”

“Billy is my family now, Amy.”

“He and his parents need you, and that’s good.”

I carefully clambered off my kitchen stool, clutching my baby bump, feeling humbled by a woman who was where she wanted to be, with the people she loved and was grateful for. It was time for me to face the man who had undoubtedly bitten off more than he could chew. I would offer to take over unpacking luggage, organizing our closets, separating laundry from clean clothes, and finding neat places for everything.

I waved and smiled at my chef with a beautiful mind, body, and soul, glad she and I were friends.

“I’ll see you at dinner.”

“Thank you for taking me to see the polar bears, Amy. I had the best time ever.”

“Thank you for keeping me grounded, Diana.”

As I walked upstairs, footsteps approaching from above caught my attention. I rounded the turn on our stairway, and there she was - my Dad’s lover.

“Hi, Ophelia.”

“Oh… hello, Amy.”

I felt strangely calm while Ophelia stared wide-eyed at me like a startled doe caught between car headlights. I could almost hear her heart thumping as if it were trying to rip through her ribcage in an escape bid. Her eyes glanced beyond and to the side of me as a lightning-fast brain figured out her next move.

Ophelia was dressed casually. I guessed she was hurrying away to join a late afternoon University study group. She heaved around a heavy canvas shoulder bag weighed down with thick-spined hardback art books that poked out of a zip that wouldn’t close.

“My car is outside, Ophelia. It would make your journey easier than using the subway.”

“Oh… umm, I have a security detail, and I’m not allowed to, well… you know.”

“Does this feel awkward, Ophelia?”

“A bit, sorry.”

“It is the first time we have met. I guess we both had some apprehension about this moment.”

“Yes, but…“

“But?”

Ophelia stared at me, holding her breath, utterly lost for words. By studying her face closely, I saw the beauty that had attracted my father and adoptive mother. Their lover looked pure and innocent, like me, but not pregnant. I liked her positive vibe, broad smile, and intelligent face.

“I have no but, Amy… just a silly awkwardness. It’s kind of you to offer your car, but I… umm-. I’m doing a late afternoon study group at the Jim Kempner Fine Arts Gallery. Skipping out on my security detail isn’t a great idea right now.

“Because your dad made things right?”

“Yes, he did. It’s a big move for Dohjon Leong, and it may be a ruse, but I can’t risk it.”

“I have a favor to ask, please.”

“Anything to kill this awkward moment, Amy… go for it.”

“It’s about Greg. He works for me and is also Rania’s boyfriend.”

“Rania is your security chief, right? She introduced herself already.”

“Yes. Greg is studying Fine Arts at night school.”

“Oh shit, that’s awesome. Would he like to come with me now?”

Ophelia was genuinely surprised and enthusiastic, far more than if our roles were reversed, and I met a fellow lawyer on the stairs. Suddenly, her love of art was revealed without a picture in sight. I wondered if she had already studied the fabulous collection in our home, but I refrained from asking since to do so might seem self-indulgent.

“Could you ask Greg to join you?”

“I will, for sure. Is he a couple of doors down from your Mom and Dad’s room in the same hallway?”

“Yes. He knows where my car keys are kept if you change your mind. I’m sure your bodyguard could ride along.”

“Wow… another art fanatic in the house. I feel at home.”

“I hope you will enjoy being part of our family.”

I didn’t invite Ophelia to dinner, not wishing to oblige her to come if she had other plans. I was pleased we broke the ice as she ran upstairs, excited to drag Greg away to talk endlessly about paintings.

Before I slipped into Victor and my bedroom, feeling pleased with myself, I heard excited chatter downstairs.

I saw a huge mess of clothes on the bed and floor with more pouring out of the luggage Victor had carried upstairs. He lay on our bed, watching a Netflix show, Killing Eve, while talking to someone on the phone.

My husband saw me and disconnected his call, cringing at the mess he had made.

“I’m sorry, Amy. I’ll tidy up now.”

“I’d rather you watch Killing Eve and enjoy a rest. You carried the luggage upstairs; let me unpack and organize us.”

“Are you sure, Amy?”

“We are a team, honey.”


Chapter Thirty-Three

Reshuffling The Group

◆◆◆

As I strolled into our Brooklyn Offices, shrugging off the chilly outdoor breeze that made my nipples uncomfortably hard, a sense of purpose surged through me, and I warmed, feeling proud. Stanza and Greg were busy, rushing around the immense office floor, pointing in all directions, instructing recruits to help furniture delivery guys and IT consultants assemble desks and computer hardware.

More than fifty people busied themselves in my Private Equity Fund offices. They had worked for two weeks, and only half the office was usable. I saw analysts grabbing whatever time they could at their desks, working on spreadsheets, studying market diagrams and stock volatility.

At the far end of the office, Diana diligently presented dozens of pastries in at least four varieties, stacking them beautifully in glass bowls. She smiled and waved when she noticed me. After gratefully accepting a cappuccino handed out by a server who saw me enter, I joined our Chef.

“If I hadn’t eaten boiled eggs and toast for breakfast, I would dive right in, Diana.”

“I have more treats coming later.”

“How are you doing it?”

“With slightly more difficulty than I first expected. My prep for the day is done, but I’m struggling to find a time slot to fit Billy in.”

“Why don’t you get help? Hire people, Diana?”

“Really?”

“Yeah… it’s what nonworkaholic people do.”

“I could use a pot wash, maybe a patissier, too.”

“Go for it. We have a big household, and now, with my two offices being supplied by you, there will be more than two hundred staff here within four to six weeks. You’ll need bigger ovens in our other home.”

“Martin did spec his private kitchen very well, Amy.”

“You won’t hide yourself in there all day, will you?”

“No. I’ve asked to remove the walls, and I’m rearranging the layout.”

I sipped coffee, enjoying the intense, fresh flavor of beans that were crushed, brewed, and poured into my cup less than a minute after the bag was opened. A pinch of salt suppressed any bitterness, making this cup a creamy, sweet indulgence that took me on a journey to Mount Kenya.

I chuckled at Diana, glancing at the server.

“He is a Barista, right?”

“Of course. How else will you have great coffee? It’s an art.”

“And you recruited him?”

“Stanza was only too happy to accept my help. She’s Italian, so coffee is important as a ritual and for sustenance. Besides, food and beverages anywhere in your world are my responsibility.”

“Keep on doing what you’re doing, Diana, please.”

“I’m having the time of my life.”

Gabriella, Kyle, and Stanza meandered their way onto the sofas per my request for a meeting. My friend and former law professor looked tired, and I wondered how hard everyone was running at their jobs. Our barista visited, took orders for pastries, smiled at me cutely, and then disappeared into an efficient puff of smoke.

Diana sighed when she stood to leave, glancing around at everyone.

“You could stay and join our meeting, Diana.”

“Oh… I wasn’t trying to…”

“I know you weren’t intruding. I would value your opinion if you have the time.”

“Are you sure?”

“Am I sure I want a math genius in my meeting that is all about numbers? Can you spare the time?”

“I can, but Billy… I must.”

“Order everyone take-out for dinner tonight and recruit those staff we were discussing… that is, if you want to stay and get involved in a multi-billion dollar investment into mining.”

My colleagues all loved Diana, not least of all because they knew if our math savant was involved, a new dimension to our financial and number analysis would open up. She looked like a hare about to bolt, then saw friendly, encouraging looks from all around.

“I do want to stay.”

“Would you like to order a pastry before we begin? They are excellent.”

“Thank you. I will because I haven’t eaten yet. It’s common among chefs to forget to feed themselves.”

What could have been an awkward moment was defused. As I was about to start our meeting, an IT guy approached carrying two large Apple-branded bags.

“Is one of you ladies, Diana?”

“That’s me.”

“Then these bags are yours.”

“What’s in them?”

“An M2 Macbook Pro,  an iPad, and an iPhone. Everything is set up, but you should change your password at startup.”

“What is the password.”

“Excellent Chef. We’re installation contractors and have been here two weeks and don’t want to ever leave.”

He left a gushing chef behind, and I felt pleased for the woman who worked longer than anyone, dedicating herself to the sustenance of others.

“I’ll kick this meeting off by saying absolute confidentiality is crucial because we are about to enter a power struggle between the G7 Nations. Greenland has had self-governance powers since 2009 and is on a pathway toward full independence from Denmark. Gabriella… any legal perspectives, please?”

“Umm, isn’t this foundation work and, therefore, Anastasia’s bailiwick?”

“Bear with me, and I’ll get to it.”

“Okay, well… any mining and extraction contracts must survive a transfer into independent nationhood. The biggest problem I see is converting prospecting contracts into extraction rights. They’ll let you go and see what’s down there, but once that’s clear, hard negotiating tactics are adopted.”

“What if we didn’t want to make a profit?”

“You’d be giving the wealth to Greenland.”

“Which is an island politically tied to the European Union but geographically closer to the USA.”

“Okay. You’re sounding Machiavellian, Amy.”

“Really? Greenland should be run by its people rather than from Brussels. If we invest, the market, not the EU, will dictate prices, which is best for everyone, including US-based manufacturers.”

“The EU won’t like it.”

“Our nation will thank us for securing the fair supply of strategic raw materials, and Greenland gets to keep its wealth minus a small royalty to recoup our investment with base rate interest.”

“It’s not profitable, which is fine for the foundation, but… well, I go back to my earlier point.”

“I want to invest in downstream activity here in the USA. Refining rare earth minerals, selling and using them in manufacture is what my Equity Fund can support profitably.”

“Wow.”

They were impressed. I planned to ethically extract the raw materials for a fair profit and then make much more on the downstream activities. My two organizations would be at arm’s length, with one complication of Gabriella moving to my foundation, where she would work for Anastasia.

Our meeting lasted an hour, after which my team left to draw up a plan of approach. Kyle hunted me down while I stared out of our large panoramic windows, enjoying a flurry of heavy snow that drifted in a light breeze.

He sighed and stared wistfully out of the window.

“You should try being pregnant, Kyle.”

“You should try being in love with Gabriella.”

“What’s wrong? She looks tired.”

“We have become consumed by work. It’s all we talk or quarrel about, which is the opposite of what Mindful is supposed to be about.”

“Yes, it is. Do you have a solution?”

“I’d like to focus my efforts on Mindful, Amy.”

“While Gabriella takes on Greenland?”

“Yes. Mining isn’t in my swimming lane, and I’m finally getting my arms around the mental health sector. I have a great plan for deploying our application in a dozen countries. I enjoy working with Stanza and Anastasia.”

“But not your girlfriend?”

“No.”

He wasn’t being honest. Kyle’s eyes shifted around, looking everywhere except for me. I put myself in his shoes and asked how I would feel working for Victor with my Dad as my co-worker. I shivered from the unimaginable emotional conflict of taking workplace disagreements home.

“Is there a problem between you and Gabriella, Kyle?”

“Not personally. Things couldn’t be better between us.”

“But professionally, it’s not working out?”

“We don’t want to work together. It causes unnecessary friction between us. We have little to discuss other than our work. I want Mindful back.”

“You had it and then didn’t want it.”

“I know. I’ve grown since then. It’s not just about Gabriella.”

“Ahh.”

“With my mother joining your team, I have no breathing space, Amy.”

“Oh my. I hadn’t considered that.”

“Also, please don’t take this the wrong way, but your core team is almost all women, and I’m not enjoying that experience. I like a mixed environment, with guys and women to bounce my ideas off.”

I was shocked and then looked around. Diana, Anastasia, Stanza, Gabriella, and Katerina were close to me, and now Sarah, Kyle’s Mom, would soon join them. That meant I had seven women and only two guys, including Greg, in my inner circle.

“I hadn’t noticed, Kyle.”

“It’s fine. You recruited the best people for the job, but I hope you can understand that being one of two guys working in a group with my female boss, girlfriend, and Mom… it’s a bit much.”

“Okay, Mindful is yours again, Kyle. Recruit your team, don’t leave Stanza or Anastasia out of anything, work with Diana on numbers, and get independent legal representation.”

“Thank you, Amy.”

“Don’t work too hard, Kyle.”

“I won’t crack this time.”

He returned to Gabriella, who smiled at me and mouthed a thank you when she and Kyle discussed the news. But as I left my office, the statistical anomaly my colleague had raised concerned me.

We drove slowly through heavy snow and mostly empty streets, with most people taking refuge. As I watched winter unfurl its unrelenting grip on my home city, I yearned for our move to Florence but wondered if living aboard the yacht to get there was a good move, given winter’s cantankerous nature.

“Please take me to my husband’s office.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“My name is Amy.”

“I’m Charles.”

Greg’s replacement turned at the next right, and I messaged Victor, asking to meet. He suggested noodles. I agreed and asked for extra soy sachets to feed my craving for salt and intense flavor. As I rubbed my pregnant belly, I felt what might have been my first kick, which could equally have been gas.

Victor waited at the front door of his office building, running out to greet me, holding my hand to make sure I didn’t slip on the snow. He looked thrilled to see me even though only four hours earlier, we sat drinking coffee at home.

While my husband cleared his schedule for a few hours, I strolled through his outer office and met his new personal assistant, who reminded me of my conversation with Kyle. Our noodles arrived, so I rejoined Victor and began tearing up soy sachets, drenching my box of Singapore-style spicy chicken.

“Is there something wrong with your taste buds, Amy?”

“Yeah. I think the other person growing inside me likes salt and spice.”

He stared at my bump, instantly going mushy. Victor had wet eyes and a big daddy smile that I adored. I sat gently in his lap, feeding both of us, impressed that he didn’t wince when tasting the over-sauced noodles I mixed with his.

“I have a conundrum, Victor.”

“Go ahead?”

“I have mostly women in my senior management team.”

“Okay. Why does that worry you?”

“Because I want a diverse team.”

“Fire and rehire some, then.”

“What the fuck sort of suggestion is that?”

I shot Victor a vicious look while he chewed on his noodles, grinning boyishly. He deliberately shocked me, and I had fallen into the trap.

“You won’t fire them because you know they were the best people you could hire for the job. They just happened to be women, which is the larger part of your network. Sometimes life works that way.”

“Kyle doesn’t like it.”

“He has issues. His mother and future wife are on your team. I’m not sure I would like it either.”

“Future wife, you say?”

“He spoke to me about proposing marriage. We met before boarding Planet Nine for coffee. He told me he wasn’t having much fun at work, so I said he should talk to you.”

“Why didn’t he come to me right away?”

“You can’t expect guys to be insensitive to pregnant women just because of equality, Amy. He didn’t want to upset you. He also doesn’t want to work with Sarah or Gabriella.”

“No, I get that. Maybe I need more guys in the team.”

“Only if they are good enough. Don’t pass up a good person for the sake of a box-ticking exercise. I don’t rate Kyle as highly as you do. He’s nice, but there is no cutting edge to him. If you are recruiting more guys, make sure they cut like knives. ”

“Like Gabriella?”

“And my sister.”

“I want nice people, Victor.”

“Recruit nice people who cut like knives, Amy. The wolves will tear you apart if you approach the market like a lamb. Keep an eye on Kyle.”

I wasn’t sure if an unconscious bias had rigged my team or if a conscious one now might cost me dearly as I recruited more staff. I placed my noodle box on the table in front, relaxed, and cuddled into my husband.

“Have you considered names for our baby yet, Victor?”

“I like Jack for a boy, Emily for a girl.”

“I like Jack, too. Not so keen on Emily. It reminds me of a girl wearing flowing, flowery dresses with curls running down a hillside to meet a guy who doesn’t deserve her.”

“Emily will choose her life partner wisely and cut like knives.”

“Jack will too, Victor, because if he doesn’t, a shallow grave dug by me will be waiting for his wife.”

“Do you favor a boy, Amy?”

“No, but I feel more able to protect a son from women because I understand them. Our daughter is going to be all about her Daddy.”

I drifted off into a doze and barely felt Victor lift me, lay me down on a sofa, and cover me with a blanket. His voice lulled me to a deeper sleep as I heard my husband talking with a lawyer about setting up trust funds for children yet to be born.


Chapter Thirty-Four

Dohjon Leong

◆◆◆

When I woke, the office lights were subdued except for a small desk lamp Victor used for a video call with a business colleague. My husband had shut his door and drawn heavy drapes across the immense panorama windows.

My husband was having a conversation I could barely hear, but as much as I tried not to listen in, I couldn’t help it.

I stretched and yawned as quietly as possible; Victor heard and glanced over, smiled lovingly, and then returned to his call. I heard mention of Dohjon Leong, but it sounded like a passing comment from my husband, who was fishing for information.

“Stay away from Dohjon for now, Victor. He is struggling with liquidity, and we have tighter controls being exercised by the Korean central bank around asset valuations. He can’t raise capital for his grand plan.”

“What’s his current interest?”

“Same as always. Dohjon wants to own all rare earth mineral mines on planet Earth and then squeeze the global market on price.”

“Governments won’t let him monopolize, especially since his target is a strategic resource.”

“He works with others, my friend. Dohjon is well-protected abroad, although not so much here. Our banks are displeased with him right now for the reasons I mentioned. That’s why he hasn’t been home to Korea for quite a while.”

“Is he wanted?”

“Dohjon is wanted for a discussion with our Finance Minister, but that’s nothing new. I heard he was in Germany working the bank circuits there to drum up support. I have to leave you now, dear friend. My family is sleeping, and I don’t want to wake them.”

“Okay, Mr. Ye, thank you for the information.”

“Will you review my proposal, Victor?”

“I’m not sure the world is ready for another enormous cruise liner, but I promise my team will consider it.”

“It’s all I ask, Victor.”

“You’ll have an answer in one week.”

When Victor finished his call, he approached and helped me stand. I felt awkward and bulky, clasping our baby as I rose. I yawned again because I was tired and needed food, having eaten very few noodles at lunchtime.

“Have you got much left to do, Victor?”

“I’m afraid so. Why don’t you go home, and I’ll see you there.”

“Okay. I need to eat and sleep.”

Victor escorted me to the car outside his building, where Charles waited. Rania held my door open, and I slipped inside, waving to my husband when he turned to walk away. To my utter shock and horror, my car took off at full speed, slewing its back end on slush. The passenger door slammed shut under the gravity of acceleration, and I was left alone, struggling to buckle up, concerned for my baby.

“What the fuck are you doing, Charles?”

“Don’t be alarmed, madam. Someone wishes to talk with you.”

“Fucking who?”

“Dohjon Leong.”

“My security detail will kill you, Charles. Stop the fucking car now; it’s not worth kidnapping me. Just imagine when I show myself on national TV, a pregnant mother kidnapped by a foreign businessman and his stooge. They’ll send you both to the chair, and my husband will pull the lever to fry your ass.”

”I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“You are in danger, and only Dohjon can help.”

Tears streamed down his cheeks, and he shook like a leaf. We had only reached the end of the road, and he was slowing down, uncertain of the madness he had started. I glanced back and saw Rania sprinting towards us, slowly gaining ground.

I waved at Charles, distracting him from seeing Rania while trying to get him to stop or at least slow down more.

“Sweetie, stop the car, please. Whatever is wrong, I will make it right for you.”

“I can’t.”

“You must, Charles. People will find me, and when they catch you, it will be the end of your life for decades if someone doesn’t shoot you.”

Charles stared at me in the rearview mirror with tears pouring through the folds and wrinkles of his scrunched-up face. Emotions of fear ripped through his expression, overwhelming him. My car slewed sideways when he slammed the brakes, losing traction in a slushy mess.

When Charles hit his head on the steering wheel, sobbing and punching the dashboard, I flung the door wide open and struggled with my seat belt, trying to escape, but seconds later, Rania was inside the car, holding a gun to Charles’s head.

“Give me one reason why I should blow your fucking brains out and tell the cops it was while you were kidnapping Mrs. Alexander.”

“I’m sorry, Rania.”

“That’s not a reason for me not to kill you.”

“Amy is in danger.”

“Who from?”

“Dohjon Leong says people are hunting her.”

Victor reached my car, opened the driver’s side door, and dragged Charles out. I felt sick, panicked, and with an adrenaline rush I knew couldn’t be good for our baby, so I breathed deeply, calming myself, praying the scare I had wasn’t causing any harm.

I stared at Victor, who looked furious, and pointed at Charles, who kneeled in the slush, sobbing like a baby.

“Please don’t hurt him, Victor.”

“I won’t, but what is going on?”

“Dohjoh Leong has coerced him into taking me.”

Rania rounded the car at incredible speed and was on Charles instantly. She hauled him to his feet and dragged him to the passenger’s door, waving her pistol inside so he would get in. My driver was a mess with grazes on his cheek and soaking wet from rolling in slush.

My security chief pointed at the driver’s side of the vehicle.

“Can you drive, please, Victor?”

“Of course. Where are we going?”

“Home.”

Rania leaped in beside me while Victor figured out the car’s controls. She still held her pistol, wafting it close enough to Charles to put the fear of god in him.

“Where is Dohjon, now?”

“At a restaurant a few miles away, waiting to meet Amy.”

Rania looked ready to spill blood, but I knew that wasn’t a viable solution. I tried breathing deeply, failed, and gasped, attracting everyone’s attention.

“Please, can you put the gun away, Rania?”

“Of course. I’ll break his neck if he makes the wrong move.”

“We must find out what’s going on.”

The traffic avoided my car, which blocked both lanes, so Victor pulled over and switched on the hazard warning lights. When he turned to speak to Charles, I noticed how calm and chilling my husband became.

“How do you know Dohjon?”

“I intern for him at his offices here in New York. A few weeks ago, he told me to interview as a driver for Amy and, well… he needs to speak with her about some really important stuff.”

“What stuff?”

“She’s in danger.”

“Danger from what or whom?”

“Please. Let Dohjon explain. I’m so sorry. It all made sense this morning when he briefed me, but now my life is a fucking mess.”

“You said he has offices in New York… where?”

“430 Park Avenue. Midtown East.”

“Call him now. Tell him to come to our home.”

“Okay.”

Victor turned fully around, checked that I was buckled up, calmly shifted into gear, and drove away. Charles called Dohjon and freaked out, babbling on his phone, explaining to his boss what had happened, where he was now, and that he was invited to our home or a visit from the police would ensue.

When we arrived home, I went upstairs to use the toilet and compose myself. Victor followed behind a few minutes later with a croissant, a mug of sweet tea, and the love of a man who had been incredibly calm under duress.

I munched my croissant in a mild panic while swallowing big gulps of tea and enjoying the rapid sugary hit no matter how it burned my mouth and throat. I even felt the gathering of dead tissues at the roof of my mouth that would sting for days, but I slurped the drink nevertheless.

Victor was talking, but I couldn’t hear him over my mumbling words through a full mouth. I held my hand up, imploring him with my eyes to stop for a moment while I chewed and swallowed.

“Is this all over a fucking initiative to mine some rare earth in Greenland, Victor?”

“Rare earth is a modern-day gold rush multiplied by a million. Raw material extraction rights are almost as important as food and water security and far more difficult to secure. You must remember, sweetheart, that everyone wants more at a fundamental level. But most are not over-greedy. At the top of the bell curve, there are a very few number of people who are pathologically greedy, fucking the world up for everyone else. They won’t share.”

“So Dohjon will do anything to grasp these mining rights?”

“You’ll find out when you question him, sweetheart.”

“I’m not meeting him, Victor.”

“You must. This is your plan, and Dohjon had you kidnapped. Let your inner lawyer loose and shred him. You’ve got this.”

“What shall I say?”

“Trust me, when you look at the man who tried to steal you and our baby, the words will come.”

I stared at Victor in utter disbelief, still cramming more torn-off segments of croissant into my mouth than I could manage. He smiled, sat beside me on the bed, and wrapped a reassuring arm around my shoulder.

“That incident would have terrified anyone, Amy.”

“You looked calm.”

“I wasn’t the one being kidnapped; you were, and I was only calm once I got to your car. Nobody could blame you for not wanting to see Dohjon, but if you do, he will shit a brick.”

“Do you think so?”

“I know so.”

“Have you ever kidnapped someone, Victor?”

“Not very often.”

My husband laughed so that I knew he was joking. I swallowed the last of my delicious buttery croissant and flopped back on the bed. I breathed deeply, thinking about the madness that ensued, wondering whether I’d be making a suicide choice by continuing to pursue my goals.

Something calming came over me when Victor stroked our baby bump. He smiled lovingly and confidently and kissed me softly.

“You can do this, Amy.”

“Yes, I can.”

“Shall we go downstairs? I hear lots of noise. We’d better stop my Mother from killing him.”

“She’s my Mom too these days.”

“Precisely my point.”

As we walked downstairs, I felt scared and trembled until my foot stepped onto the wooden floors of our living kitchen area. When I saw Dohjon Jeong being screamed at in Korean by Ophelia, I saw unmitigated terror in his eyes.

He was surrounded by my family and friends: Dad, Katerina, Anastasia, Hannah, Rania, Diana, and Kasimir. Everyone looked ready to gut the tall, handsome-looking man dressed in a three-thousand-dollar suit, wearing handmade shoes.

When Ophelia was done beating her fists off her father’s chest and screaming, my adoptive Mother took her lover gently in her arms, staring Dohjon Leong in the eyes with all the danger of a thousand assassinations etched on her face.

“No matter the outcome of today, you and I are not finished.”

“Is that a threat?”

“It’s a promise, Dohjon. You must sleep with one eye open henceforth, regardless of what country you are in or whether you have a bed partner.”

“I came here by invitation and in good faith to talk. I only ever wanted to discuss Amy’s safety.”

“You kidnapped my daughter and grandchild. I don’t give a fuck why you did it, only that you did. One night, you’ll wake up in bed with me straddling you, holding a blade sharp enough to cut your head off.”

Diana raised her hand and coughed.

“I have several of those. I use this one to butcher large meat joints.”

Diana held a ten-inch chef’s knife that glinted menacingly under the powerful spotlights in her kitchen. I felt emotional seeing that each of my inner circle stood guard around me, everyone willing to attack. Victor was right. I could do this, and at that moment, I realized that I was strong and Dohjon was weak.

“Can we offer our guest a coffee, please, Diana?”

Dohjon saw me, then stared at my baby bump and instantly felt sorry, shaking his head. He glanced at Victor, made a strange face resembling regret, and slumped onto a kitchen stool.

“I’m sorry Amy… I apologize to all of you. I was desperate.”

“Why did you kidnap me?”

“I only wanted to talk.”

“You could have reached out through Ophelia and asked to meet.”

“My daughter made it clear that you were all off-limits. I am restoring my relationship with Ophelia, so that route was closed. I thought we might discuss our mutual problem if Charles could bring you to me.”

“That went like a classic kidnapping, and you committed a felony.”

“I thought some sleight of hand might be the way but Charles was not subtle and left without your security detail. I told him to bring you to me once your rottweiler was in the car.”

“You’ve made a pig’s ear of this, frightening me near to death. Why not call Victor or reach out directly to me?”

“I thought this would be faster. My concerns were raised this morning.”

“So, you placed a spy in our midst weeks ago, then used him to kidnap me. I can’t believe Charles was hired as a kidnapper.”

“His job was to listen and report back to me. Taking you this morning was not planned.”

“Hence, you know what I am doing in Greenland?”

“You will use a not-for-profit corporate structure to invest in rare earth mineral extraction. Today, your target is Greenland, but you will expand elsewhere, and unless you come up against corrupt politicians who prefer my deals, you will sweep the board in many countries.”

“What’s so bad about that?”

“The wolves I work for don’t admire your approach or people like you. They are savage masters. Men and women who care only about profit and the acquisition of power.”

“I didn’t realize you had masters, Dohjon.”

“I acquired my wealth like Victor did, scrabbling around in the dirt, making a buck here, losing it, winning again, until eventually, I got rich.”

“No offense, but my husband isn’t a bottom feeder, but I think you already know that.”

“We should dispense with the insults.”

Dohjon’s fingers trembled when he brought his cup to his mouth, and I could see the anxiety writ large on his face. Furthering hostilities was pointless, and I knew, whatever happened, one day, once our business was done, the last thing Ophelia’s father would see was Katerina’s wicked grin as she severed his jugular vein. Nothing would stop her, and she would lie if pressed, saying she wouldn’t do it, but she would, like an avenging angel.

I felt sorry for the man who didn’t realize her threat wasn’t retractable.

“Who do you work for?”

“A cartel of fourteen people.”

“Do they have a name?”

“They aren’t so hubristic as to assume the need for some criminal moniker and don’t need a name. These people are utterly ruthless, and if they came for you, it would feel like war.”

“War is not good, Dohjon. Nobody wins, whether we do it in court, on the corporate battlefield, or the streets. Is there a way out of this where all parties get what they want?”

“The cartel won’t stop until they drive you out.”

“Then you will expose them, and the courtroom will be our battlefield.”

“What? Are you fucking serious?”

Dohjon looked incredulous, but I didn’t blink because Victor was right. Dohjon was shitting a brick. Ophelia held my Dad’s hand in a cute girlfriend sort of way, shooting her dad the occasional toxic look while Katerina and Anastasia lurked on opposite sides of our group to Rania and Kasimir, all vying to be first to kill him should he make a silly move.

“You’ll leave Charles alone as well, Dohjon.”

“Why?”

“You exploited a weak man. He’s gone now. Let him lick his wounds and hopefully learn not.”

“I can’t go public about the cartel, Amy. They would murder my family.”

“Instead of murdering mine? Remember, one of your kids lives here too, Dohjon, and she’s very welcome in our family.”

Dohjon’s mouth was agape, and he looked at my Dad, Katerina, and his daughter. I saw what he did, that this polyamorous relationship was not losing traction any time soon. They even looked like a throuple, protecting each other as Victor and I did.

Dohjon looked resigned to his fate, but we were not over the line yet.   

“Once exposed, this cartel will become harmless, terrified of what may happen to their husbands, wives, and children. One act of biblical revenge begets another.”

“How would you expose them, Amy?”

“The usual way. A Grand Jury with you as the prime witness. Indictments for the US-based cartel members, collaboration with foreign governments, and subsequent extradition for the others.”

“It could take years.”

“The court cases might be drawn out, but the immediate massive seizure of cartel members personal assets, travel bans, restrictions on their company capital flows, and every politically motivated litigator in New York chasing up their ass should convince them to try something else.”

“What is the alternative?”

“They leave us alone, and we’ll do the same.”

“What about me?”

“Honestly? It’s time you retire and let your kids run the family business. If you are resorting to kidnapping a pregnant woman and failing even to get that right, it’s time to learn how to knit.”

“You are fucking joking, right?”

“No, but it’s up to you. I wouldn’t knit, though.”

“Not that I would, but why not?”

“My Mother will shove those long needles through your eyes. Run and hide Dohjon, but first, take a message back to your friends.”

“What is your message?”

“If there is to be killing, they should all kiss their loved ones goodbye tonight.”

“They will react badly to your threat, Amy.”

“The way I see it, that’s your problem, not mine. Oh, and before you leave, write down all my enemy’s names.”

“You’re not serious.”

“Ask Katerina how serious I am. If you lie, I’ll find out, and you’ll be number one on my hit list anyway I can harm you.”

I strolled around the kitchen counter and stood beside Diana. I had deliberately kept my threat vague enough not to specify who would be targeted in a night of long knives. I wouldn’t indulge in the assassination of anyone, but I couldn’t be seen to withhold that threat.

I smiled sweetly at Diana, placing my hand on hers.

“Do you have any soup, please, Diana? Something spicy, please. I’m starving.”

“I have butternut squash with curry powder in the fridge.”

“Yes, please. Two bowls.”

“Is Victor joining you?”

“If he doesn’t, there will be more for me and the hungry soul in my uterus.”

“Would you like a crusty bread roll?”

“Oh my, yes, please. Carbs would be great right now.”

Victor followed me to our dining table, where we sat together. Dohjon was cornered between four killers and a daughter who looked like she might just let them end her father’s life. I wasn’t interested in further discussion because how the cartel was managed wasn’t my problem.

Gabriella, Anastasia, and my Mother would negotiate with the Greenland administration, and if Dohjon couldn’t broker a deal with his cartel overlords, that was more to his disadvantage than mine.

Victor looked proud, breaking up his roll before dipping it in the most delicious, thick, creamy soup.

“Would you do it, Amy?”

“Kill his cartel friends?”

“No, steal both bowls of soup.”

“You’d better believe it, honey. Something inside me woke up hungry today.”


Chapter Thirty-Five

Change Of Plan

◆◆◆

Victor’s Point Of View

Amy was a natural and exceptional lawyer and businesswoman, but she was also pregnant, hormonal, and with fluctuating anxiety levels that worried me. I loved her free spirit and willingness to roll up both sleeves to immerse herself in work-related problems, but I knew my wife was placing herself at risk every time a crisis emerged.

The morning after Dohjon Leong arranged my wife’s abduction, I brought breakfast to our room. I helped Diana in the kitchen for an hour while Amy slept, sliding trays in and out of the oven, preparing eggs and herbs for omelets, and finishing off Bircher Meusli with sliced strawberries and blueberries.

When 7:30 a.m. came, I set out two trays, which I insisted on carrying upstairs because I wanted to do more for my pregnant sweetheart than pass on instructions to deliver food.

Having made two trips between our bedroom and kitchen, I set breakfast on the small table beside our window and gently woke Amy, spooning, cuddling, and kissing her. She purred, then giggled and kissed me back, rolling over to face me. 

“I smell freshly baked pastries and coffee, Victor.”

“Is our baby awake, and are you both hungry?”

“Our baby is always hungry, sweetheart.”

“We have pastries, Bircher, fresh fruit, an omelet, and toast to share.”

“Do you have Marmite for the toast, honey?”

“Yes, but you hate it.”

“Our baby loves it, and so do I.”

“Shall we eat then?”

“Yes, please.”

Amy had instructed her most senior colleagues to contact the Greenland Administration and build a rare earth research team at her foundation offices. That meant a structured, long-term approach was in place that would soon avoid her day-to-day involvement.

As we sat comfortably, enjoying breakfast I mulled how to start my conversation. She studied me as though reading an open book, then made a disapproving face.

“Spit it out, Victor.”

“Can I spend the day with you, Amy?”

“I’m visiting both my offices.”

“I won’t interfere.”

“I’m not worried about you being in my offices, Victor… it’s just that… well, why do you want to come with me anyway?”

“I want to be close by.”

“Is it because of what happened yesterday?”

“Yes.”

“Okay… of course. I’d love you to join me.”

I felt more vulnerable than at any point in my life because someone I truly loved had been put in harm’s way, and there seemed to be nothing I could do in that instant to protect her. I wanted to shadow Amy for my emotional benefit, salving insecurities and comforting myself that I was close by should anything happen.

I was sure she knew that.

In her Brooklyn office, I sat separately from her group, enjoying the warmth of a clear sky as a bright sun radiated through the panorama windows despite freezing temperatures outside. While working on my laptop, I sipped coffee and accepted small treats, a biscotti here or a bourbon biscuit there, when they were circulated.

Amy took several meetings and went the extra mile to spend time with me during breaks. At one point, she even sat on my lap resting, which I enjoyed because I needed closeness and enjoyed her showing me off.

“People are taking photographs of us, Amy.”

“They’ll circulate on social media and make it into gossip columns. It does no harm and presents us in a positive way. Who can be mean-spirited about two people in love doing nobody any harm?”

“It’s true.”

“Shall we go to Florence early, Victor?”

“I’m not sure Lady Lara is ready yet.”

“We could leave by jet today. The others can follow on the yacht or travel by air and join us soon. Once Lady Lara is moored in Livorno, we can use her for trips out. ”

“Why do you want to leave here, Amy?”

“I think you need some tender loving care from me, honey. A few dinners at nice restaurants, daily romantic walks around Florence, and spending quality time together is what the doctor orders.”

“Don’t you need it too, Amy?”

“I need you, husband, and you need to get away.”

“I do.”

“Shall we leave tonight?”

“Yes, please, but what about everyone else?”

“Stanza will come with us because she wants to see her Mom. I hope Diana will come too, but it’s up to her. Greg can invite Antonella so we can take a look at her home and make a decision. That will keep Rania happy. I suggest we ask Caprica and maybe your Mom with Kasimir, of course.”

“Okay, I’ll get Sarah onto that, and we can pack when you are ready.”

“Let’s just leave from here, Victor. No packing, just up and away.”

“We have no clothes, Amy.”

“We can buy new on the way to the airport. There are shops nearby, and we can shop in Florence.”

“Okay, let’s do it.”

I was thrilled and felt my troubled mind clearing as a fog of negativity lifted. Amy and our baby were my primary care, and now, a new purpose drove my protection of them. For the first time in my life, I felt work was becoming tiresome, which was a sign that I had lost focus.

I called Sarah.

“I’m reducing my workload for a few weeks.”

“It’s a good idea, Victor. Shall I tell your managers to consolidate and report current performance, growth projections, and new initiatives?”

“Yes, please.”

Consolidation was a necessary business tool to focus people on measuring their plan against performance. It positively occupied my whole organization for around a month to take a breather. It would bring new ideas and report successes, failures, and risks.

When we visited Amy’s Manhattan Foundation offices, I felt much better about life. Anastasia was unsurprised when my wife explained about our trip, and she promised to follow us within a week, subject to Hannah’s schedule.

We shopped frenetically, but it was still fun, and I even bought a new Brioni suit. Amy called Maria, who was delighted to hear we were returning. Stanza was over the moon when we arrived at LaGuardia, pacing around the plush carpeted floors close to our gate, chattering excitedly to friends and loved ones back home in her native tongue.

Peter and my mother said they would join us in a few weeks, deciding to spend some time in the Caribbean with their lover first. It was a good idea to take Ophelia with them, uncluttering all their lives from Dohjon, who would undoubtedly work tirelessly to unravel his folly.

After we boarded our Bombardier Global 7500, I enjoyed a tall glass of Bloody Mary with extra Tabasco sauce. A different recipe and large pink Himalayan salt crystals rimming my glass smacked my lips, encouraging me to want more. Amy snuggled close into me nestling her head gently in my lap, lying across a luxurious sofa while Stanza massaged her feet at the other end, still talking to friends using aircraft Wi-Fi.

I raised my glass to Diana and grinned.

“You changed the Blood Mary recipe since the last time we flew.”

“I use Clamato instead of plain tomato juice. That adds clam broth which gives a nice tang. My recipe also uses hot horseradish, celery salt, garlic salt, and the usual condiments.”

“It’s amazing, Diana.”

“It’s a great way to make people very hungry.”

“Speaking of which… are we eating?”

“How does club sandwiches with fries sound?”

“Wow… don’t ever leave.”

“I won’t.”

The cabin crew respectfully deferred to Diana as their boss. Finally, my life felt ordered, and I could be a husband looking after my wife. Amy stared up lovingly, smiling with the serenity I wanted her to always feel.

“Shall we sleep after dinner?”

“Yes, please.”

In our private bed compartment, we made love more to reacquaint and comfort each other than to fulfill any sexual need. I lay my head gently on my wife’s baby bump, hearing noises that were probably her digestion, but I attributed them to our growing treasure.

“Do you feel better now, Victor?”

“Yes… do you?”

“Yes, honey. We needed to run to a bolt-hole. I was scared yesterday, but I noticed how frightened you have been since.”

“When Charles took off, I realized how precarious our lives are. I would give mine to save you and our baby in a heartbeat, but I wasn’t given the chance.”

“It wasn’t your fault. Charles snuck through the vetting net. It won’t happen again. We should turn the page and focus on Florence now.”

“What about Antonella’s house? I noticed she didn’t turn up at the airport.”

“I bought it this morning.”

“Just like that?”

“She wanted money. Antonella is unlikely to return to Florence, so she was glad I gave her the market price. I said she could stay at our place if she employs a chef while we are gone. When we return to New York, your home will be renovated, Victor.”

“It’s our home, sweetheart. Out of interest, how much did you pay Antonella?”

“Twenty-three million, one hundred thousand dollars, and some change. It has twenty-two bedrooms. Maria and Marco are already there checking inventory. Stanza, Diana, and Greg will take over tomorrow and the next day, and then we can move in.”

“You did all of this without my knowing anything.”

“I didn’t want to trouble you. It’s mostly legal stuff and money transfer anyway.”

“Thank you, Amy.”

“Can we go for a drive in your Porsche tomorrow?”

“Of course. We’ll stop for lunch somewhere nice.”

“Romantic, nice, please.”

I drifted to sleep before Amy, enjoying her fingers rifling softly through my hair. It was nice to be loved and have someone I could invest my heart in.

We woke to Diana’s hand gently shaking us. She delivered hot, steamy towels and two cappuccinos, leaving us alone to shower and dress. I fished around in shopping bags, trying to find what to wear while Amy giggled and rolled around on the bed until she took pity on me and selected my clothes.

“I don’t like that Diana delivers us hot towels and coffee, Amy. There are crew here paid to do that.”

“She cares, Victor, and wants to support in any way she can.”

“That woman is a genius in so many ways.”

“Diana will find where she wants to be. She has never visited Italy before, so this could be her springboard to something new.”

“I’m buying a few more cars in Florence this week so everyone can use them without asking. I was thinking about Alfa Romeo’s since we are in Italy.”

“It’s up to you, honey. Please choose nice colors.”

“I’ll let you pick.”

After we landed and drove to our apartment, I wanted to visit our new house right away, but with removal companies and our people shifting everything around and Stanza out arranging to buy new furniture, it was impossible.

The weather in Florence was much nicer than in New York at the same time of year, but we still wore thick jackets when browsing the shopping streets. In the end, I surrendered because we bought so many clothes that I needed to arrange delivery to our apartment.

When we returned home, our apartment was stripped bare, leaving only a bed and one sofa for us to enjoy the last night. After Marco had fed us a delicious stewed lamb in rosemary gravy with boiled rice, he left, and I locked the door behind him.

We lit dozens of candles, setting them safely everywhere, creating an atmosphere of love and romance in an almost empty yet somehow beautiful home.

We bathed in a two-person tub, talking and drinking sparkling water while eating anchovy-stuffed olives. I noticed my wife’s breasts were more weighty, blue-veined, and with solid, scarlet red nipples that begged to be sucked.

Amy saw me staring and smiled.

After drying off and while Amy styled her hair, I lay on our bed staring at the ceiling. When she was done, my wife danced naked in front of me to a tune played on her phone.

“Do I look fat, Victor?”

“No, definitely not fat. Pregnancy is something else. It is a magnificent state.”

“I saw you staring at my breasts while we bathed.”

“I want to taste your milk when it comes.”

“Do you love me as much as when we first met, husband?”

“I love you more every day.”

“Good.”

When Amy crawled up the bed, my cock was already hard. Without using her fingers to peel my foreskin, she wrapped her lips around it, forcing the wrinkled skin back until she sucked my glans. I moaned noisily, wriggling under her weight and the control my wife’s lips and tongue crushing and licking my cock.

Amy clenched her lips tightly around my solid shaft, stared at me with her beautiful, sultry eyes, grinned, and then drove her mouth down until she kissed my pubic bush. She worked my cock lovingly, deep-throating, occasionally licking up and down my urethra before sucking my balls, whimpering, and enjoying me while I was swept on a hedonistic cloud of love and lust.

I squirmed and cried out in utter rapture, even more so when Amy kneeled up, still plowing her lips up and down my cock while sliding her hands up my midriff, gripping and tweaking my nipples. When I screamed, it was because she had imprisoned me in an ecstatic place where pain and pleasure were indistinguishable.

When I orgasmed, my semen unloaded down her throat in ropes of a sticky mess, and my wife swallowed, slurping me as though I were her most delicious guilty pleasure. While my cock jerked wildly, she twisted my nipples harder, squeezing my shaft with her throat, milking every drop of my seed, swallowing hungrily.

I writhed and thrashed around the bed, crying out in bliss, trembling while tensing every muscle until I could take no more and begged Amy to end my orgasm. She grinned and crawled up my body, kissing me, leaving behind a salty trace of my orgasm on my lips.

“We’ll move into a new home tomorrow, Victor. I am excited.”

“I don’t care about work anymore, Amy.”

Amy lifted her head from my chest and stared up, shocked at my irrelevant statement. When she settled back down again, I waited.

“Where did that come from, Victor?”

“The bottom of my heart.”

“Don’t worry honey, your Mojo will soon return.”


Chapter Thirty-Six

A Florentine Fantasy

◆◆◆

Amy’s Point Of View

Returning to Florence felt like a fresh start. We woke up in an empty apartment because our friends and the house staff were busy preparing our new home, which Antonella had recently vacated. Most of her furniture stayed with the house, so Diana and Stanza found temporary bedrooms there, leaving Victor and me to enjoy a final night at our magical apartment.

He winked at me when I turned out of his big spoon to face my husband.

“You had a sexy dream last night, Amy.”

“Did I?”

“You were being well and truly fucked by someone.”

“That could only be you, husband. Next time, wake me, and we can make love.”

“I shall.”

I kissed my husband to pause our conversation and change it when he came up for air. My fantasies had grown increasingly more vivid over the past few weeks and were on a scale I couldn’t reveal.

“Should I sell this apartment, Victor?”

“No. I would furnish and rent at a very high price, perhaps ten grand per week.”

“You’re fucking joking, right?”

“You’ll get at least thirty weeks a year. Maria and Marco must be replaced because, at that price, the renter would expect food and cleaning included.”

“Okay. I’ll mention it to Stanza.” 

I rolled out of our bed, slid my feet into cozy slippers, and wrapped myself in Victor’s bathrobe, turning the sleeves up before slipping silently out of the room. I had messages to answer, most importantly, Diana.

Shall I bring you and Victor breakfast, Amy?

Thank you, but no. We’ll grab something on the way over.

I paced back and forth in the hallway, scrolling through more messages. Diana would pick up my response soon enough, so I didn’t worry that she might make an unnecessary journey to our apartment. It was my last message that bothered me most, and although it was midnight at home, I called anyway on the off chance I could head off a problem.

You left me behind.

“Hey, Caprica, did I wake you?”

“No. I hoped you would call. I’m quite upset.”

“We didn’t leave you behind, honey.”

“You didn’t invite me to come with you, Amy. How would you describe what you did?”

“I thought you’d board Lady Lara with your Mom and sail here.”

“No thanks. She’s a busybody, and I don’t like rough seas.”

I was stymied because I hadn’t had much contact with Caprica since we’d last left Florence. She was upset, probably angry, and wanted me to offer a solution. I felt irritated and wanted to vent, but I held my cool and smiled sweetly, counting to ten before answering.

“Can you get to the airport, Caprica?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Okay, honey. I know you have plenty of money, so buy a first-class ticket, let me know the flight details, and I’ll have you collected from the airport at this end.”

“Can’t I use the private jet, Amy?”

“Do you own one?”

“That’s a bit mean.”

“Fly first class, Caprica. Let me know the details.”

I now understood why Victor always shut his phone off in the evenings and had all messages, except those from a select few, routed through Sarah. His assistant would soon be mine, making life much easier for me.

Shuffling feet alarmed me as I rounded a corner heading toward our kitchen.

“Good morning, Amy.”

“Jesus Christ Rania, what in the hell… you scared the shit out of me. I thought we were alone.”

Rania handed me a mug of coffee and grinned. Behind her, I saw two sleeping bags on the floor of what used to be our living area. Kasimir, who sat cross-legged on the floor with pistol working parts on a cloth in front of him, looked up, smiled, and waved before returning to clean his weapon.

I returned my stare to Rania, who smiled apologetically, raising one eyebrow.

“It’s ground coffee, I’m afraid, but that’s all we have.”

“What are you both doing here?”

“You didn’t seriously think we would leave the two of you here alone without any security?”

“It never occurred to me.”

“Neither should it, Amy.”

When they followed us in the night before and cleared the apartment before Victor and I bathed, I assumed everyone had left. Having Rania around me was almost as familiar as being used to busy road noise outside a home.

I had tuned her out and couldn’t fathom whether that was a good thing or bad. When I sat at the kitchen table, Rania joined me, smiling broadly and with some notion of intent to have a conversation, I thought.

“What is it, Rania? I always know when you have something to say.”

“The incident with Charles in New York was the final straw, Amy. I’m ready to step back and help Anastasia with the foundation.”

“Okay, but you did nothing wrong. We should have done a better job of vetting Charles, is all, and even then, I doubt you would have found much because a link to Dohjon would have been tenuous at best.”

“Charles isn’t his real name, and now he vanished, I can’t track him down.”

“Dohjon created Charles, then?”

“He used a false identity that led us to an intern who worked for Pace & Hinds, a small legal company in Toronto. There seemed little reason to check further, but next time, we shall.”

“This thing with Dohjon is a mess.”

“Yes, Amy and I must accept partial responsibility for the Charles incident. I’ve been juggling too many balls, with two jobs, a romance, and now… well, I-I-I… I might be pregnant.”

My head almost snapped away from staring casually out of the window, enjoying a view across the Florentine rooftop kingdom. I grinned, squeaked excitedly, and Rania nodded.

“It’s Greg’s.”

“I had no doubt. How long?”

“Six weeks.”

“This is fantastic news, Rania.”

“Is it, though, Amy?”

“Of course, goddamn it. Baby’s are always good news.”

For the first time, I saw Rania’s vulnerability in her body language. Her quivering bottom lip, tears welling in her eyes, and cheeks rippling with high emotions. I knew only too well from my own pregnancy experiences that she was hormonal and emotional.

I reached across the table and held my friend’s hand.

“We’re pregnant together. Our kids will grow up knowing each other from the very start. I’m so thrilled for you, Rania.”

“I feel emotional.”

“Cry if you want to. I find it helps, but this is all good news. Have you told Greg?”

“Yes. He’s over the moon.”

“Then let’s find your replacement, and you can get fully stuck into your new job. Being pregnant, excessively hormonal, and carrying a gun might not be a great idea.”

“I like being close to you, Amy.”

I was surprised by what Rania said and smiled, feeling happy inside. If she liked me so much as to want to be close, I was lucky to enjoy such loyalty.

“We will always be close, Rania. There is no reason you and Greg can’t live with us, and I am sure Anastasia wants you close by, too. Please don’t worry.”

“Are you sure?”

“Of course I am. You can’t buy loyalty and genuine friendship in this world at any price, so I am damn sure I won’t let go. Will you ever walk away from me?”

“Never.”

“Who is taking over your security duties?”

“I called the team leader from the DRC raid to get a list of candidates. He said Dimitri is fit and healthy.”

“Isn’t that the guy who rescued the little girl and got shot? He’s Kasimir’s brother, right?”

“Yes, but Kasmir doesn’t know I called him.”

“He does now.”

I grinned and pointed toward Victor’s loyal bodyguard, who assembled his pistol in seconds, stood, and approached us. For his age, Kasimir’s physique would match that of a thirty-year-old. He grinned and indicated to the seat beside me by way of asking if he could sit down, and I nodded.

Kasimir sighed, glanced at me, then Rania, and chuckled.

“I was about to ask Dimitri if he could take over from me and protect Victor. It seems Rania was a step ahead.”

“Would you mind if Dimitri works for me, please, Kasimir?”

“Not at all. Victor would always want you to come first. Dimitri is the best possible choice to replace your Rottweiler. My brother will not let you down. When does he arrive, Rania?”

“Midday today. I’ve arranged for his collection from the airport.”

“I shall miss our work, Rania. You and me protecting these two. It’s been the best professional fun I ever had.”

“Me too, Kas, but at least we’ll still be friends.”

“We will always be friends, my dear.”

I shed a few tears because sitting with Kasimir and Rania in an empty, echoing apartment in midwinter, having only arrived hours ago, felt like the winds of change blew chilly. My life had evolved so much in less than a year, but the one constant aside from Victor had been rania, stuck to me like glue.

My husband entered the kitchen, shuffling his feet in ill-fitting slippers. He was wearing my pink, floral, satin bathrobe, with the sleeves clinging tightly around his mid-forearm and the hem barely covering his boxer briefs.

Victor leaned over me from behind and kissed the top of my head, holding me tight, before looking at our friends.

“We don’t want to lose either of you. Kasimir has been the only father figure I had, even though he was mostly in the shadows, watching. If he plays his cards right with my birth mother, he might become my stepdad.”

“Whoa, Victor, I think we are some way off that. Charlotte will arrive on the yacht in a few weeks, and I plan to have my replacement by then. Your mother says that before Planet Nine and your wedding, she had never been on a yacht.”

“It’s true, Kas. Have you begun interviewing your replacement yet?”

“Still looking around for the right person, boss.”

His wry smile revealed nothing to my husband and everything about his playful nature to me. I didn’t know him well because Kasimir circulated mainly in Victor’s life, but I knew he was kind, strong, and very dangerous.

Victor and I showered together, with me taking care of his morning wood using a massage oil-coated hand that wanked him off. He could have fucked me, or I might have sucked his cock and swallowed, but occasionally, my husband loved to enjoy a hand job while I massaged his prostate with a well-oiled finger buried deep inside his back passage.

When he came, it was overpowering, with my finger fucking his asshole making all the difference, forcing long, violent jerks of his cock to shoot out ropes of seed. He painted a temporary masterpiece on the glass wall of our shower until drops of water gathered above and around, eventually sluicing his seed to the floor.

As I finished him off with short, sharp jerks, a question I was dying to ask was on the tip of my tongue.

“Can I ask you something random, Victor?”

“Of course, sweetheart.”

“Do you remember when you had a threesome with Dean Vanessa?”

“Oh, that is random, Amy. Yes, of course, I remember.”

“Did you ever have another threesome?”

“No.”

“Is that the only time you did it? With two girls?”

“Yes. Why do you ask?”

“No reason. I was just curious.”

I was much more than idly curious and felt sure Victor knew that. I’d been having erotic dreams of late, and they were almost out of control. From various books about pregnancy, I learned many women experienced an increased libido late in the first trimester and throughout the second. My increased vaginal lubrication and a hypersensitive clitoris were due to immense blood flow.

My husband helped me dry off, stroking our baby bump while kissing me. When he reached into my crotch, sliding his fingers gently onto my clitoris, I was electrified, and he stared profoundly and knowingly into my eyes.

“You want a threesome, Amy.”

“I never said that.”

“Your swollen clitoris speaks volumes, sweetheart.”

“Please don’t embarrass me, Victor.”

“I don’t mean to.”

He lifted and carried me to our bed, kneeling on the floor in front. I had wanted to fuck him so badly in the shower, but a handjob seemed more appropriate at the time. When Victor spread my knees wide apart and bowed his head in between, I trembled, already partway towards an orgasm tickling deep inside my womb.

“Imagine Stanza is going down on you right now, Amy.”

“Wh-what the fuck, Victor?”

“It’s just a fantasy, honey. Pregnancy is making you horny. Your pussy lips and clitoris are more swollen now than I have seen them. Just think of Stanza licking your pussy while I watch.”

“I can’t.”

“Okay, who then?”

“I can’t do it, Victor.”

“Alright, honey, just think of whoever you wish. You don’t need to tell me.”

I closed my eyes and thought of Hannah going down on me. I couldn’t tell my husband because I wouldn’t cause such enormous angst between us and friends over a passing fantasy. I wanted the Olympian to lick my pussy, preferably while my husband fucked it, but how on earth could I have that conversation, especially given the fact I would never do it.

Victor peeled my swollen labia aside, making swift work of cleaning up the copious, sticky hormonal leakage I felt unable to stop. When he sucked my clitoris, humming a tune down that sensitive nerve cluster, I imagined Hannah taking care of my lesbian tendency that I never knew existed.

While my beloved licked my pussy, I rolled both nipples between my forefingers and thumbs, arching my back steeply, shuddering to a heavenly orgasm. Victor drank from me as I gushed and squirted, filling his mouth with my love. I thrashed around the bed, living out a fantasy I could scarcely believe and would never act on, enjoying how my husband accepted me for the tawdry, hormonal mess I was.

Victor joined me on our bed, holding me tightly while I trembled in the loving aftershock of a fantastic orgasm. Guilt plagued me, and I wanted to cry again, the result of overwhelming orgasms.

“If you need to make love to a woman, we can arrange it, Amy.”

“Jesus Christ. We can’t do that.”

“We can do whatever we wish.”

“I know, but…”

“No buts, Amy. If we ever want to role-play, we can. If you want to take a fantasy into reality, we’ll discuss it, but I don’t want any other men near you.”

“That’s a given, Victor, but it was just a fantasy, and I, well, I’m sorry.”

“Please don’t apologize. We must be honest about fantasies and dreams we have no control over.”

I felt excited but afraid. My fantasies about making love to other women started around the time Ophelia’s relationship with my father and Victor’s mother began. I hadn’t imagined another man in any dreams, but Victor and me fucking Hannah together had been a recurring fantasy.

I wondered what my husband fantasized about and resolved to ask him next time we made love. If role-playing was acceptable to him, we could have fun together.

I wore jeans and a T-shirt with a thick sweater over the top. Florence was far warmer than New York, and the blue skies drew a light-hearted smile, but it was still winter, and I needed to protect our baby.

A thick camel hair coat tailored for maternity wear wrapped me in a warm blanket, and I was ready. I checked myself in a mirror, then gave my husband a once over before I hugged him close.

“Can we not mention my lesbian tendency again, please, Victor?”

“It was just a fantasy, Amy. You mustn’t worry about it.”

“I just don’t want to feel horny all the time. These fantasies shake me up. It’s my greatest wish to stay true to our vows.”

“Mine too, darling wife.”

“Then we are agreed? No more talk about this?”

“Fantasising about sex is a healthy state of mind, sweetheart. We can’t take it out of the bedroom in most cases.”

“Shall we see our new home, please, Victor?”

“Of course, sweetheart.”


Chapter Thirty-Seven

Constant Evolution

◆◆◆

Rania’s Point Of View

I escorted Amy and Victor from the apartment to their new home, where security was already in place. I could relax and enjoy life inside the house perimeter while the cordon Antonella originally designed handled our charges.

Antonella had the best possible security installed, with state-of-the-art cameras, motion sensors, laser trips, and pressure-sensitive plates throughout the house. The alarm system monitored the house by floor and area, switching on and off depending on where authorized people were.

The city municipality knew who Greg and Amy were, so it placed two police officers immediately outside the front gates, a warning to thieves or troublemakers.

When Greg arrived from the airport, he ran up the driveway, calling my name so enthusiastically that it wrung the romantic girl inside me out of the killer I had become. After he swept me into his arms, I led him to our bedroom, where I unpacked my boyfriend’s luggage while he regaled his entire tedious journey, the details of which I could not get enough of.

While Greg showered, I sat on our bed, unholstering my twin Glock 19s and shrugging off the shoulder harness that strapped them to me. I stared at the guns, feeling that they were offensive to my unborn baby. I felt like a small dinghy rolling on an enormous ocean amid huge waves. 

When my boyfriend stood naked in front of me, I felt aroused, but that wasn’t difficult given my hormonal state and the fact we hadn’t seen each other in two days. Ordinarily, we made love every day, and I needed that right now.

“You seem troubled, Rania. What’s wrong?”

“Amy is a difficult woman to protect Greg.”

“It’s time you took up her offer to be more gainfully and safely employed, honey. You have knowledge and skills easily transferable from combat to the boardroom. She understands that and wants to use it to her benefit and yours.”

“But I enjoy being Amy’s bodyguard.”

“Why are you constantly putting yourself in harm’s way?

“I love her, Greg. Not in a romantic way, but I love Amy as a friend for whom you only ever want good things. Her energy and kindness drive me, and the love she and Victor share… that’s, well, that’s like you and me.”

Greg looked stunned, and his damp eyes played with my heartstrings, especially now I was as hormonal as any woman could get. I had dropped the ball on Charles’s vetting, something that might not have happened had I not been sat on a toilet seat staring at a positive pregnancy result when I should have been vetting the asshole who kidnapped her.

“Did you just say you love me without saying you love me, Rania?’

“Of course I love you.”

“You have never said so.”

“Neither did you, Greg.”

He kneeled in front of me while I sat on our bed. Greg took my hands and stared deeply into my eyes, taking my heart, as he always did whenever he wished. The first man I’d loved and would die for had given all of himself to me.

“I know you are pregnant, Rania.”

“What? How?”

“I just know. Your behavior changed a few weeks ago, subtly, I’ll admit, but you tidied more often and looked flustered when you came out of the toilet four times in an hour. You were distracted by something serious, so I put two and two together-.”

“And surmised I am pregnant?”

“Yes.”

“What now then, Greg?”

He stared at me, and my heart melted because I thought about the tiny version of him and me growing inside my uterus. I had a high body count in combat but not in the bedroom, having saved myself for Mr. Right aside from two lovers in the distant past.

Greg’s validation of me felt most important.

“I love you with all of my heart, Rania. We’re going to have a baby, and I couldn’t be more happy or proud. Hopefully, this is the start of our family.”

“Really?”

“Of course, honey. I couldn’t wait to get here and almost ran from the immigration desk to the car. You are my sun, moon, and sky above. You are my everything.”

“I love you too, Greg. Hold me, please.”

“Have you removed your pistols?”

“Of course, silly.”

He rolled me onto the bed, and although I was fully clothed, Greg’s nakedness thrilled me. I gripped his ass cheeks tightly, enjoying the firmness of his muscles. When my boyfriend kissed me, I felt effervescent love fizz through me like a million rainbows alighted in my heart. His erect cock pressed hard against my pussy, teasing the trembling lips that yielded my shame into a warm, moist gusset.

“I love you, Rania.”

“I love you too, Greg.”

“We must talk, though, honey.”

“What about?”

“Do you feel Amy’s protection is your duty?”

“Yes.”

“Then protect her differently. Amy is so rich that she’s become a target for every thief and confidence trickster for that reason alone. She needs people like you to look after her in every way.”

“I know, but being her guardian angel feels good. I know it’s my ego at play, but this is who I am.”

“You can reinvent yourself, Rania.”

“I must. I know that.”

“Especially when you will soon be a mother also. I can’t wait to be a Dad.”

He grinned proudly, and for a moment, he drifted. I saw fatherhood in his eyes and the joy of holding, loving, and playing with our children. Greg would be a perfect Dad. 

“Are you pleased, Greg?”

“I’m thrilled.”

“I want to make love, please.”

“We can’t. I have a job and must get to grips with the house, its contents, and the staff. It’s time for me to be busy, so this house quickly becomes Victor and Amy’s home.”

“Can I hang around with you?”

“Of course, honey. We can go and have lunch outside together if you’d like?”

“Diana might have something to say about that sweetheart. She already has food deliveries, and I think she, Maria, and Marco worked through the night making the kitchen theirs. I think we’re in for a treat.”

While Greg dressed in stonewashed blue 501 button-up jeans and a faded pink polo shirt his Mom gifted him when he was sixteen, I made my guns safe and locked them in a secure cabinet. Amy and Victor said they would stay home so I could relax and enjoy the first day of a shared pregnancy with the man I loved.

“I have a confession to make, Greg.”

“Go on, honey.”

“Yesterday, I told Amy I was pregnant.”

“That’s not a problem.”

“She asked me if you knew, and I lied, saying you did.”

“Why?”

“I didn’t want Amy to think I was telling her before you. I only told her because no matter what, I couldn’t continue as a bodyguard with hormone imbalances while growing a baby.”

“We’ll keep your secret, Rania, and if anyone asks, I’ll say you told me weeks ago.”

“Thank you, honey.”

When Greg was dressed, I stared over his shoulder into the mirror that he checked himself in, smoothing down his white collar with one hand while using the other to play with his ass.

“I can sew this collar back into the body and remove the frayed edges. The seam is coming away.”

“You sew, Rania?”

“Of course I sew. Who else would fix the tears in my combat pants while living in the jungle?”

“Oh, I hadn’t thought about that. Some people say my shirt looks scruffy. What do you think?”

“Does it remind you of your Mom?”

“Yeah.”

“Then it isn’t scruffy.”

“I wanted her to be close today because of you and me…”

“And our baby?”

“Yes.”

I patted him down, kissed and cuddled him tightly, rocking back to the bed, falling on it. I so badly wanted my man to fuck me, filling my pussy with more of the same seed that got me pregnant. My doctor had no explanation for my pregnancy, citing only that sometimes the body and birth control didn’t see eye to eye because the technology was not always perfect.

“I’ll fix this shirt tonight, stitching it with my love. I’ll see to it that your much-loved polo shirt has many years of life left.”

“Mom would have loved you, Rania.”

“I’m glad to know that sweetheart. Shall we go downstairs and meet the house before we both cry?”

“Yes.”

When I reached downstairs, holding my boyfriend’s hand, Diana beckoned while hurrying past carrying a large golden, musky-smelling pig’s leg.

“My Parma leg just arrived, and I have a ham stand ready. Come on and taste. You really must.”

“You look excited, Diana.”

“I’m in a fucking frenzy Rania. Genuine Parma clamped on a handmade wooden stand in Florence. I’ve died and gone to heaven.”

We followed Diana into a vast kitchen the size of a tennis court with an immense, semi-circular mosaic-patterned breakfast bar and ten plush leather cushioned stools around it. The kitchen cooking area was immense, with a vast Rorgue island oven of the sort Gordan Ramsay would have in his restaurant. I saw at least twenty gas hobs in three cooks stations with deep fryers, griddles for pancakes or a fry-up, a BBQ grill, and electric induction units for pans in case the gas wasn’t enough.

An immense stainless steel hood above the Cook’s Island funneled into a chimney that sucked air out.

The rest of the room was for living and eating. It was beautifully terracotta tiled, with an eclectic mix of tapestry-woven rugs scattered in the most homely way. Large leather sofas sporting plump cushions you could collapse into and individual chairs were placed in nests like the room was designed for groups of people to commune with others, everyone else, or be alone.

Amy and Victor hurried ahead of us, following a jubilant Diana who reached her breakfast bar and immediately clamped the enormous Parma ham leg into her brand new stand, using a spanner to tighten a stainless steel collar just above the porcine’s trotter.

With eyes sparkling like a woman in love, Diana stood with a long, slender knife that would be excellent for disemboweling an enemy. She looked at each of us as though we were a privileged few. Marco and Maria gathered behind their new boss, looking equally as excited as she did.

“Who wants some? Amy?”

“Is it safe for pregnant women, Diana?”

“Oh my… no, it isn’t. I am sorry. Victor… how about you?”

“Yes, please. I’ll have any slices you were about to cut for Amy, too.”

Diana sliced the porcine treat like Leonardo da Vinci carving a sculpture, and my lips trembled while I drooled like a Roman Centurion in a brothel after a long campaign. My senses were elevated because I passionately loved charcuterie but knew my pregnancy would prohibit any enjoyment of this exquisite, magical, cured pig.

When Victor dangled a long, thin, stringy, wafer-thin slice of the red, cured meat from above his head, dropping it onto his tongue, whimpering as any foodie would, I was sorely but not sufficiently tempted.

“Rania, you’re next.”

“I can’t. I feel… well, I don’t feel hungry. Sorry.”

“Bullshit! It’s a slice of ham… oh wow, hang on a minute… you.”

“What is it, Diana?”

I panicked when her eyes went straight to my stomach, followed quickly by everyone else’s, while I stood cursing my bad luck, tapping one foot on the tiled floor, grimacing in the most obviously revealing way.

“Fuck!… Greg, help, please.”

While all eyes were on me and Diana was mid-slice, Greg slipped in behind and hugged me, clasping my invisible baby pouch, nestling his chin on my head. When I turned to look, I saw the boyish grin of a man who had everything he wanted in life.

I smiled at him, and he returned that tenfold with everlasting love.

“Greg and I are having a baby.”

After Diana set down her knife, we were surrounded by three people hugging us with all the friendship anyone could need or possibly enjoy. I felt loved, a little weepy, but happy, aside from missing out on an excellent slice of cured ham.

Victor was almost as jubilant as my boyfriend, high-fiving him like they had both summited Mount Everest amid the worst weather in a decade instead of inseminating Amy and me. Through loving Greg, I found that men were so easy to please, showering mine with love, affection, and kindness, getting that back a million times over in his commitment to my happiness. 

Greg would crawl a thousand miles over broken glass for me and only desire my heart in exchange. It seemed like very little to give him while receiving so much in return.

“Well done, buddy. I am proud of you.”

“Thank you, Victor.”

“Our kids will grow up together. If others in this house follow our lead and you and I have a couple more soon, we’ll have our own Baseball Little League team.”

Amy and I laughed, looking at each other, knowing the easy part was over and that a long road of motherhood would bring pleasure, pain, laughter, and tears. She sidled up close to me, wrapping an arm around my waist while our men excitedly followed Diana to find champagne, something we couldn’t drink, to accompany the food neither of us could eat. 

“They are so happy just because they impregnated us, Rania.”

“It’s so weird.”

“They fulfilled nature’s prime directive for them. I feel blessed knowing both will stay the course and continue being good men.”

“I feel lucky, Amy. Greg is such a pleasure, and I love him so much.”

“I know exactly what you mean.”

I didn’t object to Greg drinking champagne. The man who slipped off my shoes every night to massage my feet, stood in the shower room talking to me when we weren’t bathing together, and fetched and carried for me like a servant was all I ever wanted in life.

Carrying Greg’s baby was my honor, and I would always tread lightly around his heart, treating his love for me with the respect it deserved. If I wanted to be anything in this world, it would be his wife and the mother of his children. I had accidentally found my way to the latter and could wait for marriage if that were on the cards, and if it weren’t, I would utterly love Greg forever anyway.

Greg was impatient to inventory the house, meet the staff, and take control, so he downed his champagne and set the flute on a table, nodding at Amy.

“I need to do my job, Amy. Will you excuse me, please?”

“No problem, and congratulations, sweetie. You and Rania make such an awesome couple.”

“Thank you.”

“Can I have a minute with Rania, please?”

“Of course.”

Amy linked her arm through mine, and we strolled through patio doors into a large walled garden full of flowers, winter vegetables, and herbs. A myriad of paths meandered around the football pitch-sized garden, and we headed for a bench under a wrought iron gazebo.

“I have Stanza finding me a good Obstetrician. Should I ask her to do the same for you?”

“Is it a problem for us to have the same one?”

“Not at all. We’re practically sisters.”

“Why do you say that, Amy?”

I was taken aback but pleased because, with hours left as her sword and shield, I felt sad and unsure about my employability.

“I feel how you protect me, Rania. It’s not just about a gun and your fighting skills. You feel like a sister would, protecting me the same as Hannah and Anastasia. I’m sure that in time, Diana will feel the same too.”

“I’m honored.”

“I’m privileged, Rania.”

I wanted to cry and felt sure Amy did, too. Being pregnant at the same time made for a camaraderie I never knew existed before today. In a matter of months, we would both scream down the walls of a labor room, crushing our men’s hands and calling them the most awful names while passing something the size of a bowling ball through a tiny hole.

“It’s daunting, Rania.”

“Being pregnant?”

“No. Having to manage this much wealth and people, making sure some of that money and benefit gets to those who need it now, more tomorrow, and plenty for years into the future.”

“You are very good at it.”

“My work will be better now with you helping.”

“Are you sure about that, Amy?”

“I’m sure you must do a handover to Dimitri today and stay close by my side.”

“I thought I would become a staff member and have an office with Anastasia.”

“No way. You’ll be part of the foundation but beside me always. We have a special bond and understanding, Rania. I want you in all my meetings to watch, listen, judge, and read people’s body language, assess risk and opportunity, and do what you can to give me an advantage.”

“That’s exciting and not at all what I expected.”

“Can you do it, Rania?”

“Well, yes. I’d love to.”

She held my hand, and we stared into the blue skies at a canvas yet to be drawn and colored. I was excited, no, beyond that, because this moment was my evolution, a rebirth of sorts, aligning my planets for the next stage of my life.

I rejoined Greg as he hustled from room to room, meticulously listing each item. A library more beautiful than any I had seen reached two floors high with a balcony wide enough to walk on in between and an ornate brass circular staircase that was movable on rails around the room.

“It’s like the books were selected to look good right where they are, Greg.”

“Maybe, but I have a library list for Victor and Amy, so I will ask someone to order the whole lot and deliver them, keeping whatever Antonella leaves behind.”

“Is she taking much out of here?”

“All of the art. Amy and Victor will buy more, and I believe Caprica is about to receive her first commission.”

“That girl is bat-shit crazy.”

“You can’t say that once you no longer protect Amy.”

“I know, but for the next few hours at least, Caprica is bat-shit crazy.”

As he wandered around the room, observing, cataloging, and paying attention to every detail, I felt proud because Greg was so good at his job. While I sat on a chair, picturing him as a father, I thanked the universe for giving us a chance to be together.

“We’re going to be very happy, Greg.”

“I know, sweetheart. We are soulmates, after all.”

“Yes, we are. Can we finish early, please? You must be tired, having flown the red eye.”

“I have two rooms left to inventory. It will take me less than half an hour.”

“Okay, but please hurry, darling.”

“Why?”

“I want to make love.”


Chapter Thirty-Eight

My Life's Work

◆◆◆

Rania’s Point Of View

I skipped toward the stairs, holding Greg’s hand, feeling thrilled we would make love in a few short moments. It was mid-afternoon, and everyone’s body clock was off, so we weren’t the only ones taking to our bed for a nap.

I felt horny as hell, shaking with sexual anticipation while seeping more creamy hormones into my panties than they could handle. My solid nipples were evident through a lightweight cotton t-shirt that rasped against them.

I needed a damn good fucking.

As we approached the front door, heading for the main stairs, a guy I had never met but who looked strangely familiar waved, beaming broadly. I noticed an airport taxi parked behind him, and sadness washed over me.

“Are you Rania?”

“Yes… Dimitri, is it?”

“Reporting for duty, ma’am.”

He stuck out a hand, and I shook it less enthusiastically than I would had I not been so thoroughly aroused. Greg sighed and glanced regrettably at me, knowing our afternoon lovemaking was taking a raincheck. I also felt annoyed, having looked forward to making love, but more so because I failed to factor in Dimitri’s arrival time accurately.

I was slipping, and it hurt my professional pride. I pointed Dimitri toward the kitchen, smiling as enthusiastically as possible.

“Can you grab a coffee with Diana and give me five to ten minutes, please, Dimitri?”

“Of course. I hope you have good coffee here. The airplane service was awful.”

“Oh yes. You’ll enjoy the best food and beverages here.”

As Dimitri walked away, I dragged Greg by the arm, feeling highly emotional because losing my core skills and slipping felt like a massive deal to me. Inside our bedroom, I breathed deeply, screwing my eyes tightly shut while leaning back against the door.

When I opened my eyes, the room swirled, but my beloved smiled confidently and reassuringly.

“Are you okay, Rania?”

“I don’t think I am.”

“What’s wrong?”

“I forgot what time Dimitri was arriving… no, that’s not true, I didn’t care enough to schedule it properly… oh fuck!”

“Oh, hold on a minute, Rania. You are inside a protective cordon and no longer responsible for Amy’s protection unless, for some reason, she steps out, in which case I am sure you will be ready.”

“But-.”

“No buts, honey. Enough already. This must stop. You are the most professional person I have ever met. Amy and Victor know it, I do too, and I think you’re way too hard on yourself with no good reason.”

I trembled from head to toe, powerful emotions rocking my world. The sun flickered through partly drawn curtains that should have been tied back. I was close to hyperventilating, made worse when I glanced around our luxurious suite, becoming irritated by its mess and wanting to tidy and build a nest.

Greg held me tightly, planting soft kisses all over my face and neck, calming me down, and whispering his love and reassurance. My breathing was controlled quickly, but I cried like a baby, needing a release of emotions that dragged at my soul as the demons of my ego gnawed at me.

I was a decorated combat veteran, former CIA agent, and bodyguard who wanted to reorganize the closet.

“I’ve been reduced to an emotional wreck.”

“I love this side of you, Rania.”

“What do you mean? Are you enjoying vulnerability and weakness?”

“You’re more emotionally available than I have ever known you to be.”

“I’m a wreck who desperately wants her boyfriend to fuck her right now. How worse could it be.”

“I’m desperate to make love as well. I know you don’t want to hear me say this, but I love this version of you.”

“Fuck me right now, please, Greg.”

I shuffled sideways, violently clearing a dressing table of its contents with a sweeping hand because I was desperate to be fucked. I sniffed hard and wiped my tears using Greg’s sleeve while dragging him along for the ride.

“What about Dimitri, Rania?”

“He can wait a few minutes longer. I can’t.”

I shimmered and felt love gripping me, conquering the darkness of my failure. Curtains parted when Greg strolled there, tearing them wide open, and a bright sun bathed me in simmering warmth as I hitched up my skirt while sliding down my panties, kicking them aside.

When I hopped my ass up onto the dressing table, Greg stared at my pussy with a tight pubic landing strip pointing to my oversized sticky clitoris that ached for some action. I wanted my boyfriend to lick me out because I loved it when he kneeled to pleasure me, not as an act of submission but coming from a place of his utter devotion.

“I want to lick your pussy, Rania.”

“I know, and I want that too, honey, but we have no time.”

“Ahh, fuck.”

“I will straddle your face tonight, honey.”

“Do you promise?”

“It will be my pleasure.”

It definitely would be my absolute pleasure to have Greg give me head. I had been pleasantly surprised by how frequently my boyfriend wanted to go down on me, especially when I sat on his face, feeding my ripe, succulent pussy into his mouth, eventually cumming down his throat.

“Fuck me now, honey. I need your cock so badly.”

“What about my cum? Shall I do it in a tissue?”

“Don’t you fucking dare.”

He laughed at my fiery eyes, stubborn expression, and pointed finger, warning him. I wanted every drop of Greg’s seed decanted deep inside my pussy or marinating my mouth with a salty coating.

“Sorry, I was only checking. I figured you wouldn’t want to leak semen into your panties while handing over to Dimitri.”

“I’ll wear a fucking liner. Now please, for the love of god, will you just fuck me, boyfriend?”

“It is my pleasure.”

Greg enthusiastically dropped his pants and boxer briefs, almost keeling over, leaning a hand on the bedpost to keep himself up. I gasped, feeling hungry for him when I saw his lovely, stiff, gnarly cock rear up, solidly pointing between my legs. When my boyfriend stepped close enough, I wrapped my legs around his waist, clenching my thighs tightly around his tensed quads, spurring my heels into his firm ass cheeks.

My body glowed like a coral reef’s tropical luminescence, and I warmed, becoming an all-loving woman, as I always did with Greg. Before we met, I had been an iron maiden of sorts until falling head over heels in love.

He changed everything, and as Greg’s circumcized cock head swaddled amid my soaking wet, meaty pussy lips, I casually, lovingly wrapped both arms around his neck and stared at him without averting my eyes from his.

“I love you, Greg. I’m so happy to carry your baby inside me.”

“I can’t get enough of you.”

“Cum inside me, honey.”

“I will.”

He gazed lovingly at me with eyes like twinkling stars, and a rainbow of color splashed on his cheeks. I watched his pupils dilate while my beloved boyfriend, a man who was all mine to love, broke the seal on my pussy.

I pulled on my bottom lip, grinning, frowning deeply, enjoying how Greg’s cock stretched my pussy wide open. He was an incredible lover, patient, with a perfect cock size to fuck my pussy, mouth, or asshole. I wanted his semen so that when I talked to Dimitri, I felt owned by another man, bearing his anointment deep inside me.

Greg gripped my ass cheeks in his palms, spreading them so wide apart that my puckered anus ground into the wooden surface. I gasped and kissed him deeply, enjoying the frizzante of his warm lips pressed against mine. I cupped the back of Greg’s head and buried my face into the crook of his neck, resting in a position to be ridden hard.

He gripped my ass cheeks with talon-like fingers and hauled me forward, drawing my warm, sticky sheath fully onto his solid cock. I moaned and whispered my thanks to Greg for fucking me while gently kissing his neck.

I pressed my knees wider apart, holding myself wide open so Greg could get closer in, tilting my ass slightly back so his angle of penetration was perfect.  I whimpered when each stroke of my lover’s cock reached the end of my pussy, filling me with the only man I had loved.

The dressing table’s heavy wooden back slammed repeatedly against the wall, each time followed a split second later by Greg’s balls slapping against my sticky thighs. He rode me like a Kentucky Derby winner, gasping and panting noisily while gripping me as though he never wanted to let go.

When he painted my sheath with his hot seed, I reared up straight, clenched his cock tightly in a powerful pelvic floor, milking it while I stared into his eyes, erupting in my magnificent orgasm. I smiled lovingly, watching every micro-expression in his resoundingly potent cum face as it contorted with every jerk and vigorous twitch of his cock.

I breathed deeply, regaining my composure while I slumped into my lover’s arms, and he carried us to the bed.

“Bring my panties, please, honey. I don’t want to lose a drop of your seed to this duvet.”

“Would you prefer to use the toilet, honey?”

“Come on, Greg… you know I have a thing about needing your cum inside me.”

“It makes me feel wonderful, Rania.”

“Great. Now fetch my panties before it all dribbles out, and I lose it.”

Call it what you may, a kink or foible perhaps, but I loved having Greg’s seed inside me. The discomfort of his creamy treat oozing into my panties was enjoyable, and I loved nothing more than reaching into my crotch and playing with a sticky clitoris while peeing hours after he fucked me.

Once I wriggled into my panties, I sat on the bed, watching my boyfriend get dressed.

“I want to tell you something that I never told anyone else, Greg.”

“Oh wow. This should be good.”

“I frequently have peegasms.”

“What on earth are they?”

“It occurs because my full bladder presses against structures in the erogenous zones, such as the urethral sponge and my clitoris from the inside. Releasing pressure when I pee stimulates nerves in these areas, resulting in an orgasm.”

“You cum when you pee?”

“Not always. It only occurs when I have a very full bladder.”

“How long has this happened, Rania?”

“Since puberty. It was quite embarrassing in the early years, to be honest. I’m telling you now because pregnancy will exert an even greater pressure on my bladder.”

“Oh my. So you will cum when you pee.”

“Are you disgusted with me, Greg?”

“Fuck, no.”

He looked thrilled and kneeled before me, hauling me into his arms. I had never told anyone my dirty secret aside from the woman doctor who diagnosed me and explained I must frequently use the toilet to avoid involuntary orgasms in my classrooms.

Once older, I managed toilet breaks carefully but often missed the unrestrained orgasm I could achieve while sitting on the toilet with an overfull bladder, peeing powerful jets of pleasure while fingering myself.

“Can I watch next time, Rania?”

“Are you fucking serious?”

“I would love to watch. Maybe I could help by kissing you while you cum or, perhaps more directly, lend a hand.”

“Your hand would be covered in my urine.”

“I don’t care.”

I eyeballed Greg as though he were deranged, then saw love, acceptance, and his kinky desire to see me having a peegasm. He was utterly serious, and I suddenly felt horny again. When I blinked, dragging myself out of a lewd fantasy, I glanced at my watch.

“We’ve been twenty minutes, Greg.”

“So what? Dimitri probably needs a few minutes to catch his breath. I am sure Diana is feeding him well.”

“Are we okay, Greg?”

“Do you mean about peegasms?”

“Yeah.”

I almost chewed off my bottom lip while frowning, feeling ashamed. He teased me with a smile and pause that accelerated my horny disposition.

“Can we explore this together, Rania… if it isn’t too personal?”

“What do you mean by explore it?”

“You know… the kinkiness of playing with your pee.”

“Umm, okay. I never thought I’d have this conversation, though, Greg.”

He led me by the hand downstairs while I tried to get a grip of myself, turning my attention away from a vision of my boyfriend wanking me while I urinated. When I kissed him goodbye at the bottom of the stairs, Dimitri’s voice talking to Diana brought me back down to Earth.

I approached, and he smiled. Diana grinned knowingly, giggling when she turned away and hid behind the coffee machine, making me a cappuccino. I knew she would serve me decaffeinated coffee because Diana refused to serve anything dangerous to Amy’s pregnancy.

“It’s decaf for you, Rania. Sorry.”

“I knew it would be, and I appreciate that you care.”

Dimitri, a typical, albeit very polite and decent man, took a few seconds to catch on, then wagged a knowing finger.

“You’re pregnant?”

“Yes.”

“So this is a temporary gig for me? I wondered why the call came so suddenly.”

“I’m changing my job. Looking after Amy’s security is a permanent role if you and she click.”

“What do you mean by click?”

“You can’t be in Amy’s life if you are a total robot, living in the shadows. She must like you and vice versa. It’s the same with Victor… you must click with him too.”

“And if we don’t click?”

“I hadn’t considered that a possibility, having seen you run across open ground while being shot at, carrying a girl to safety. I also know your brother and can’t believe you would be so different.”

“I am not much different, but I am gay.”

“That won’t be a problem.”

I saw Diana wince in one of those fucking damn it, he’s gay moments and thought what an incredible chance Dimitri had missed. Being gay meant Diana would only ever be his friend, much to her chagrin.

“I just thought I’d let you know. I’m not remotely closeted.”

“Let Amy know if you wish to or don’t… she is more interested in how well you manage the team.”

“Your team, Rania, or mine?”

“There are twelve in Amy’s permanent security detail, but three are always on leave or local break, so I bring in backup when we move from one place to another.”

“So you have nine here now?”

“Yes, but they are only on duty if Amy leaves the house cordon.”

“And what is the house security detail?”

“Two local cops at the front gates. Six patrolling inside the walls at any time on rotation, two hours on, four off, with a bunkhouse at the bottom of the garden.”

“That’s eighteen.”

“It’s thirty-six in two twelve-hour shifts. We have not vetted all of them yet, but they will be within a week. They are the security detail Antonella left behind.”

“Is that everyone, Rania?”

“Plus two close protection drivers.”

“That’s fucking heavy security.”

“They are both wealthy and have enemies. The total annual cost of Victor and Amy’s security is almost ten million dollars, including travel, benefits, and training.”

“Okay… who manages all of this?”

“You and Kasimir do as of now.”

“Just like that?”

I had just handed over months of intensive work in less than five minutes. I must have missed something, so I racked my brain, wondering whether I had. Diana slid my coffee across the mosaic-tiled surface, and I lifted it, sipping the intoxicating brew while pondering why my proud career could be handed over so quickly.

“I’m very replaceable, Dimitri.”

“That’s not what I’ve heard.”

“We all are.”

I slid a large plastic folder containing three hundred pages, perfectly marked up by chapter with colorful flags.

“This is the complete handbook for our house electronic security systems. It’s all top-of-the-range, but yeah, that’s it. I don’t want to get in your way, Dimitri.”

“I know what this feels like, Rania. You’ve done an amazing job, and I won’t bother you. I also won’t ever let you down.”

“I know that. Welcome to Amy’s team.”

I shook his hand because it felt like a poignant moment, and I needed to feel a baton being passed. As I relinquished what felt like my life’s work, I wanted to cry. Diana strolled out from behind her counter, linked her arms through Dimitri’s, and led him away, winking at me.

“Let me show you to your bedroom, honey.”

“Do I have a room in the main house, Diana?”

“You were almost sharing mine. We have an entire wing adjacent to the main house. It’s very comfortable.”

When I was alone, the silence engulfed me, and I was lost in my thoughts. After a worrying build-up to my handover that lasted days, I had transitioned from one life to another in less than ten minutes. I sipped my coffee, then moved to stand up, stopping when I heard someone approach from behind.

Victor smiled and sat opposite me.

“It gets easier, Rania.”

“What does?”

“Reinventing yourself.”

“I don’t know what you mean, Victor.”

“I saw Dimitri being ushered to a bedroom by Diana with a suitcase in one hand and our security handbook in his other. I’m assuming you just handed over your old job, and now, you’re immersed in a world of uncertainty.”

“Yes, exactly, but how did you know?”

“Because I frequently reinvent myself, Rania, as does Amy.”

“This will be my first time working without a Glock or dagger pinned somewhere to me.”

“It will be a lot more fun for you and Amy. My wife has great plans to solve as much inequity as possible, and you are an important part of that.”

“Amy is awesome, right?”

I shot him a girlish, gushing grin, thinking it to be a mistake, but when I saw Victor’s pride for a much-loved wife in his puffed-up cheeks, sparkling eyes, and loving expression, I knew we were on the same page.

“You love her very much, don’t you, Victor?”

“Just as much as your guy loves you.”

“Yes. I am lucky.”

“We are all lucky to have each other, Rania.”


Chapter Thirty-Nine

The Lion's Den

◆◆◆

Rania’s Point Of View

In a strategic move, I set up a meeting with Dimitri and Amy after dinner, allowing them to ease into a new and important relationship over a meal before delving into an analysis of my replacement’s methods and bodyguarding style.

I wasn’t concerned for Amy’s future safety because I planned to be nearby, except when she enjoyed her personal time and space.

Victor seemed pensive, probably due to the move back to Florence and lingering uncertainty over who would replace Kasimir as his head of security. I could understand why; of all my work colleagues ever, the kind-hearted yet ruthless Russian was the best and my firm favorite.

“Dimitri is a perfect bodyguard for Amy, Rania.”

“I know that, but how do you know, Victor… oh, hold on, of course… Kasimir.”

“They are brothers, after all. I checked because only the very best person can protect my wife. You would always be my first choice, Kasimir my second, his brother… well, I’m sure you get the picture.”

“I spoke with Kasimir too. He appears to have no concerns over Dimitri sliding in easily to take over from me.”

“He is convinced you made the best possible choice. Kasimir’s concern is for you and him.”

“Me and Kasimir? That’s a bit odd, Victor.”

“Not really.”

My senses alerted me to Victor’s gentle questioning, and I knew the seasoned businessman had more on his mind than discussing a simple ongoing transition. I smiled coyly, knowing he had an agenda and that I was at the top of it.

This should be interesting.

“Are you handing in your firearms anytime soon, Rania?”

“Oh, I see.”

“When I say handing them in, I mean as far as your new role is concerned, leaving the past behind, so to speak.”

“Is that wise, Victor… I could be an extra set of eyes and a much-needed gun in a fight should it become necessary.”

“You’d be a gun outside the chain of command, confusing the security team you built. Is that what you want?”

I panicked mildly, knowing I had wrong-footed myself. It was possibly illegal and definitely illogical to believe I could unofficially conceal carry a couple of Glocks amongst a deployed security team with police everywhere.

When I played it over, continuing to carry a firearm while working closely with Amy made sense to me, but now that Victor laid the risks bare, I saw how wrong it would be. 

“I guess I wanted to remain in charge of Amy’s safety. I’m not thinking straight, Victor, sorry.”

“I do that a dozen times daily, so you shouldn’t apologize.”

“Thank you for pointing it out.”

“That’s what friends do for each other, Rania.”

He left, and I enjoyed a late afternoon lull. The sun shone warmly through immense patio windows, making the room cozy despite a relative chill outside. My boyfriend and our friends managed me carefully because they all knew the handover of my role was enormously challenging and highly emotional for me.

Footsteps nearby shook me from contemplation, and I looked up, seeing Stanza and Amy approaching.

“Will you join us, please?”

“Where are we going, Amy?”

“To the library for a meeting.”

“Okay.”

As we passed the kitchen, Amy picked up Diana for reasons I couldn’t fathom, but I figured having a math genius with razor-sharp intellect around could not harm. She was also becoming my close friend, so time spent with her was never wasted.

I loved the library because although it was enormous, the intimacy of how nests of tables and chairs were arranged offered seclusion, maintaining privacy. Kasimir was already in the room, talking to a woman who sat where we headed.

She was attractive in her early sixties, drinking Diana’s coffee while enjoying a pastry. I deduced that she must work out a lot to stay fit and healthy and enjoy life’s finer pleasures.

By the time we closed in on her, the woman already stood, offering a hand to shake everyone else’s.

“I’m Gia, and it’s lovely to meet you all.” 

“Hi, Gia. I’m Amy, and I have Rania, Diana, and Stanza with me. We’re here to discuss building a clinic.”

Oh, Amy is a genius.

I chuckled inside because I finally saw what was always blindingly evident to those who looked more closely than I had. In her meeting, Amy had an Italian speaker, a numbers genius, and a specialist interrogator complimenting her legal and business skills. We were a formidable team. Amy knew it because she had carefully maneuvered each of us into position.

Maria delivered coffee, tea, and a selection of biscuits that wouldn’t spoil dinner. I settled into what I believed was my role, watching, reading Gia’s body language, and listening intently. Our visitor seemed nervous, but then, if I were a city official or in some way connected to them, I would be hesitant to meet a billionaire and her hawkish team.

“You have a lovely home, Amy.”

“It belonged to Antonella until yesterday. Do you know her?”

“Oh… everyone here knows Antonella.”

Gia pursed her lips disapprovingly and glanced away, not wishing to make eye contact with anyone, a sign she held extreme prejudice for Amy’s wayward friend. I guessed that Antonella was like Marmite in her community, loved by many and hated by an equal number. I couldn’t blame her dissenters because the criminal I had never expressed my opinion about was inclined to change sides at the drop of a hat.

“Well, this meeting isn’t about Antonella or how she got things done, Gia.”

“I’m glad. Can you outline your proposal, please?”

“My foundation wishes to fund a children’s hospice in Florence. It seems that the general hospital has a poorly situated and ill-equipped ward. We want to meet with local health professionals to discuss a facility with beautiful gardens, nice views, play areas, and the best possible care.”

“Is this a hearts and minds campaign, Amy?”

“In what way?”

“Are you vying to win favor with the local elite?”

“That’s not my intention, Gia.”

“Then what?”

“We want to provide the resources to care for sick and terminally ill children.”

“As simple as that?”

“Yes.”

Gia wasn’t convinced. I was impressed that Amy hadn’t pointed out that connivances, currying local favor, or promoting her business credentials was pointless because she had more money than anyone could spend in a lifetime.

“I want us to build a state-of-the-art care facility that feels like home to the patients and their parents. I am sure you have many local architects, developers, and artists who can build a child’s paradise, so I will leave those details to you and my team. Stanza will oversee the design and build, and Diana will manage financial budgets and projections.”

“And Rania?”

“Rania will keep everyone we deal with honest. She will audit progress, track where the money goes, and what happens to it, dealing with transgressors through local law enforcement and a team of lawyers.”

“That sounds ominous.”

“We live in an age of vast corruption, Gia. Rania will leave no stone unturned while we all do what’s right for the children and their parents.”

“Okay, well, that’s corruption covered. What is your budget?”

“Excluding the building, my foundation can commit up to one hundred million US dollars to installation. We can provide up to thirty-five million dollars each year to cover running costs for up to five years; after that, the hospice must have a charitable foundation of its own, raising funds to which we will add a top-up.”

“Wow. That’s immense. And what about the building?”

“My foundation will purchase a site or existing building per the hospice board specification, own it ourselves, and lease it back to the hospice for one dollar per year for one hundred years. We will take responsibility for all infrastructure maintenance.”

The basic terms Amy offered were incredibly generous, but the devil was in the details. My work had meaning far beyond my expectations because the more effectively we spent foundation money, the more people would benefit. In a roundabout way, we were saving children, making them well, or giving them the best possible lives for the time they had left.

“You will need all kinds of regulatory approvals to get this through, Amy.”

“We hoped to circumvent much of that because the city urgently needs this clinic.”

“I understand, but we must stick to the rules.”

“That’s where you come in, Gia. I’m willing to offer three months of due diligence and to achieve all approvals to break ground.”

“And what if the city can’t achieve that?”

“We shall take our money elsewhere. We do not intend funding a self-licking lollipop of bureaucrats who take their time to progress this project while spending our money.”

“Fair enough.”

The wheels of officialdom grind slowly everywhere, but now, Amy had lit a fire under Gia, prompting her to make a name for herself within Florentine society or fail children in dire need.

“I’ll get it done, Amy.”

“I know you will. Please feel free to contact my team anytime, and they will help you. Rania will take the project lead, so please let her know if there are meetings with local officials.”

I was stunned because my experience in project management was minimal, and I had just been tossed into the lion’s den. Gia smiled warmly at me, already currying favor with the person on our team whom she now perceived as a gatekeeper.

After Stanza escorted Gia away and Diana left to finish preparing dinner, I was left with my boss, who looked smug.

“You planned everything, Amy.”

“I wish we had at least one guy in my team, but that omission wasn’t by design. I happened upon you all like the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle that I carefully put together. I’m feeling pleased with myself right now.”

“You should be.”

“And yet you seem anxious, Rania.”

“This is unfamiliar territory, and you kind of threw me in at the deep end.”

Amy eyed me carefully, looking amused like she was enjoying my transformation. I felt an unusual bond with her that grew stronger daily since we first met. I understood my boss’s behavioral traits, character, her habits, and even how she thought, but I hadn’t seen this curveball coming.

“Who organized the DRC raid to rescue all those enslaved children, Rania?”

“I had help.”

“But you brought it all together. Combat veterans, helicopters, a ship, accommodation, scheme of attack, communications-.”

“-Okay, okay, Amy, please stop. What is your point?”

“I’ll wager you have planned far more complicated operations than creating a wonderful space for sick children. If you can manage complexity in one project, you can do it in another. Find out what matters and make things happen.”

“You are too shrewd, Amy.”

“I am protected by love and great friends. It makes my life so easy, Rania. You all do much harder work than me.”

My transition to a new life was complete, and I relaxed.

Dinner was ready, and Greg fetched me; I went straight to the dining room, even though I desperately needed to pee. I clung on, reminding myself that my boyfriend wanted this, and it wasn’t me forcing it upon him.

When Marco and Maria delivered an immense Porchetta on a huge wooden carving board, I drooled and ran to the toilet, incapable of holding back. I returned, relieved, noting everyone waited for me, having poured wine with a non-alcoholic vintage for Amy and me.

When she carved the roast pig, Diana looked proud, complimenting Marco and Maria, but I knew it was she, a native New Yorker, who had shown two Italians how to debone the pig, mix the herbs, stuff, and roll everything into a delicacy few still knew how to make correctly.

I felt hungry, enticed into a full plate of food by crispy golden roasted potatoes, chargrilled vegetables, a fluffy polenta, mashed sweet potatoes, crispy green beans, stuffed shells, Caprese salad, blistered tomatoes, sautéed mushrooms, risotto, glazed carrots, garlic bread, and caramelized onions.

“Oh my god, Diana!”

“What is it, Rania?”

“In my whole life, I have never seen a more incredible table of food. Thank you so much.”

“You are very welcome, sweetheart.”

Greg held my hand under the table as tears welled in my eyes. Amy sat beside me, reaching across to hold my other hand. It would be my dying wish to return to this table and have this meal with everyone present, plus those left in New York.

I looked forward to seeing Hannah, Anastasia, Katerina, and Peter soon because this life with all of them was the best version of me.

Amy leaned closer to me, grinning.

“We’re pregnant. We can cry whenever we want to without explaining why.”

“Thank you so much, Amy.”

“No, sweetheart. Thank you.”

My friends and lover smiled at one another, and soon, the clamor of plates being passed around, spoons serving hearty portions, cutlery clashing, and laughter with chattering everywhere was a picture of my life I would always remember.

The dining room was warm from an oven that had radiated heat all day while roasting a pig. When it got chillier as night fell, my boyfriend stood and walked to a huge natural stone fireplace, lighting kindling upon which large olive tree-cut logs were stacked.

The smell of a fire burning, with its spit and crackle as oils from the wood chunks burst into flame and knots split, reminded me of Christmas.

“Are we having a tree, Amy?”

“We must and also a secret Santa, which means-.”

“Shopping!”

All four women shouted it together while the guys laughed. My eyes sparkled because regardless of my life in combat and close protection, I was still a girl who wanted to buy her boy a special gift at Christmas. 


Chapter Forty

Special Discoveries

◆◆◆

Amy’s Point Of View

“Amy?”

“Yes, honey?”

“Are you sleeping?”

“Oh my… not anymore, Victor.”

In my head, my voice sounded a little harsher than intended, also very badly muffled into the pillow, so I slid up the eye mask purloined from our private jet and looked around through bleary eyes. I had intended to sleep late before a shopping trip with my friends, but now that hope was dashed. I smiled at Victor because he was a new husband, so he didn’t truly appreciate how vital sleep and shopping were to his young, pregnant wife.

I flailed my arm out, searching for my husband, who wasn’t in our bed. I caught his leg and stroked it gently as if that would coax him back to a deep sleep. It didn’t occur to ask why he sat beside me or why he was naked when we made love a few hours ago but wore sweatpants now.

“Sorry for sounding crabby, honey. Go back to sleep, come on. Spoon me, baby.”

“I understand it’s very late, Amy.”

“Yes, it’s still time for our sleep.”

“I want to show you something.”

“Oh… I see.”

“Not that.”

“Oh, that’s a shame. I’m almost awake now, and I was dreaming about you making love to me.”

“Come with me, Amy.’

“What time is it?”

“2 a.m.”

“Fucking what?”

“I couldn’t sleep, so I went exploring.”

I sat upright, blinked, and saw my husband properly, so I smiled because, fully awake or in my dreams, it was always great to see Victor, just not during the bit in between. He was dressed, holding a torch, and looking very excited.

“I have your bathrobe ready.”

“Okay.”

My husband eased me out of bed gently, seductively sliding his hands along my thighs, pushing up his T-shirt that I wore. When I opened my legs wide as part of an effort to stand, he stared hungrily at my pussy, which was minus my panties.

“Are you sure you’d rather not stay here in bed, where it is warm and cozy, sweetheart… we could, you know?”

“I’d love to go down on you, Amy, but I have a hell of a surprise waiting for you.”

“What is it?”

“I won’t spoil the surprise, Amy.”

I still felt groggy but could stand awkwardly and lift my arms, yawning, almost locking my jaw while my husband helped me into a warm bathrobe. I wrapped the belt tightly around my waist and yawned again, stamping on, then into my slippers while Victor took my hand.

“This needs to be good, Victor. I am sleeping for two people.”

“You’ll love it.”

He led me down the hallway while I constantly stifled more yawns. Downstairs and surprisingly with no sign of security staff anywhere, Victor strolled across the kitchen, diner, and living room, carefully ushering me along.

An indoor swimming pool was subtly lit, as was a spa area comprising a hot tub, sauna, steam room, gym, and massage suite—all unsurprising to me by their existence in our home. My husband brought me to a door marked Janitor and pulled a key from his pocket.

“Don’t we have cleaners, honey?”

“Just wait until you see what is inside here.”

He unlocked the door, and I was surprised at the pristine, clean corridor that led at least twenty meters in front. Along each side were five doors, making ten rooms.

“What is this place, Victor?”

“Come and see. Once I discovered the room, it took me a while to find this key. It was in a kitchen drawer.”

When we entered the echoey corridor, I noticed everything inside was industrial-grade, from the solid black molded plastic light switches to thick linoleum flooring and steel door fittings. The walls were plain, polished concrete and felt like a bunker or a prison.

When Victor opened the first door, I stepped inside, shocked to see a prison cell with black-painted bars and a concrete bed with a steel toilet inside. I shook the bars and found them to be real and impregnable. There wasn’t even a window through which a prisoner might see.

“What the fuck. This is a prison cell, Victor.”

“Yep. Wait till you see what’s in the next few rooms.”

“Oh, come on, we must.”

My husband opened the door to the next room. Inside was a steel table with chairs facing each other on either side. On one side, a steel loop was embedded into the table, which I assumed a chain could pass through to allow someone to be restrained by handcuffs.

“It’s an interrogation room, Amy, and next door is a viewing room.”

“Oh wow. Is that window a looking glass?”

I pointed at a massive mirror on the wall that looked like the sort from TV procedural crime dramas. A thick wooden frame sat around the mirrored glass, and I imagined an audience on the other side watching. It was spine-chilling, and I gulped, with the hairs on my neck pricking up as I wondered what awful things had been done here.

“Fuck. What’s next?”

In the next room, I was utterly stunned, having been convinced I was being given a tour around Antonella’s private prison. In front of me was the very manifestation of my future.

“It’s an OBGYN chair, Victor.”

“Yes, it is.”

“What the fuck is it doing here?”

“This whole corridor is a sex role-playing studio. There is a room with a bar, another with a casino roulette table, where people can gamble, lose, and debts can be paid, and another room is for orgies, with three sex swings lined up on a stage.

“So the prison cell is also-.”

“Yup. It’s a sex role-playing room, as is the interrogation room and a torture suite three doors down.”

“Fucking hell, Victor.”

“Antonella is some kinky bitch, honey. We should probably have all of this disposed of.”

The chair had a brand name I had never heard of: Avante-Milano. Its firm, mint green cushioned leather seat and back looked appealing, but the stainless steel leg rails and appendages holding foam-cushioned anklets were ominous.

“I don’t know, Victor. Perhaps we should keep it all. We could have fun.”

Victor stared at me with searing fire because I had said precisely what he hoped for. I elbowed him gently in the ribs and grinned, looking again at the chair, imagining my calves nestled in the cushioned cups, legs spread wide open, and my husband sat on the tiny stool in front of my pussy, dining on me.

When I untied my bathrobe belt, shrugged off the garment, and moved forward, inspecting the chair, I saw a raging erection tenting my husband’s sweat pants.

“Is it time for my internal, doctor?”

“I believe so.”

I left my t-shirt on to whet my husband’s appetite while carefully climbing into the chair, hooking both my thighs over the semi-circular cuffs and wriggling my ass until I got comfortable. Using the remote control, I spread my legs halfway apart, enough so that my husband got a great view of his late-night supper.

I put on a bratty cheerleader look and stared at my husband like I would do at older boys when I was barely legal. He grinned and looked shy, unsure about what to do, and it struck me we were both new to sexual role-playing, so for this to work, I must take the bull by the horns. 

“I’ve been having some problems down below since discovering I am pregnant, doctor.”

“Oh my. Tell me more, please, Amy.”

“Whenever I see my boyfriend or other hunky guys, my tight little pussy gets sticky, damp, and it tickles me deep inside.”

“Shall I take a closer look at that for you?”

“Yes, please.”

Victor sat, trembling like a leaf, while I made myself comfortable, and he shuffled the stool into place. I handed him the remote control, which he stared at blankly, realizing what to do after he glanced at my swollen pussy.

I felt severely aroused, vaguely remembering a dream I had in which my husband fucked me in just such a scenario. His face rippled with excitement, and his nostrils flared because he could smell my copious, leaking, sticky hormones, as could I.

I had showered after we made love in the evening before, but there would still be much of Victor’s seed inside me. He loved cleaning me up after we fucked, so it wasn’t an issue for either of us. My husband always gave me fantastic head, caring about every kiss on my fat, trembling labia, the even stroke of his flattened tongue as it plowed my creamy furrow, and how he prised apart my pussy lips.

When he activated the remote control, Victor eased the chair downwards slightly into a backward tilt while spreading my legs far apart.

“Say when, please, Amy.”

“Whenever I am wide enough for you, doctor.”

Victor spread my legs very wide apart, always watching my face until I winked discretely at my maximum extension. I knew my pussy was a hairy, creamy mess, but also, that was precisely how my husband loved eating my wiry pie.

“You look hungry, doctor. Did you forget to eat lunch?”

“Yes, unfortunately, I did.”

“If I have anything you’d like to snack on, please feel free.”

He snorted like a dragon, excitedly bowing his head forward before sliding his tongue from my sticky pink fuck hole to the clitoris that already throbbed desperately for an orgasm. I shouted out in a moment of high passion as Victor kissed, sucked, and licked his way through my swollen, hairy labia and the creamy pink furrow exposed between them.

His fingers opened my swollen pussy lips wide, and Victor ate me with an eager urgency that felt so intense I had a tiny, womb-tingling orgasm right away. One small fiery climax sparked another larger one, and I tensed every muscle, moaning while I stared up at the ceiling, enjoying the view of my husband giving me head through a massive mirror pinned up there.

Victor was ferocious in tonguing my pussy like my sweet cream was essential to maintain his life. He slurped, plowing his tongue up and down my honied slit from a throbbing, engorged clitoris to the spangled anal whorl where scant juices pooled.

When he clenched his lips around my swollen clitoris, pulled her clear from the protective skin puddle, and sucked, I knew we were tearing down the home straight. He carefully wedged three fingers deep inside me, widening my fuck hole, fucking it in preparation for his immense cock. 

Through the ceiling mirror, I had an incredible view of my orgasm, squirting its pee and hormone-laced nectar hard in short bursts down Victor’s throat, undoubtedly drenching his tonsils. As I squeezed out each powerful jet of unicorn pee into my husband’s mouth, I wondered how many times Antonella had enjoyed the exact same orgasmic moment in this very chair.

“You must fuck me, Doctor. All my college friends do it frequently, including the girls. That’s why I am pregnant.”

“Oh wow. Please don’t say a word about this to anyone, Amy. I would be struck off.”

I saw he enjoyed our role-playing and hoped a school classroom would be somewhere in the maze of delightful doors. Playing a barely legal pregnant slut to his obstetrician was harmless, and I loved doing it. Cumming in my husband’s mouth was always a great pleasure, but now, we could release our inner erotic fantasists and have so much more fun.

While he undressed, I whimpered in the chair, wriggling around, enjoying every last ripple of pleasure wrung out from my body by a tumultuous orgasm. Victor’s cock looked harder than usual, gnarly, with the blue veins and bloated urethra very pronounced.

I was soaking wet, so when my husband’s cock parted my trembling, fleshy petals, it was a simple matter for him to pop my seal, slide his cock halfway inside my pussy and cause me to rejoin the orgasm train at full speed. My soft tissue walls clenched tightly on and off his massive, stiff cock, enjoying how he stretched me hard while I milked him.

In an orgasmic trance, I stared up at the ceiling, imagining a real doctor reaming me because he couldn’t resist having pregnant women. I watched his head flail from side to side while he gripped my ass cheeks and gave me exactly what I deserved for being a bad girl and getting pregnant. My inner schoolgirl slut was fully exposed, and I hoped my husband imagined plowing a slutty unmarried pregnant college girl with his giant cock during her internal exam.

I cringed at my whoreish behavior, wondering how to explain it later to my husband. I was imagining this scenario for real, and that drove my orgasm through the roof. Pregnancy made me horny, perhaps pushing boundaries I would never usually countenance, so I closed my eyes, calmed down, and thought only of my beloved.

When he came deep inside me, Victor leaned his head back, saw the mirror above, and smiled lovingly at me. Using both powerful hands, he clawed my ass cheeks with his fingers, dragging my tight, throbbing pussy onto his vigorously jerking cock.

When my husband decanted the few final drops of his precious seed inside me, he looked down, and the only man I ever wanted and loved stared back at me, wide-eyed and smiling big like I was the only girl in the world.

“I brought no panties to hold in the semen you just filled me with.”

“The jail cell toilet works for real, and we have pads here because every room is properly equipped. There is even a stable with a large plastic horse you can lie across.”

“So you can do what, Victor?”

“Either of us could thrash the other with a collection of riding crops also there.”

“I think we will leave that room alone. Spanking doesn’t appeal.”

“Whatever you say, honey.”

By the time we locked up the sex suite and returned to our room, I felt exhausted, so I got naked, as did Victor, and we cradled one another in loving afterglow.

When I woke at around 9 a.m. and lay watching my man, I wondered how often Antonella had a laugh to herself about the rooms she knew we must eventually find. Victor’s eyes opened slowly, and he grinned, clearly fondly remembering our nighttime excursion.

“That OBGYN chair was great fun, Victor. I was so fucking exposed when you ate and fucked me.”

“You were very easy to lick and fuck.”

“What shall we tell the others?”

“I have no clue, Amy. On the one hand, they would probably enjoy at least one room, but on the other, it opens everyone’s business up to each other.”

“I agree. It’s not like we could walk past family and friends enjoying a gathering for coffee in the kitchen, go into the swimming pool area, open the Janitor’s room door, and disappear without stirring up some gossip.”

“And yet it would be such a shame to lose that wonderful amenity.”

“Oh, we can’t do that either, Victor. I love that chair, and I am looking forward to locking you in prison, then coaxing your cock through the bars.”


Chapter Forty-One

Girls Day Out

◆◆◆

With the morning sun streaming through our windows, Victor nodded off again with his mouth clenched around my solid nipple. A night of nocturnal exploration and our fantastical fuck had tired him out.

My internal exam to determine cervical dilation wasn’t due until thirty-six weeks, but I knew it wouldn’t be half as much fun as the one Victor gave me in the early hours.

The thought of my husband wearing the white doctor’s gown hanging up in our OBGYN room, doing a weekly thorough check-up of my pussy appealed to me to the extent I descended into a giggling fit.

Carefully rolling out of bed and tiptoeing to the toilet was pointless because my laughter and absence woke Victor, who followed me to the bathroom.

“I’m peeing, Victor. Go away!”

“I know. It’s nice watching you sitting cross-legged, embarrassed, and cute as hell on that toilet.”

“Go away, Doctor.”

“I knew you were laughing about last night.”

“I can’t wait until I’m heavily pregnant to get into that chair. Also, I want to be arrested by Officer Victor, interrogated by CIA Agent Victor, and fucked in most of the rooms down there.”

“What’s come over you, Amy?”

“You have, of course, honey. I never wanted to fuck anyone as hard as I want to with you. I can’t get enough of your cock.”

“And tongue.”

“Yes, exactly.”

I had been reading up about age gap relationships in articles from blogs and mainstream lifestyle magazines. Mostly, they formed a consensus that younger girls with older guys couldn’t get too much sex. They said the same thing about the reverse, where older women found younger men to be far more virulent than husbands generally.

I scrunched the paper, dried myself, stood up from the toilet, flushed it, washed my hands, and stepped into Victor’s embrace.

“I am fortunate that you are healthy and very able to service me so well, sexually speaking, honey.”

“We are both lucky, Amy.”

“Shall we fuck now before I go shopping with the girls?”

Back in our bed, my leg was already cocked over Victor’s midriff, and I gripped the base of his cock, gently fist-pumping it to get maximum rigidity quickly. When I squatted and slid my tight pussy down his cock while tying my hair into a rough ponytail, he was already solid as a steel bar.

“Are you using me for sex, Amy?”

“Yes… kind of, but not disrespectfully. Having your semen constantly inside me feels important, to say nothing about the health benefits to me.”

“What health benefits?”

“Your semen contains serotonin and oxytocin, various other hormones, and several prostaglandins that act as mood enhancers. Moreover, it contains melatonin, the hormone that improves my sleep quality.”

“So you are using me to sleep?”

“As my medicine, yes… and of course, the orgasms… well, they are fucking great.”

“Do you feel it is working, Amy? Am I good for you?”

His question surprised me because my husband suddenly looked vulnerable, so I stopped riding his cock and settled myself impaled fully on it so he was balls deep inside me. I milked him, gently tensing and releasing my pelvic floor.

“You are the best thing that ever happened to me, Victor. I crave your smell and touch; whenever I hear your voice or see you, my heart is instantly lifted, and I melt into the best version of myself. Of course, I believe your seed has positive health benefits for me.”

“Thank you, Amy.”

I leaned down, riding his cock hard and fast while kissing my beloved. His emotional availability and love drove my happiness. I stared into his eyes, drilling my pussy up and down his cock until Victor came with a vigorously twitching cock deep inside me, decanting his semen.

I watched him with the most profound feelings of love surging through me.

“Thank you, husband.”

“You are very welcome, Amy.”

I loved bathing with him, so Victor followed me into the shower, soaped my favorite natural sponge, and lathered me from head to toe. When he rinsed me off, my husband stood behind me and cupped our baby bump, telling me how much love he felt for both of us.

“Can you talk to our baby tonight, Victor?”

“Does that work?”

“We should start at sixteen weeks, but I honestly believe it works. You’ll help socialize our child and bond with them.”

“I’ll do it every night.”

We dressed and went downstairs holding hands. It was Saturday, and I had no clue what my husband had planned, but I was going shopping with Diana, Rania, and Stanza. I felt excited about an all-girl boutique store trip around Florence and ran to the other three in the kitchen, hugging each other and exchanging pleasantries.

Breakfast was my favorite, a buffet, so I filled my plate with a croissant, Danish, and six rashers of crispy grilled bacon doused in maple syrup. As I hung out around a nest of sofas drinking coffee with my shopping crew, Victor sat close by, talking to my new head of security and Greg.

My husband waved cutely and joined us, kneeling beside my sofa, smiling.

“What time are we leaving, Amy?”

“What do you mean?”

My heart was in my mouth because Victor’s cute face was so adorable I couldn’t crush his happiness. Evidently, he thought my girl’s shopping trip was open to boys, or at least one in particular, him.

“What time are we going shopping, Amy?

“Umm, come again, hun… I err. Surely you don’t want to be dragged all over town by four indecisive girls, two of whom are pregnant and hormonal?”

“Of course. I cleared my day, especially for this. For you.”

I felt horrified, which was precisely how the other women looked. Having a man point out how many garments we had tried on every hour, how many times we crisscrossed the city revisiting the same shops, and how obsessively we plundered sales rails wasn’t healthy for any marriage.

For a moment, my world stopped turning, pulled by the gravity of a severe dilemma. I wasn’t sure whether to bring Victor along or let him down lovingly, but he solved the problem by pointing at my face and laughing hysterically, joined by the other guys who watched from a safe distance.

“I got you a beauty there, Amy. I told Greg you wouldn’t push me away.”

I slapped him playfully while Rania chased Greg, who ran away. I heard an ass slap, then giggling from somewhere on a sofa across the room, and a loving, playful chastisement was enjoyed between a couple.

When I stood, I smiled while holding my husband’s hand and looking around our new, happy home, already filled with love.

A duo singing outside and a couple of maids wheeling suitcases heralded new, unexpected arrivals, and I grinned even more. When she saw her brother, Anastasia’s face lit up, and she ran, leaping into his arms while Hannah made a beeline for me and the others, pointing to us and looking inquiringly.

“Where are you three going, Amy?”

“Actually, we are four. When Rania finishes spanking Greg somewhere nearby, we’re shopping. Do you want to come?”

“Damn right.”

“You never said you were arriving so soon, Hannah.”

“We missed the rest of you, so we scooted out here on the red eye last night.”

While our six-girl army made final preparations to leave, I closed in on Victor again, wanting to make sure he had something fun to do.

“We could meet for lunch if you like, honey.”

“It’s okay. Greg and I have something planned. He booked the Mugello race car circuit so we could drive a couple of Ferraris for around half the day. It’s about twenty miles away, so I’ll meet you for dinner.”

“So you had something planned all along and were never coming shopping?”

“I would have, Amy, but you need time doing girl things with friends.”

“And you need to drive fast cars.”

“And faster women.”

I cupped my baby bump, swayed gently, and smiled while my husband leaned in and kissed me. When I joined my girlfriends, they were in high spirits, giggling in a way that men fear more than dragons.

We left the house on foot, and I noticed that two more security guards had been added from Victor’s detail to mine, probably because we were six girls rather than four, and my husband worried about all of us. Dimitri stuck close by, but not so much as Rania. He had explained the previous day that being a man shadowing a beautiful woman was more difficult than being a woman doing the same thing.

I felt comfortable and safe surrounded by friends, family, and security. Hannah linked her arm through mine, and I fleetingly remembered my fantasy, including her in our bed. When I shook the lewd thoughts from my mind, reality struck, and I realized how dangerous it would be for me and Victor to go there.

“What are you buying today, Amy?“

“Over-the-bump panties and some proper maternity dresses. It’s time I got serious about clothes. I also want to look around a shop selling nice strollers. I need one to run with it and another that Victor would look great pushing through a piazza.”

“Will Victor push a stroller?”

“He would be devastated not to push our baby.”

“How do you know? Did he say so?”

“Nope. I’ve been observing unnoticed and seen him browsing for strollers. Porsche does a carbon fiber one I don’t like, but they also make lovely child car seats.”

“Victor only has two seats in his Porsche.”

“Victor has ordered a four-seater Panamera. Also, I overheard him asking for baby clothes in pink and blue.”

“Porsche branded, too?”

“Yes.”

“You need to stop him, Amy.”

“No way. I’m thrilled he is so keen.”

As I strolled along a beautiful Florentine alleyway enjoying the tiny Piazza, each with a small church and large statue in front, a thought struck me about happiness and how people, food, places, and love fulfilled me, not wealth. I wasn’t so naive as to believe money didn’t matter, but I knew I had too much and that it was time to give more away or lose myself to greed.

I would find more worthy projects and sink money into them, helping vulnerable people wherever and whenever possible because it was the only way to pay forward for my happiness.

We shopped until I needed to buy sneakers shortly before lunch, which I should have worn instead of the one-inch heels that hurt. My obsession with looking great must change because I must look pregnant fabulous, not model slim, as had been my preoccupation to date.

I secretly believed my husband loved fucking me while I was pregnant and, to my slight concern, may even be more attracted to me. We frequently discussed breastfeeding and how Victor might enjoy his share of my nutritious gift. The thought of feeding him turned me on, and being pregnant made me horny but not more attracted to him than usual, which was a lot.

I decided to talk with Victor in much more detail about our pregnancy and specifically sexual matters after dinner, taking a swim together, or relaxing before bedtime. Perhaps we would make it back into the sex suite and enjoy another kink.

At lunchtime, we discovered a cute little Trattoria that looked like someone’s converted living room. It was set on the corner where an alleyway curved to the left, and stone stairs led steeply up to the right.

Inside, it was clean, rustic, and very cheap and I wondered how we happened upon it with such great fortune. We were led to a massive circular table with Chicchetti-style starters hitting the table soon after. I bit into an artichoke and had a culinary epiphany. A perfect balance of bitter and sweet flavors had a tender but satisfyingly meaty and crunchy texture.

I closed my eyes and journeyed through fields of golden corn somewhere near Rome on the road to Elysium and fell in love with the restaurant. When I opened my eyes again, Diana grinned at me.

“Did you pick this restaurant and maneuver us here, Diana?”

“Yes. I knew you liked artichokes, which are the best you can buy anywhere. They come from Sardinia.”

“You’ve gone to extraordinary lengths this time.”

“Where food is concerned, details matter, Amy.”

“Have you studied the food scene in all of Florence?”

“I am about halfway through.”

“And what have you in store for us?”

“Maria and Marco are spending the whole week sourcing everything from Pecorino cheese from a high hilltop farm near Chianti to the best-aged hams in Parma. I also have a day’s visit to a pasta-making factory for the boys and us booked too.”

“Wow, Diana… what happens if you ever marry?”

“My husband will be very well cared for.”

“I know that for sure, but what about the rest of us?”

“I won’t leave you, Amy.”

I saw from her expression the fierce loyalty backing her promise. As one course replaced another and pasta was served, I had such a meal of joy as I could ever hope for with my girlfriends. I exchanged messages frequently with Victor, who sent me sexy photographs of himself with Greg, both wearing skin-tight Ferrari leather racing car suits and carrying helmets.

Can we buy a Ferrari, Amy?

Of course.

I’ve fallen in love with an Italian Stallion.

Buy, stable, and play with her all you like, but I’ll keep my American Mustang with a big cock forever.

Oh, you are such a tease, wife.

Who is winning? You or Greg.

We’re not competing, but Greg would win by a mile if we were. I just learned he was a national champion in the junior karting leagues. I got to go, honey.

Be safe, please, Victor.

Don’t worry. They won’t let an amateur like me wreck a half-million-dollar car. Love you.

Love you too.

I turned to Rania, who was answering messages from Greg while staring at her phone screen. She had a huge romantic smile on her face. When she caught me looking, my friend turned serious, and then, a few seconds later, she clapped a hand across her mouth and burst into giggles, incapable of holding back.

“Is Greg messaging you?”

“Yes, those two men are like a couple of teenage boys today, Amy. What is it about cars and men?”

“I guess it’s like us with lingerie, shoes and handbags.”

“Yes, I guess so. You can’t have too many.”

“But you only need one man to yourself, Rania, and we struck gold in that regard.”

“Yes, we really did. Have you seen the photographs of them in their cute outfits?”

“I did. They look sexy as fuck.”

“I asked Greg to buy his and bring it home for the bedroom. I can’t wait to play with Nascar Greg and his big gearstick.”

Everyone at the lunch table fell about laughing. I was seeing the best of Rania; now, she wasn’t always on duty around me. She was fun and vivacious, and being in love, especially with an awesome guy like Greg, suited her.

We shopped for an afternoon session lasting four hours, getting help from the stores to deliver our things to the house at extra cost. When I passed the art and craft store Caprica and I had visited, I stopped, and an air of sad reflection struck me.

I opened my phone and speed-dialed.

“Hi, Caprica.”

“Hello, Amy.”

“Have you bought your tickets to come to Florence yet?”

“Yes. The earliest flight I can get leaves La Guardia next week.”

“I’ll send you a private jet today. Can you leave right away?“

“Are you sure?’

She sounded shocked and excited. I knew Caprica wanted to be with us, and had I been less harsh, today might have been a great day for her, too. Not wishing her to miss any more fun, I was willing to pay for my sister-in-law’s travel because it was the right thing to do.

“Let Mom know as well, please.”

“Which one?”

“Yours, Katerina is in the Caribbean with my Dad.”

“What about Lady Lara?”

“She can come without guests, and we’ll cruise the Mediterranean.”

“Thank you, Amy.”

“You are welcome, sweetie.”


Chapter Forty-Two

She's Back

◆◆◆

After we reached home, everyone went their separate ways to work on their closets, retry garments, and hang some for return to the store to resize or refund. By tomorrow, old clothes in bags would head for recycling bins, and new wardrobes would hang for weeks until they were used.

I lay on our bed, utterly exhausted, staring at the ceiling, surrounded by my shopping bags, considering my perfect life. I giggled when scrolling on my phone past several photographs of two boys driving fast cars, wearing a uniform they looked very fetching in.

I rolled out of bed, yawned, stretched, and made a Nespresso Kenyan dark roast decaf double-shot to combat an oncoming sleep wave and to revive me.

With that positive juju juice slowly permeating my brain and nervous systems, I showered, dried myself, and wore my first-ever pair of over-the-bump panties. As I stood in front of the mirror, observing, admiring, and stroking our baby, I felt far more comfortable than when wearing my usual lingerie. Soft, breathable cotton with an adjustable elastic waistband and double-layer crotch design made me comfortable and would keep me feeling fresh for much longer.

The change in weather between New York and Florence meant I felt too warm walking in the bright sun and then very chilly in the shadows or when night fell. While shopping, I bought light and heavy-weight bathrobes for day and nightwear, several thin and thick jumpers, and enough maternity dresses to wear a different one every day for a few weeks.

When Victor burst excitedly into our bedroom, it seemed he had regressed to his childhood, and I instantly broke into a fit of giggles that made me run to the bathroom for a pee. When I returned, he stared at himself in the mirror, saw me, and jumped around, planting both palms on his hips like Buzz Lightyear, replete with an insane grin. 

“Tah, dah… what do you think, Amy?”

“You bought the Ferrari leather driving suit you wore today?”

“Yeah, it’s very sweaty right now, but it will be great once I have it laundered.”

“You drive a Porsche, honey. The good folks in Stuttgart will put a hit on you for wearing a Ferrari suit in their car.”

“I bought a Ferrari because you said I could. The first car arrives in a week, the next in nine months.”

I stared at him and smiled because I saw our child standing before me. He or she was around nine years old and looked so cute I could refuse them nothing. If Victor was by any resemblance a caricature of what our children would be like, I wanted more than five.

“Okay, Victor, but what prompted you to buy the sweaty, smelly suit, honey?”

“I felt like a kid all day driving that car with a permanent grin painted on, and when Greg bought his-”

“For Rania in the bedroom.”

“Oh really?”

“Mmm, hmm.”

I nodded, raised one eyebrow, pulled on my bottom lip, and his expression changed instantly, caught up in one of those what the fuck - he never said that to me moments. Victor wore the fun expression of a guy who had just heard about a friend’s tawdry scandal, so he sat down beside me, intrigued but momentarily and delightfully distracted by my bump, stroking our baby through my new panties.

“You smell very ripe, Victor. I do believe you might make our baby quite sick.”

“The cars are track prepared and don’t have refinements like air-conditioning.”

“Or windows that open?”

“Not at two hundred miles per hour, honey.”

“Whoa, that sounds dangerous and like a smelly man cocoon of all the flavors I wouldn’t like.”

“We had professional drivers beside us constantly, and they stank far worse. I don’t think they launder their gear every day.”

“You are doing a bad job selling this if you want the girls to go next time, Victor.”

My husband was high on life, with his eyes wide as saucers and tone elevated by more than one octave. This was partly because my husband had a fun day, but he was also processing the gossip I had given him.

He looked at me doubtfully, but I just kept nodding.

“Are you serious about why Greg bought the suit?”

“Yup. Rania came right out and said it in front of everyone. It was hilarious.”

“Well, I can’t judge her and Greg for having a kinky good time…. After all, we have sole access to a sex suite of love and hedonism through the janitor’s door.”

“Which now has a Ferrari driving suit as part of its ensemble. Maybe there is a pitstop where you can fill car 69.”

“Car 69 being you?”

“The only girl car in your life, honey. You can’t wear it walking down to the janitor’s room because people will guess something is up. In fact, you can’t wear it around the house. But…”

“But what, Amy?”

“You definitely look sexy as fuck wearing it, minus the sweaty crotch and ass crack I don’t want to envision… oh, fuck… There is it, and now I need to pour bleach into my eyes. Go shower, honey, please.”

“Can we keep it?”

“Maybe if groupie Amy wants to fuck a Formula One driver sometime… well… I know she will, so yeah… you can keep it.”

“I’ll have it laundered right away.”

With some difficulty, my husband peeled himself out of the leather suit, a sexy live show I thoroughly enjoyed. I lay on our bed alone, while he sang songs, bathing, and I laughed at how cute the whole scene was.

After he showered, we kissed and cuddled in bed, falling asleep quickly.

When we woke, I dressed in brand-new sweats and lay Victor’s clothes on the bed while he shaved and combed his hair. I loved that he took it for granted that I would always pick out his clothes, noting that he never once changed my selection.

Diana cooked a la carte downstairs, showing Marco the finer points of how to make something with eggs, spinach, and asparagus. I joined others around a roaring log fire, grinning at Greg and then Rania, who leaned over and whispered.

“His needs laundered. He’s not coming near me wearing that until it’s clean.”

“So does Victor’s. It’s fucking rank.”

We laughed in the way girls joke about their boyfriends or men in general. I liked that my girlfriends were close by and knew, from their sniggering across the room, that Victor, Kasimir, and Greg also shared a joke.

I waved at them all, then shouted over.

“Do we have a team of three Ferrari drivers over there for the 24-hour Le Mans?”

“They looked clueless, whispered something together, and chuckled while we girls descended into the sort of laughter that sends men scattering to find other pursuits than lingering close by. Marco came over, and I wondered whether he knew Caprica was coming and what impact that might have on him and Maria. I pondered whether to let Diana know about my inbound sister-in-law, but given the sort of woman she was, my friend could quickly deal with any problems arising.

“What would you like for dinner?”

“What is my husband having, Marco?”

“Frittata.”

“Is that what the spinach and asparagus are for?”

“Yes. It is a special recipe from Miss Diana.”

“Can’t you make frittata/ Even I can do that.”

“I can cook it, but Diana is better and has a subtly different method to mine. I like to learn and was pleased to show her how to make the best pizza dough.”

“May I have a slice of my husband’s?”

“He suggested the same, that you share one.”

“Perfect.”

Those small touches of Victor’s love made all the difference in my life. When food arrived, he and I sat together on a sofa surrounded by friends chit-chatting about this and that or nothing at all. When she saw me yawning, Anastasia beckoned me for a private moment before I fell off the perch and needed to be carried to bed.

“You look worried, Anastasia. That’s not good.”

“I had someone look into Gia. He is an investigator whom Stanza knows. This woman plays both sides of the fence, Amy.”

“What do you mean?”

“She is a city councilwoman and private consultant in obtaining planning permissions. Gia sells planning permissions and regulatory approvals, Amy, probably aggregating fees for a dirty pool of bottom feeders who will suck out our money.”

“Yes, well… I figured she was something like that. Gia must be influence peddling.”

“They do this in all countries, Amy, but this woman is connected with the mafia in Sicily. It means whatever fees she raises, a percentage goes to the worst kind of people.”

“We can work with Gia because the hospital is more valuable to them than harvesting corrupt fees.”

“We can’t work with this thief, Amy. If this were Russia or the USA, we could maneuver around, maybe even work with these sorts of people, but this is not our turf. You need to hear me on this, or danger lurks, and I’m not only talking about your money.”

Anastasia’s bottom lip trembled, and I saw an element of fear in her demeanor. Knowing she wasn’t any degree of coward meant her concern was for me, Victor, and her unborn niece or nephew. I studied my sister-in-law carefully, suddenly feeling wide awake.

“What is your solution?”

“I want Antonella here to help us deliver this hospital on time and budget. She is the only local fixer we can trust.”

“What if she changes sides?”

“Antonella fears our mother more than anything. She won’t double-cross you, Amy.”

I held my breath, releasing a long, slow sigh at the end. I closed my eyes and saw myself shaking hands with the devil, something I desperately wanted to avoid. Antonella was one of those Bond or Batman villains—once good, turned bad, now reformed again. Her moral compass was broken, but she was kind at heart.

“Oh fuckety, fuck, Anastasia.”

“What is it?”

“Every time I park that woman somewhere safely in our lives, an urgent matter arises, we need her, and she returns to save the day.”

“I thought you liked Antonella.”

“I do, especially when she is in New York and looking after the displaced children for our foundation; I love her then, but here, now? This is her criminal tapestry, woven over many years, steeped in colors and designs only she can interpret accurately.”

“She works for you anyhow, Amy? It seems to me Antonella is the most suitable solution.”

“But this changes our terms of reference considerably, brings her back to a war zone of nasty criminals and into her old home, now ours.”

“Will you sleep on it, please, Amy?”

“No, there is no need to think it through. Just do what you feel is right, but please, don’t allow Antonella to become a problem.”

I felt excited because I loved being around Antonella, a seducer, best friend, loving adoptive mother, and ruthless criminal overlord, but she was so dangerous that I wanted the spear’s tip pointed elsewhere. The problem of Gia would not go away, and she would be the first of many to beat a path to our door, promising to solve a problem they had created for a few silver coins.

Our children’s hospital would have little chance of success unless we embraced the local custom of doing things the Florentine way. I reminded myself of the local tragic past of the Medici family, Nicolo Machiavelli, and a stand against corrupt papal dictators. But then, this was also the birthplace of the Renaissance and much scientific discovery, art, and philosophy.

The best and the worst of all resides in Florence. 

Victor cradled me upstairs while I wrapped my arms around his neck, kissing his cheeks and lips in between explaining my latest Antonella problem. I saw his utter exhaustion when he lay me on our bed and crawled close beside me, still looking wild-eyed from driving his racing car.

“We can discuss it in the morning, Victor. You must sleep now.”

“If something worries you, spit it out now, sweetheart.”

“I don’t know if I am making a mistake by agreeing with Anastasia about involving Antonella in my hospital project. I’m also concerned about how frequently I change my mind like a kite jerking around in the wind.”

“Do you feel weak because you change your mind?”

“Yes.”

“Don’t feel that way. Changing your mind as business factors move is a healthy way to be. It doesn’t indicate indecision. It shows you can make better choices when you must, which is good, and I’ve always been the same, so if it’s fucked up, then we both suffer the same problem. There is no point in chasing a bad decision by doubling down.”

“What about Antonella?”

“Some people are destined to be a part of your life, Amy, and I believe Antonella is precisely that. She must be controlled, but if that woman can get this hospital done faster or even at all once bureaucratic mud sucks you down, she is helping to save lives, and that’s something.”

“It is true. She did the same thing in the DRC.”

“Mom saved her life, Amy. Antonella won’t forget that, and she’ll never bite off the hand that feeds her.”

“No, but she will nibble around the edges a bit, and that pisses me off.”

“Perhaps it is the lesser of two evils, darling wife.”

Victor and Anastasia were right that Antonella was wise, connected, and able to make problems disappear quickly. She would eat the local politicians’ influence peddling for breakfast, but if she returned to her old ways, that might put my foundation into a reputational dungeon.

I drifted into a deep contemplation, speaking aloud without considering carefully what I said.

“If she comes here, our sex suite isn’t a secret anymore, Victor.”

“Perhaps she is the perfect companion in there for you and me to explore this threesome you fantasize about so often.”

“Maybe, but she seems too close to home.”

I froze, furrowed my brow, and blinked, recanting those sleazy words inside my head, but nothing could pull them back into my mouth. I felt guilty and stared at Victor, terrified about what I had said.

“I never meant to say that, honey.”

“Yes, you did, Amy.”

“No, I mean, I said it, but I never meant what; I… oh fuck, what have I said?”

Victor smiled lasciviously and rolled me on top of him, kissing me passionately, more to stop my mouth from running me into deeper trouble. I knew we were seriously discussing a threesome because it had popped up too many times in general conversation for either of us to ignore, but the idea, while thrilling, terrified me.

I was heavily aroused, with goosebumps rippling on my arms and legs, a clear indication of my pleasure and all just because we stood on a sleazy precipice above a chasm of taboo. Our janitor room had been great fun, and there was much more enjoyment yet to come from the other side of those ten doors, but the thoughts of me eating Victor’s seed from another woman’s pussy while she gave me head just couldn’t be shaken.

“Are my hormones driving some insane sexual fantasy, Victor?”

“Yes, but so are mine.”

“Would you like to try a threesome?”

“Let’s sleep on it and discuss it further when we aren’t s turned on.”

“Okay, honey. Can you fuck me before we sleep, please?” 


Chapter Forty-Three

Secret Meeting

◆◆◆

I was troubled by a request to meet secretly, but I had to agree to the odd location, or my children’s hospital project was frozen indefinitely. When I told him, my husband was less than impressed, insisting on coming with me and bringing his security team as well.

Standing around the kitchen counter while others finished breakfast, I felt an uncomfortable tension between my husband and me. I held his hand and smiled lovingly, doing all I could to assuage his concerns about my safety while enjoying our morning coffee isolated from the others.

My husband wasn’t trying to control me, but he needed reassurance. I moved closer, clenching his fingers while seducing his eyes with mine.

“If you come with me, we will make a bigger target, and there are two people to protect. Dimitri has got this, honey. Anastasia and Rania are coming along, too.”

“Will Rania be armed?”

“That’s not who she is anymore. It’s a bad sign if I ask her to hop back into her armored vest for one visit. I won’t do it because it’s not fair.”

I doubted Rania would carry a weapon aside from the titanium gun metal gray biro she claimed was a favored writing pen. It was clearly some sort of stabbing tool, most likely lethal in her hands because my former security chief knew precisely where the rapid bleed-out arteries were in an enemy’s neck and crotch.

If Anastasia wasn’t carrying a pistol, she would be similarly armed. I couldn’t share that with my husband because he was panicked enough.

“I’m worried about you.”

“I know, but I promise you, I’ll be fine, Victor.”

“Okay, sweetheart. Can you message me that you’re okay when you have the chance?”

“Of course.”

Victor’s concern for me never evolved into an effort to control my choices or freedom. If he felt worried, as was the case now, he challenged me out of love, backing off when I pushed back gently. I knew he wouldn’t like my meeting when I woke and told him, mainly because it was requested late into the night by message and with an urgency that prompted my lack of good security planning.

He woke Dimitri, explained the situation, and my new security chief made preparations while we returned to sleep.

Before I left, Victor held me more tightly than usual, kissing and telling me he loved me more times than was necessary. He was terrified, and I knew it was because of Dohjon Leong’s kidnapping and how badly that situation had gone so quickly. Entrusting my safety to others, albeit the best protection team outside the White House, offered scant comfort to a doting husband.

Tension in our foyer was elevated because my security team leader was new to looking after me; his predecessor was standing beside us, and my husband watched his and my every move. I glanced at Dimitri and smiled, knowing he probably felt sick with worry inside.

“First-day jitters?”

“Something like that.”

“How is the young girl you saved?”

“Kamia is fine. I get photos every day from her parents at their home. She has two brothers, a sister, and a puppy they called Dimitri.”

“They have you to thank that she is alive.”

“She’s looking forward to going back to school soon.”

When my car arrived, we got in, and my security team loaded into two Toyota Landcruisers on loan from Antonella’s friend. My convoy drove unobtrusively, staying together without angering rush hour drivers by barreling through like a train.

As we left the city limits, traffic became lighter, and we made far better progress. The scenery was beautiful, although winter gripped the region, with temperatures ranging from three below at night to ten above just after midday.

It was not nearly as harsh as New York but enough to make the countryside look crystalline white with a morning frost that shimmered in a warming sun, working hard to bake off wispy mist rising from grassland and forest.

I turned to look at Rania, who sandwiched Anastasia with me.

“Does this feel weird to you, Rania? I mean, not protecting me?”

“I feel naked and don’t like it one bit. There is something comforting about carrying two 9 mm pistols that can put holes in people when you need to. What about you, Anastasia?”

“This is the first time I have walked out without a pistol. Mother forbade it. I have the pen you gifted me, though, Rania.”

I glanced at her inquiringly and with a great deal of surprise. Katerina and my father were in the Caribbean, yet Anastasia could be persuaded from so far away. The two women exchanged knowing, slightly guilty looks when I shook my head disapprovingly because now I knew the biros were not simply for signing contracts.

“Why did Mom forbid you from carrying a gun?”

“Because it is illegal, and I am the CEO of a multi-billion dollar foundation. She says it would be bad optics if I were somehow arrested, concealed carrying a weapon with no local firearms certificate.”

“And you agreed with Mom?”

“Reluctantly, yes.”

“There is hope for you yet, Anastasia.”

When the lead Toyota Landcruiser turned off the main road onto a gravel drive, I looked ahead, knowing we must have arrived at our meeting venue. Dimitri sat in front, watching everything, spotting two armed guards standing at iron gates a hundred meters ahead. Precisely as Rania had done, he relayed information to his team through a throat microphone.

We were welcomed into a large graveled parking area where our driver circled a vast stone fountain with cherubs pouring water from a platform six feet above the pool. More security gathered around our car, their chief welcoming mine while our doors were opened, and handsome Italian killers helped three beautiful women to their feet.

My host ran from the house, arms outstretched and a beaming, welcoming smile.

“Hello, Antonella.”

“Sweet Amy. It seems like only yesterday we saw one another.”

“It was a couple more than that, but seeing you again is nice.”

Antonella hugged me like a long-lost friend, kissing both my cheeks and doing the same to Rania and Anastasia before leading us enthusiastically into a vast ancient Roman villa on a scale of beauty I had never seen.

I paused momentarily to take it all in, turning slowly. Antonella giggled like a child pleased to have pleasantly surprised their parent, clinging onto my arm excitedly as we turned around.

“The Savoy family once owned this villa. They created the parkland according to the dictates of a traditional English garden; holm oak forests, cork oaks, pine forests, and meadows characterize it. I have romantic shady paths, lily-pad lakes, deer, wild boar, and they say a bear visits, but I don’t believe it.”

“This is all yours, Antonella?”

“Yes.”

“So you aren’t poor?”

“No. Please don’t be vexed with me, Amy. I didn’t need to show you any of this.”

“Then why did you?”

“I’ll tell you later. Do you like my country residence? They say Emperor Nero once lived here.”

“It is beautiful.”

“The villa was built fifty years BC and then enlarged in stages. The oldest part of the house centers around the atrium. I extended to the east during my remodeling, adding various reception and service rooms, gardens, and a large swimming pool.”

“How long have you owned this home?”

“I have thirty-five bedrooms, Amy. You can all stay with me anytime you wish. After all, you extended me the same goodwill in New York.”

“You must have been on the next flight after me.”

She ignored my questions, which didn’t worry me as much as my misjudgment of her. I had thought Antonella was under my wing, but this house was her unthreatening statement that wasn’t the case.

Antonella pointed up just before we entered her house through a marble-pillared raised front terrace.

“Workrooms and dormitories on the upper floor used to be for slaves, but I converted them into a pleasure paradise, much like the Janitor’s closet in your new home.”

She grinned knowingly, winked, and slid her palm down my spine suggestively, pausing before reaching my ass. I was in her thrall, completely bewitched and charmed by a woman who planned this meeting meticulously so she could control it.

As she propelled me forward through a terracotta-tiled, wide corridor, I was stunned and chose silence, admiring expensive paintings, sculptures, and mosaic friezes on the walls. In a vast living room, refreshments waited, served to us around an immense thirty-seater dining room table that Antonella insisted I be seated at the head of.

She smiled cheekily at me.

“Have you had your internal examination yet, Amy?”

“It’s not due for a while yet.”

I was sure she must have known Victor and I had found her sex suite because Antonella was an excellent reader of body language, and my ticks were showing. While a chilled lime cordial was poured into small glasses and shared, I opened my phone and messaged Victor.

I arrived here fine, and Antonella is in good form. Please have our home checked for bugs and cameras as soon as possible.

Will do. Love you.

I love you more.

That’s not possible.

Antonella was in control of our meeting, and although that made me feel uncomfortable, I had to go with the flow. Anastasia and Rania were subdued but pleasant, neither wishing to turn our meeting hostile. When we all settled, I opened a small iPad, tapped its screen, and smiled back at our host.

“I assume Gia works for you?”

“In a manner of speaking, yes… Gia! Will you join us, please?”

The councilwoman and fixer I had met previously stood up from a high-backed chair nearby. It faced away from us so we could forgive ourselves for not noticing someone was even there. Gia looked serious, hesitantly shaking hands when she reached us before sitting at the table.

Antonella wagged a finger at what seemed a stubborn and surly meeting attendee.

“Gia. Come now… is this any way to treat our guests.”

“I am in the open, Antonella… revealed, because this one wishes to buck the system. I am not at all impressed by you or her.”

“You don’t need to be impressed, my dear. Amy is my best friend, and she is now yours too.”

“She doesn’t understand how we do business here.”

“Then why not explain it to her?”

Gia sized me up with a different expression than when we met at my home. What I had thought to be a simple and productive meeting about how to move forward with my hospital plans clearly wasn’t as far as Gia was concerned. In Antonella’s domain, she was exposed as a much more crucial criminal powerbroker, and as such, the snake in her had its head reared and was ready to strike.

I got in first.

“I won’t pay bribes to raise a children’s hospital from a patch of wasteland. In fact, fuck it, I won’t pay bribes for anything, ever.”

“Then you won’t get anything done, Amy.”

“The blood of all those children who will die horribly through a lack of treatment is on your hands, Gia. I can sell up in Florence in moments and be in another part of the world tomorrow.”

“Some call it mobilization cash.”

“You should be motivated by the opportunity to save children’s lives.” 

“I am a facilitator here, Amy. The money is not for me.”

“Okay, well, facilitate this for me, please. Tell the people in Sicily, or wherever they hide, that it would be nice if everyone got behind this project without farming it for their pension funds. This hospital is about sick children, and if criminals can’t get behind that, I’ll leave this country tomorrow.”

“You are not serious, Amy.”

“I’ve never been more so. If you were a simple facilitator, you wouldn’t be here now. You are another Antonella of a different flavor but with no heart.”

“I cannot help you.”

“Why not?”

Gia squinted at me in disbelief, glancing toward Antonella for answers. My friend shrugged and continued staring at our facilitator coldly.

“Gia is afraid, Amy.”

“Why?”

“She is too deeply indebted to awful people, and they won’t show her any charity. Not even for sick children.”

“What about you? Can you influence these people?”

“I don’t wish to be in their debt either, Amy, and anyhow, you have set terms that frustrate progress. Perhaps you can appeal to whatever shred of humanity these pigs have yourself.”

“How?”

“A meeting. Here. Next week.”

“Okay. I’ll take it.”

“Good.”

Gia banged the table with a fist, screwed her face with anger, and stood up so quickly that she almost knocked over her chair. She stared momentarily at me with eyes blazing, then stormed from the room. Antonella stood up much more calmly, smiling like a stubborn child had thrown a tantrum and left. She offered a hand to help me to my feet and then waved for Rania and Anastasia to stay seated.

“May I have a moment with Amy alone, please? If you wish to follow us at a discrete distance, you may.”

When Antonella whisked me from the room, I shook my head at both my friends and did the same with Dimitri so they wouldn’t follow me. I felt safe with her and wanted a private conversation to clarify many things. In the hallway, she led me upstairs, withdrew a key, and opened a door.

“We can talk privately in here.”

“What the fuck is happening, Antonella?”

“What would you like to know?”

We were in a luxurious reception area for a spa. Nobody was around, but the place was well-lit, and sofas nearby begged me to sit down. I followed Antonella and sat beside her.

“Are your kids here?”

“They come home from school at 4 p.m. I love them so much, Amy.”

“Okay… that’s good. Umm… why have you lied to me so often?”

“I never lied.”

“You said you needed money, and I thought you were vulnerable. That was the premise under which you sold me your Florentine home.”

“I have many homes, some of which are in Florence. I sold you that one because you needed it, and I believe you and Victor suit it.”

Antonella looked pleased with herself, relaxing and smiling, showing off her natural beauty, which was so frequently hidden by her business demeanor.

“You asked for a job.”

“I want to be part of your life, Amy.”

“Why?”

“Because I love how I feel when you are close by, Victor, and your family, especially you… and your step-mother. You fill a house of any size with friendship and love… I live in empty, hollow places with neither love nor soul.”

“Why didn’t you just ask to live with us or visit more often?”

Her bottom lip quivered, and I saw real emotions that disturbed me. She wasn’t romantically inclined towards me, but I could tell Antonella felt a deep connection that I wasn’t entirely reciprocating.

“I was scared of being rejected.”

“By who?”

“By you… by everyone. You can’t see past the criminal in me.”

“You are a frightening woman, Antonella. It’s like being in bed with a tigress - one must always sleep with an eye open.”

“I am not asking to bed you, Amy… I want to be part of your life.”

“Okay.”

“Since meeting you, I realized I had nobody and nothing of any real value. You asked for my help, and I gave it to you. That resulted in Katerina saving my life. Now, I have two children because of you. They are the first people I would die for. I would do likewise for you.”

“Okay… I’m… I’m, fucking lost for words.”

She held my hand tightly, and a tear rolled down her cheek. I handed Antonella the handkerchief Victor gave me this morning, and she wiped her eyes. My visions of making love to her and Victor in a threesome fleetingly entered my mind. She was midway between our ages, and I was sure Antonella would make a fantastic lover for us.

But I am not a lesbian.

Am I bisexual?

“I’m sorry, Amy.”

“I want us to be friends too.”

Her vulnerability, my recent dreams about her, and a general emotionally positive vibe turned me on. I was surprised by how much more damp my pussy became in pregnancy when I was aroused, and I wished Victor were with me now to make love to me.

Antonella pulled me from my dream state, looking vulnerable and concerned.

“Can we be friends, Amy?”

“Yes, but can you stop being a criminal, please? I don’t like it.”

“I already did that for you. This planning and regulatory approval problem with your hospital can be solved in one phone call. I could pay a few million dollars in bribes and have everything signed off in a week.”

“I don’t want you to do that.”

“I know, so we shall do it the hard way. You appeal to these bastards, and I will protect you throughout the process.”

“Protect me how?”

“I am not so powerful as these men who lurk in Sicilian street shadows, but they know what a poisonous, vindictive bitch I am if they harm someone or something I love.”

“You want to be my shield?”

“I owe you so much, Amy, and I will help from the sidelines even if you reject my friendship.”

“Which is why you want to work for me?”

“You are an addictive woman. Your gentle touch resonates with the love we all feel. People are attracted to be near you, to bathe in the glow of friendship. You and your friends have more fun in one day than I had in a month until my children joined me.”

“It would be nice to have kids around the house.”

She hugged me, and I felt my nipples were rock solid, rasping through my bra against the fabric when it pressed on her. I closed my eyes, watching Victor fuck Antonella doggy style while she prised open my creamy pussy and went down on me.

I felt ashamed and excited.

“Come. Let me show you something, Amy.”

As soon as we passed the reception desk, I knew precisely where we were going. Antonella scanned my face for any hint that I learned about her sex studio, got what she wanted, and began laughing.

She opened the first door and walked in, followed by me. I was stunned and laughed nervously.

“An OBGYN treatment room, Antonella?”

“Yes. Just like the one you have at your new home.”

“It is.”

“Did you use it yet?”

“Yes, we did.”

“Good girl.”

“Why are you showing me this?”

“I wanted to say that if you and Victor ever want to enjoy a discrete playmate with no strings, I wish to be considered.”

“Oh my, Antonella.”


Chapter Forty-Four

Delicious Desire

◆◆◆

I stared at Antonella momentarily and saw the vulnerable woman I knew was there making a rare appearance. I was heavily aroused, and the silent, kinky room swayed around me; such was my intoxication with the moment.

I pictured myself in the OBGYN chair when Victor licked my pussy and wondered if Antonella gave better tongue than my husband.

“I won’t do this, Antonella.”

“Not now perhaps… but sometime, soon maybe.”

“Are you equally as attracted to my husband?”

We eyeballed each other, and you could have cut the atmosphere in that surgery room with a knife. When Antonella leaned in and kissed me softly, it wasn’t as lovers. She showed me her friendship and desire, brushing her lips softly against mine. My heart thumped loudly, my rib cage ached, my fingers trembled, and my pussy juices felt sticky in the gusset of my over-the-bump panties with double crotch lining.

Antonella smiled, looked demure, and dripped with sexual promise, enticing me in.

“Yes. I am also attracted to Victor, but I won’t play silly games in your marriage. I am no wedge to drive soulmates apart.”

“How can we be sure?”

“If I did play games… I would be out pretty quickly because that man only loves you and vice versa. I know there is a bisexual slut inside you, Amy, and I want to enjoy that with you and Victor, giving all I can in the bedroom but nowhere else.”

“You are a fucking naughty seductress, Antonella.”

“Yes… maybe, but I am discrete and loyal in the bedroom. I knew you would discover the janitor’s closet. Tell me, have you used it?”

“Yes, in this precise room.”

“And Victor licked your pussy?”

“He fucked me too.”

“Oh, my.”

Antonella shuddered, and it looked like a tiny orgasm had rippled through her. My mind went into overdrive, wondering what she was thinking. 

“We are not looking for a third in our marriage.”

“A one-and-we’re-done then?”

“Maybe… but we should leave now, Antonella, because I won’t cheat on my husband if that’s what you are hoping for.”

She locked the door of her sex suite behind us, and I was glad to get back into the fresh air. The dampening effect of her home must have suppressed my phone signal because suddenly, messages poured in.

I read the most important, from Victor.

Are you okay, Amy?

Yes, sorry… Antonella showed me her sex suite.

His message was ten minutes old, so I knew Victor must have gone out of his mind waiting for my response. While waiting for two blue check marks to appear, Antonella placed a hand on my back, pointed to a door, and propelled me in that direction.

She did what?

I’ll tell you all about it later.

You didn’t… you know… did you?

Of course not. I would never cheat on you, Victor.

Did Antonella want to?

As we strolled along a broad corridor, a slutty naughty girl somewhere deep inside me controlled everything, pumping dopamine, endorphins, and adrenaline into my system, taking me to the razor edge of life.

I breathed deeply and knew Antonella observed me, curious when I stopped mid-corridor while messaging. I held my finger up, begging her to leave for pause.

Before I answer your question, please answer mine, Victor.

Go ahead.

Do you want to fuck Antonella and me together? Please be honest.

My eyes bulged as I stared at the screen. The three dots confirming he was typing an answer took an age. My urge to be fucked right then and there almost overwhelmed me as my body lit up, exuding sexuality like a radiator throws off heat when its boiler unit pumps full blast.

Yes, I do want to fuck both of you.

Okay… thank you. Antonella wanted to fuck me, but she wants you in bed just as much.

Oh my.

Can we discuss this at home, please, Victor?

I just have one more question since you asked me. Do you want to fuck her?

Yes, but only with you and just a one-off.

Okay, honey… thank you. I love you, and I’ll see you at home. Be safe.

I love you too, Victor.

I slipped my phone into a pocket and smiled at Antonella. A bead of my tawdry shame leaked out from panties that should have held back my sticky arousal but couldn’t. I saw her and me going down on each other while my husband’s cock slid balls deep inside my lover’s pussy.

I shook my head, closed my eyes, and counted to five, breathing in through my nose and out through my mouth, calming the sexual organs and body chemistry, begging me to fuck Antonella. She tapped me on the shoulder, looking genuinely concerned.

“Is everything okay, Amy?”

“Yes, perfectly.”

“Was that Victor?”

“He worries about me.”

“He dotes on you, Amy. I wish to have a man like this who loves me as he does you, but I am not a woman upon whom a man can dote. I have a treacherous side that you understand well, almost a darkness that maintains my solitude and keeps me lonely in love.”

“Then why me? Why us?”

“I am sexually drawn to you both, as I said, but I feel no love. I dream every night of going down on you while Victor fucks me from behind like a dog or the other way around between you and me.”

“I dream of the same thing, Antonella.”

“Thank you for being honest, sweetheart.”

I couldn’t believe my revelation, but the cat was out of the bag since our kiss, and it seemed fun to flirt a little, especially with creamy rivulets of my shame running in zig-zag patterns down my thighs. Her nipples looked solid, poking out of the light woolen fabric of her jumper, like the studs rugby players wear under their boots.

I wondered how much Antonella might gasp and enjoy it should I squeeze and roll one of her nipples between my index finger and thumb.

“It is none of my business what you and Victor discuss, but did you tell him I want to bed the two of you, Amy?”

“Yes, just now on a message.”

“And what did he say?”

“My husband wants the same thing I do.”

“Which is?”

“To fuck you together.”

“Oh wow.”

“Now, Antonella, we really must go. We have plenty of time to make love in a threesome after the children’s hospital permissions are safely and legally acquired.”

I collected my friends midway through enjoying another coffee. I sensed they were glad to leave because our negotiation was done, and now Antonella had to arrange a meeting with crooks to determine the fate of a children’s hospital.

When Antonella hugged us, from how she clung to me longer and closer, I suspected Anastasia and Rania knew something odd was happening, but not precisely what. I felt like a cheater, withholding a sexual incongruity that I ought to confess. My body was still aroused, thrumming lightly to the tune of what I had seen and done - a forbidden half-kiss, our sleazy conversation, and tawdry messages exchanged with my husband.

It was hard not to look hungry for each other, and my friends were experts in spotting those body language traits that reveal the truth, no matter how hard you keep a lid on it. Anastasia was most dangerous for Victor and me in terms of inviting Antonella to our bed, being a sister and a route to our mother, also a lesbian, with powerful instincts to spot another of her kind, namely me, albeit I seemed to swing both ways.

“Antonella has the hots for you, sister. Trust me, I know when a woman wants another.”

“Don’t be silly, Anastasia. This is simply business, and she is grateful for our friendship.”

“Your friendship, sister.’

For the first time, I saw the benefits of having privacy at home. If I hadn’t brought so many people into our fold or to this meeting, I wouldn’t feel so guilty or afraid of being outed as a bisexual woman, driven by sexually charged pregnancy hormones, into wanting a threesome with a beautiful woman and my husband.

But then, if my friends found out our tawdry secret, they would likely find it curious, not damning, and the benefits of being surrounded by their love at home far outweighed my need for sexual secrecy. I was worrying about nothing, and instead, for the rest of our journey home, I set my mind on constructing rules for behavior in the bedroom that would keep our marriage safe.

Rania’s voice dragged me from a pleasant but lewd imagined conversation with my husband that I practiced in my head as though learning a recital.

“Amy?”

“Sorry, yeah?”

“Would you really walk away from Florence?”

“If we can’t get this deal done fairly and squarely, then yes. There are many other fine places to live. Vienna, Barcelona, and Paris, to name a few.”

“What about London?”

“Possibly the best, but gray skies and rain deter me.”

“I love Florence, Amy.”

“Me too, which is why we must succeed, first for the children and second for ourselves.”

“But we can’t get drawn in by these nasty fuckers. When money hits the table, everyone changes, children’s hospital included.”

“Antonella has our back on this, Rania… at least for now. We must hold the line against the criminals.”

When we reached home, there was a commotion at the front gate, which lay open. I tried to exit my car shortly after Dimitri to see what the furor was, but Rania hauled me back inside, scowling with fury writ large on her face.

“What the fuck are you doing, Amy?”

“I want to see what’s going on?”

“Is that fair on Dimitri?”

I stared at her, angry she had hauled me out of harm’s way, and then I realized my error and cringed at my foolishness.

“Sorry, Rania.”

“If I am leaving your safety to him, I am damn sure you are too.”

I craned my neck to see what was happening without success and was pleased when Dimitri approached the car window. I slid the glass down, and he smiled, completely unconcerned, even smiling.

“Someone is insisting on seeing the Chef.”

“Diana?”

“Yes, and he won’t take no for an answer.”

“Has she been called?”

“She’s coming down now… in fact, there she is.”

“Can I get out of the car, please, Dimitri?”

“Yes, of course. We shouldn’t try to push our way through, though.”

Diana strolled down the cobbled driveway on the other side of our gates while my car half-blocked the main street, passing by our home. She smiled and waved at me, then panicked when she saw who the fuss was about.

I craned my neck to see past the cops and our security guards but could not get any sight of the troublemaker. I heard high-pitched screaming - the blood-curdling sort that broke your heart and terrified everyone except psychos who thrive on tension.

“Billy!”

Diana sprinted the final ten meters, weighing into the gaggle of guards that had formed around the entrance to my home. Suddenly, a mop of blonde hair appeared, and a small boy waved and shouted.

“Diana!”

“Get your hands off him!”

My friend parted the small crowd like Moses did the Red Sea, and suddenly, the carefully constructed order in our lives was resumed. Billy wore a school backpack and looked tiny amid the giants protecting our home.

A nearby police officer, trying to close his reporting loop, had one thumb hovering over a walkie-talkie pressel button. He pointed at Billy while shouting at Diana.

“Madam, is this boy with you?”

“Yes, he is; please give us some space now, guys.”

Rania and Anastasia exited my car, escorting Diana and Billy inside it. They walked the fifty or so meters up our drive while Billy was cradled in Diana’s lap like a frightened kitten. At the front door to our home, we were quickly decanted from the car and ushered into our house, where I pointed to a sofa nest beyond the kitchen.

“Were you expecting Billy to visit, Diana?”

“Not for another couple of weeks, and he was supposed to be with his parents.”

“What’s going on?”

Diana sat Billy on her knee, smiling, but I saw tears in her eyes. He saw them too and burst out crying, wrapping his arms around her neck, sobbing so loudly and uncontrollably while talking incoherently that it broke my heart.

Diana began reciting Pi, and after a minute, Billy chipped in with a consecutive number after every few of hers. After five minutes, he was calm and well into reciting numbers. They were in tune. Victor joined us, holding my hand, smiling at Billy while the small boy peeked out from Diana’s protective cocoon, looking terrified.

When she spoke, Diana’s voice oozed comfort and love.

“Where are your parents, Billy?”

“They left me.”

“Did you run away, sweetheart?”

“No. I woke up yesterday morning, and they were gone from our home. They left me a letter. It’s in my backpack. They ran away, not me.”

Diana, in floods of silent tears and with Billy’s head resting on her bosom, nodded at his small school backpack as though I should search it. When I opened the bag, I began crying, choking back my sobs so the small boy wouldn’t hear.

His sole possessions were a notebook filled with numbers, a small plastic juice bottle, half-drunk, and a ziplock sandwich bag with the crusts from two slices of bread and an entirely stripped, decomposing apple core. At the bottom was a crumpled envelope that I withdrew. On it was his name and random pockmarks of what I knew were tears.

“Read it, please, Amy.”

Opening that letter terrified me because I knew something awful had happened to Billy. A bundle of hundred-dollar bills dropped to the floor, but the handwritten note was all that mattered.

Dear Billy,

I am so sorry, baby boy, but Daddy and I cannot continue raising you. It is an awful thing that we do, leaving, especially through the night, but we must, or risk losing ourselves in your world of numbers.

You are an exceptional child, and I am sure one day, a story will be told about your successful life, vilifying me and Daddy because we deserve it. That’s okay. I know you will never forgive us, but I cannot live like this anymore, waiting for the day you show me love.

I’m being incredibly selfish, leaving no contact or clue as to where we have gone, but my inability to reach you has destroyed my will to be a mother. We left you a bank card with a PIN number of 5639. There are three thousand five hundred dollars in the account. In this envelope is another thousand. It is all we have.

Please stay at home until Doctor Wilson comes to fetch you. He will find you a good place where children like you can thrive.

Goodbye and good luck, Billy, my love forever, Mom.

Feeling giddy, I rocked on my feet, staring at the small boy.

“He’s six years old, Diana!”       

She held a finger to her lips, sobbing, as did Billy, while I was silenced to the misery of my tears. Victor was also crying like a baby, and I saw Anastasia and Rania holding onto each other while in floods of tears.

My silent fury was like a volcano screaming its power for all to fear. Diana rocked Billy back and forth in her lap, kissing him often, whispering loudly enough so that all could hear.

“Did Frank come for you, Billy?”

“No.”

“And what did you do?”

“I called your house, and someone said you were in Florence, so I booked a nanny-accompanied flight using the card Mom left me.”

“And what about at the airport here in Italy?”

“I slipped away from the air-nanny into a crowd after security, got a cab, and asked the driver to take me to where the richest lady in the world lives. He brought me here, and the guards thought I was a troublemaker when I couldn’t speak to them.”

“How did you manage all of this, Billy?”

“I’m not stupid, Diana.”

“I know you aren’t.”

I knew we weren’t dealing with an ordinary six-year-old boy, but it boggled my mind to think about his journey. Billy looked exhausted, like any kid who had survived alone, on his wits for more than twenty-four hours.

Billy’s pure intellect exceeded that of most adults in processing a numerical and digital world, but he was still an inexperienced small child with little concept of what he had done, aside from aiming himself toward the only person he believed cared for him.

“What shall I do, Diana?”

“You are staying here with us, baby boy. You are safe now.”

I went with her when Diana took Billy to her room and tucked him into his bed. She kissed him on the forehead, and moments later, he was asleep. We returned downstairs, where everyone waited patiently, terrified for the small boy.

Diana paced around the sofas, furious, crying, and almost falling apart.

“I’m calling Doctor Wilson. This must be a mistake… Billy’s parents must have made a mistake. They are probably looking for him right now.”

Her fingers trembled like a massive mental breakdown was occurring. I sat Diana down and wrapped my arm around her while Rania did the same from the other side. She fumbled with her phone, set it down on a table, and looked at me for help, so I selected the institute’s number from her phone book and hit dial, placing the call on speaker.

“Hello, Doctor Wilson, here.”

“Hi, Frank, this is Diana.”

“Oh, thank Christ you called. Billy has disappeared. His parents took off and sent a letter by courier to my home in the early morning, but I was in the ER with my daughter, who broke a tibia. We can’t find Billy.”

“He’s here, Frank, with me.”

“Where?”

“Florence.”

“Italy?”

“Yes. Can you come? I’ll send tickets.”

“How in the hell did he get there?”

“It’s a long story. All I need to know right now is why his parents left.”

There was an awful silence on the line, but I was sure it was still alive because I heard Doctor Wilson crying. I could hardly blame him because the abandonment of a small, vulnerable child would bring any decent adult to tears.

“They couldn’t cope with Billy anymore. We see it sometimes where the parents need empathy from the child, but they get none and eventually run out of steam.”

“So they really have gone?”

“His mother broke. After seeing that Billy could talk and show emotions, she pushed hard to open him up… too hard if you ask me. He’s become overloaded by emotions, a wreck, and it seems Mom was to blame, so she and Billy’s father split and ran.”

“Have you tried tracking them down?”

“Yes. The Police issued arrest warrants for child abandonment. They crossed the border to Mexico hours after locking Billy in the home. I have the institute’s lawyer talking to Child Services about issuing temporary guardianship to me. The police are searching everywhere for him. I must tell them where he is.”

“Give me a moment, please, Frank.”

“Of course.”

Diana muted the call, and she smiled desperately at me through a tear-stained face, seeking help.

“What shall I do, Amy?”

“What do you want to do, Diana?”

“I want Billy to stay with me… with us, at least for now.”

“That’s fine by me.”

She looked around at all her friends, who smiled back, nodding lovingly. Whether Billy could find a family among us long-term was a complex problem, but at least he had one for now.

“It seems we all agree, Diana… if you want to fight for Billy, we’re with you.”

“Thank you, guys.”

She gulped back her emotions and stared at the phone, unmuting it.

“Can you find me a New York based lawyer specializing in guardianship cases like this, please, Frank?”

“Yes, of course, but why?”

“I won’t give up Billy without a fight. They will have to arrest me first.”

“Oh my… would you prefer becoming his temporary guardian, Diana?”

“Is that a problem?”

“Not at all. I can’t think of anyone better to care for Billy, and I will happily back you all the way. I’ll be on a flight out tomorrow, and don’t worry about tickets; Mr. Alexander just emailed confirmation of my flights.”

We all looked at Victor, who smiled and looked a little embarrassed. Diana leaped at him, hugging my husband as though clinging to him for her life.

“I had to do something to help. Billy looked so unhappy, and I knew you wouldn’t let this go. Like everyone else, I wanted to be there for him and you.”

“Thank you, Victor.”


Chapter Forty-Five

Broken

◆◆◆

Diana’s Point Of View.

I slept on the floor covered by a spare duvet and wearily lay my head on a pillow beside his bed because I didn’t know what would be proper, given Billy’s age and the fact we’re unrelated. Amy offered to bring another bed into my room, but I wouldn’t disturb the tiny sleeping boy because he needed rest after his ordeal.

As I stared at the ceiling, my body spasmed, and I cried silently, releasing my unhappiness, choking back the sobs of despair at what a Mom and Dad did to a beautiful little boy. Seeing his panicked face as he waved and screamed my name while the police tried questioning him tore through my soul.

I rolled over and looked up, startled because Billy’s hand reached down, and his fingers rifled through my hair. His big blue eyes stared at me with a strange recognition that I translated into love, and when I smiled, he did, too.

“Why are you sleeping on the floor, Diana?”

“To stay close to you, honey.”

“Thank you for taking care of me.”

“You’re welcome.”

Billy grinned, but then his face became sad, and I saw a tear in his eye. His empathy for me was touching, but I wished, for his sake, he could have connected with his parents. I kneeled and hugged him again, getting into bed wearing my sweats and cuddling him.

“Why am I broken, Diana?”

“You aren’t broken, sweetheart. Who said that?”

“My parents… both of them said it often. They explained that’s why I was different. It’s because all the parts of my brain got fixed up wrong.”

“Mother nature puts each of her creations together differently because she loves diversity, Billy. You, me, and everyone in the world are the same, yet we are different, neither broken nor perfect. We are the way our creator intended us to be.”

“Did the same person make both of us?”

“Yes, honey. We were all made with equal love.”

“You are the only person I can talk to, Diana.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because everyone else thinks I am a freak, or, like Mom and Dad, they think I am broken. I see how they look at me, so I pretend I really am broken, then they feel sorry for me and move along.”

“That’s not going to be the same forever, honey. You’ll find other books you enjoy reading and other readers who want to know your story.”

I wondered if part of his worrying behavior at the institute was designed to push people away. If Billy couldn’t be treated as an ordinary boy at home, perhaps he believed he wasn’t safe outside. Maybe he was in a shell that could slowly be levered off his back. He mulled over my response carefully. 

“Are people like books, then?”

“They are similar. Each person has a different story behind them, with blank pages in front. You get to write the next page however you like.”

“I like numbers most of all. They don’t lie like my parents did.”

“Then you must write everything in numbers, sweetheart. It’s your story to do with as you please.”

“I wrote something for my parents in Doctor Wilson’s notebook. Would you like to read it?”

“Yes, please.”

Billy wrote a short note to his parents, which I translated, weeping when I got halfway through
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“Dear Mom and Dad. I will be a good boy, and I am sorry I am broken, but please love me.”

“That’s it. You are the first person who has ever read it.”

“What about Mom and Dad?”

“They saw it, said it was cute, and returned the notepad, so I gave up.”

“But anyone could translate this through an online binary converter to English.”

“I know, right?”

Billy sighed, shook his head in resignation, then laughed and looked as confused as I was that his parents hadn’t figured out what seemed blatantly obvious.

After half an hour of talking, Billy yawned and fell asleep while my heart was heavy. I tried shaking off hatred for Billy’s parents, but given his situation of abandonment, I couldn’t. He slept soundly beside me, seeking comfort from our closeness, which also soothed me to the extent that I woke late.

I panicked because breakfast had started. I scrambled out of bed, and Billy woke, smiling at me.

“You’re still here, Diana?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?”

“I dunno… I thought… oh, it doesn’t matter.”

He thought I might leave him, and at that moment, I knew Billy would need professional help because being abandoned, especially for a savant who his parents believed lacked empathy, was a tragic situation. Getting help might be easier once Doctor Wilson arrived later in the day.

I sat back on the bed, knowing that Maria and Marco would serve breakfast perfectly and that I had nothing to worry about.

“I won’t ever leave you, Billy. We’re on life’s journey together forever.”

“Are you sure that’s okay?”

“One hundred percent. I love you, honey.”

“I think I love you too, Diana. I’m not sure I know what love is.”

“I think you understand it better than anyone, Billy.”

A knock at the door surprised me. I opened it and got the shock of my life. Victor, Amy, Anastasia, and all my friends were there, laden with trays of baked goods, jugs of fruit juice, platters with bacon and pancakes, coffee, and crockery.

I stared at them in shock momentarily, enjoying the beaming, loving smiles directed at me and the tiny boy standing behind, holding on to my waist while looking around me.

“Hi Victor, what’s going on?”

“We thought you two might like breakfast in bed.”

“Oh.”

“Can we join you?”

“Yes, of course.”

Billy crawled into his metaphorical shell, but not quite so far as when I first met him at the institute. He learned quickly and knew instinctively that the people filing into the room wished him well and would do no harm.

“We have friends, Billy.”

“They are your friends.”

Anastasia crouched low and stroked Billy’s cheek, smiling beautifully at him.

“We are your friends, too, Billy.”

“What’s your name, please?”

“I am Anastasia.”

“I’m pleased to meet you, Anastasia.”

“I’m thrilled to be your friend, Billy.”

“Thank you.”

He ran to the bed and sat up, surrounded by the most beautiful people I knew. They laughed and joked, feeding him. He couldn’t relate to what they said, but Billy knew he had friends, which mattered more than anything else.

He ate ravenously, replenishing the calories his ordeal had starved him of. As I watched from a sofa, letting him interact alone, Amy sat beside me and smiled, holding my hand.

“He is a cute boy.”

“Billy hid his true self from everyone.”

“Do you know why?”

“His parents told him he was broken.”

“No!”

“Yeah.”

Sorrow gripped Amy’s throat, and she sobbed, looking away so Billy couldn’t see. I cringed, holding back my tears because I felt more sad about what happened to him than about anything that ever happened to me.

“Everyone wants to help you, Diana, and we all know you must lead in parenting Billy.”

“Parenting him?”

“Are you going to let him go?”

“Never.”

“Victor and I sent you money to pay for his clothes and anything else Billy needs. Regardless, we’ll pick up all the costs and have your back on this. Billy will be with you wherever you go, and if you need time off, do what you need.”

“Are you sure, Amy? I feel my burden should not become yours.”

“Billy is not a burden for us.”

“I know… but…’

“Please let us help, if only for our selfish need to be involved.”

“You could never be selfish, Amy. Stanza told me you are funding all of Doctor Wilson’s institute now. Your generosity is legendary, but Billy needs long-term stability.”

“Children are our future, Diana.”

“Yes, that they are.”

By the time our friends left and Billy showered and dried himself, Maria had laundered the clothes he had worn when he arrived. I watched him take everything from a folded pile and hang it up in my closet while still wearing my bathrobe for the sake of modesty.

It seemed odd that he was so meticulous, especially since after he brushed his hair, Billy took everything down from the closet rails and took the garments into my bathroom, where he got dressed.

He was ready to leave far more efficiently than me, and I concluded that Billy had constructed independence systems to push others away. It all felt so unnecessarily sad because the very thing his parents wanted from their son - love - was the thing they had eluded because of their behavior.

“Would you like to go shopping for clothes this morning after I do some checks in the kitchen, Billy?”

“What’s shopping like?”

“Have you never been shopping?”

“No. I only had enough clothes for home and the institute.”

“Did you never have a playdate?”

“Nope.”

“What about the other children at the institute?”

“They were hard work like me and I was afraid I might break them too.”

I had to be careful because Billy’s mind was a complex, wired system, and I couldn’t meddle with that. I wanted to treat him as an ordinary boy, and maybe that was the right thing to do, but I felt less confident about probing until Frank arrived and we could talk.

“Shall we tour the house before doing anything?”

“Yes, please. Do you have a swimming pool?”

“Why do you ask?”

“I’ve never seen one before.”


Chapter Forty-Six

A Herb Garden

◆◆◆

Diana’s Point Of View

After we shopped, Billy and I sat in the kitchen surrounded by an ocean of shopping bags. He was amazed by the variety of colors and clothes styles, mostly taking my advice about what he should wear. He drank orange juice or water, never soda, and I knew he hadn’t enjoyed sweets, probably one of the few health benefits his parent’s indifference toward him had provided.

He stared at me through wide, innocent blue eyes, figuring me out while sucking orange juice that Maria made him through a straw. He was an inquisitive boy when not hiding in a shell, although, even out of it, Billy was painfully shy.

“Are you like me, Diana… with math, I mean?”

“I’m similar but not as good.”

“What was your Mom and Dad like?’

“I was raised by a father who loved me very much, just like I love you. Dad worked hard but took the time to help me when he could.”

“Was he good at math?”

“No, but he can cook like a genius.”

“I see numbers as shapes and colors. It’s easy to memorize them that way.”

“I see the same thing but not as deeply as you do.”

“My numbers live in a garden, and I can touch and hear them.”

“We have Hypercalculia, but you also have Synesthesia. That’s where several senses are engaged in math. You are a genius, Billy, and one day, everyone will know you.”

“It doesn’t feel like it.”

“Don’t worry. You’ll find your way through this maze.”

After lunch, Billy wanted to sleep, so I took him to my bedroom, where contractors stopped working to allow the small boy some rest. Greg assigned Billy to the neighboring bedroom, and the workmen cut a door between them for easy access.

While I browsed local furniture websites with Stanza in the lounge, Amy joined us for coffee. After half an hour of laughs and jokes, we were a trio of girls buying new furniture for a child’s bedroom, and everything felt normal.

Before Stanza left, she handed me a business card.

“This is a local home where children like Billy live in the Tuscan hills, Diana.”

“I’m not letting him go.”

“I never meant to imply you would, but I figured you and he might want to visit there with Frank. Maybe there is an outreach program that can help advance his education, or perhaps they organize playdates.”

I panicked at the thought of losing Billy to a system that might not meet his needs, or any system for that matter. Stanza had reached out with a genuine desire to help, and I rose immediately to defend, snapping.

She hugged me tightly and kissed my cheek.

“I’m sorry, Stanza.”

“Hey, babes… don’t worry about it. You are Billy’s guardian now. It’s your way or the highway regarding what happens to him. I’m also looking for the best local schools for you to consider.”

‘I’ll talk to Frank when he arrives. Does anyone know what hotel he is staying at?”

“He’s staying here, two doors down from you.”

“Ahh, okay. Thank you again, Stanza.”

“You have deliveries in a few minutes, Diana. It’s herbs, I think. Should I ask Maria and Marco to deal with it?”

“Yes, please, but tell them I’ll be there shortly. I’ve heard a great deal about this supplier from Maria.”

I checked over the kitchen, which was pristine clean, with everything in perfect working order. Maria and Marco had settled into their new workplace like it was a natural fit, making it their own while accepting my leadership.

Maria was an incredible housekeeper, especially when it came to stocking the larder. She and Marco had arranged for a unique herb seller to visit. On my list to see were a dozen local suppliers, including butchers, bakers, charcuterie artisans, and vegetable growers.

Marco had the makings of becoming a great chef, but he was young, hadn’t been pushed hard by the former owners of Amy’s apartment, and needed to be stretched.

I joined my colleagues outside and was surprised to see an ancient four-tonne, ten-meter-long old military Bedford flatbed lorry struggling up the cobbled driveway towards the house. The old man driving wore a dirt-stained white vest. His beard looked like something had grown in it, and a handlebar moustachio was well-oiled and waxed, pointing at a ninety-degree angle on either side of his face.

He double-clutched the lorry halfway along the drive, standing out of his seat, stamping the clutch hard while ramming the gearstick into first. Mid gear change, the lumbering wreck paused, slipped back an inch, then a new gear engaged, the engine roared, and progress up a gentle incline resumed.

His smile lit up my day, and Maria waved at him with a broad grin as though her favorite Grandpa was visiting. The truck was slightly lopsided, but that didn’t matter because what it carried on board amazed me. On each side of the lorry were wooden crates roughly six inches tall, running the entire length. They were perfectly lined, two rows deep on each side, with a center aisle the length of the truck bed.

Maria looked excited. 

“Each wooden crate contains a different herb that is still growing, Diana.”

“I see basil, oregano, mint, chili, tarragon, even arugula and chamomile. The colors and freshness look amazing.”

“Nonno has forty varieties of fresh growing herbs on board, all raised in his greenhouses. He loads that heap of shit truck twice a week at 4 a.m and drives twenty miles to reach here.”

“Nonno? Is that his name?”

“Nonno is what we call our Grandfathers. Nonna is his wife, my Grandmother.”

“Oh wow. I am blown away.”

“Elio is a good man who will never let you down.”

I closed my eyes and smelled the herbs, which took me to a place of culinary wonder. The difference between freshly harvested and dried herbs was immense, each requiring a different preparation and cooking style.

A small hand slipped into mine, and I looked down at a boy smiling up, wearing his pajamas, with a snoopy dog stuffed toy I bought him this morning tucked under his arm.

“What are we doing, Diana?”

“Buying herbs, honey.”

“They smell fresh.”

“We can look and smell but can’t touch untill we buy.”

Elio leaped out of his truck and hauled a stained green army jumper from his cab, slipping it over his vest. I was glad for him because although Florence was warmer than New York, it was still chilly. The old man hurried towards me with his arm outstretched, simultaneously shaking mine while patting Billy on the head and handing him a boiled, sweet lollipop.

To my utter horror, Billy stripped the wrapper off and popped the lollipop in his mouth before I could react. All I could think about was tooth decay and his teeth falling out being entirely my fault. Elio noticed my reaction and placed a hand on my shoulder.

“One sweet for a small boy gets you a free lemon basil plant for him to chew the leaves. Will you do that for me, son?”

“What does it do?”

I was stunned that Billy spoke to Elio even more when the old man lifted him onto his shoulders and walked to the truck while my charge sucked on his sweet.

“You’ll see better from up here, son.”

“My name is Billy. What’s yours?”

“I am Elio. Now, promise me you will chew these leaves after finishing the sweet. They clean your teeth and stop them from rotting.”

“Okay.”

Billy stuffed a few thick, enormous basil leaves that would perfectly finish a margarita pizza in his pocket. They would be an excellent cleanser after his sweet, but I worried more now than ever about my preparedness to parent him.

Maria nudged me in the ribs with her elbow.

“Stop it, Diana.”

“Stop what?”

“Stop worrying. Mothering will come naturally to you. It is a matter of compromise between a child and an adult. I predict you will be an amazing mother.”

“Do you have kids, Maria?”

“Yes.”

“And yet you-.”

I nodded my head at Marco, still amazed by their love. Even more surprising to me was the inclusion of Caprica in their tawdry tryst. Maria took no offense at my comment and simply smiled, staring at Marco lovingly.

“I have a fabulous lover while my amazing husband enjoys the same? Yes, I have that, too. Shall we shop now?”

“I love Elio and this truck.”

“In fifty years, more virgins have been deflowered on the back of that old banger than in all the lanes of Florence.”

I laughed because Maria was so calm about discussing her lover and Lothario style Grandfather, who looked to be in his early eighties. I only hoped the volume of virgins having their hymens smashed on the muddy floor of an herb-growing paradise had diminished in more recent decades.

As I shopped, selecting my favorite herbs while planning dishes to cook, Elio gently pulled out the plants, rooted them in fresh compost stuffed into square plastic pots, and set them to one side. Each wooden crate had a plastic cover with drilled holes in the lid and a microclimate inside.

“How often do you visit the city, Elio?”

“Twice a week, Mondays and Thursdays from 5 a.m. to 7 a.m., I will visit you here as part of my rounds. Each big customer like you gets ten minutes, smaller ones get five, and the shops get a drop-off because I must reach home by 9 a.m., where Nonna makes us breakfast, and I start my daily work.” 

“What about today?”

“Maria asked me to come and meet you.”

“She did me a good turn.”

“My granddaughter did us both a good turn. If you need olive oil, duck eggs, pecorino cheese, lemons, oranges, or honey, send me a message, and I will bring those too.”

“Are they locally farmed?”

“Everything I sell comes from me or my friends, with the same love by which my herbs are grown.”

We were done in half an hour, and Marco raced Billy back to the house, each carrying a wooden crate full of herbs. Elio insisted that he needed the crates returned, so I made a mental note, never wishing to get on his wrong side.

Maria linked her arm through mine, and we strolled along the cobble driveway.

“Do you have a lover yet, Diana?”

“What? No. Jesus Christ Maria… what sort of question is that to ask?”

“I worry. You are a beautiful young woman, alone and now with huge responsibility landing on your shoulders. Who will warm and love you at night, sharing the load? I know a few candidates your age… they are nice boys. I know girls, too.”

“Are you hooking me up?”

I laughed because she was being genuine and forthright. Maria looked every bit as concerned for my welfare as she had claimed to be. Since arriving in Amy’s orbit, sex, love, and dating had not been major considerations for me as I adjusted to the pace and travel of my job.

“I am offering you matchmaker support, Diana. Creating love was done this way for thousands of years until dating apps fucked everyone up.”

“Let me think about it.”

“Your sexual welfare is important, Diana. Do not wait too long.”

When Maria put it like that, I knew she was right. Tension squeezed me down a size or more as I tried to fit in by working hard. I had a baker supplying Amy’s offices in New York, working strictly to my method and recipes. I shared a Telegram Group with him so that images of each batch could be dropped there for work in progress, deliveries before and after, and even short video clips of the goings on in my kitchen.

“I am obsessed with work and order, Maria.”

“You must find time to date… a boy or girl, it doesn’t matter, but there is no need to rush into bed. Having romance and love in your life is important, especially when teaching a young boy how to live his.”

“That’s true.”

While I stood in the kitchen, contemplating what to do next, Marco showed Billy how to store our herbs in a glasshouse pantry adjacent to the kitchen’s back door. Antonella’s house was designed to be a self-contained luxury home, catering to a reclusive lifestyle that a criminal or celebrity might desire.

Behind the kitchen was a walled garden for growing, but there seemed little point in doing it ourselves when the best herbs I’d seen were delivered to our front door twice each week for a little less than one hundred euros.

When Frank Wilson strolled through the front door, I felt relieved, but Billy hid behind me, not afraid of the man, just what he might have come to do. The Doctor saw his reaction and held up his hands.

“Don’t worry, Billy. I am here to help you.”

“Are you taking me home?”

“Only if that’s what you want.”

“No.”

“Then you have chosen, and I respect that.”

He had a suitcase, which Maria took, gesturing and mumbling that she would take care of his unpacking. I led Frank into the living room with Billy firmly attached to my hand. Victor and Amy were sitting on sofas, so we joined them.

Frank looked at Billy and smiled.

“You had us all fooled, Billy. Hiding in plain sight. I am sorry for what happened to you. Now, we will put everything right.”

“How can you do that, Doctor Wilson?”

“I have documents with me from Child Services, and your New York lawyer is assigning temporary, revocable guardianship of you to Diana. The documents must be signed again in three months, but soon, if you and Diana want to stay together permanently, that too can be arranged.”

“Okay. I would like to stay, but If Diana wants to keep me.”

I choked again while nodding enthusiastically, wrapping an arm tightly around Billy’s shoulders. We would need a notary for document signing, but Frank seemed to have solved our immediate crisis.

Billy left and returned to his room, and I wondered if that was partly because he knew Frank and I needed to discuss unpleasantries. After he was gone, the Doctor moved closer, wishing to confide a sensitive matter.

“His parents were arrested a few hours ago in Mexico. It seems people who abandon children are universally despised, Diana.”

“Should I tell Billy?”

“I don’t know. It might be better to wait a week or so, let him settle down, then see how he wants to discuss these matters. They will be prosecuted and a court order in New York already denies them access to Billy.”

“Jesus, this is so fucking hard.”

“Being a parent has its ups and downs. Are you sure you want to be Billy’s Mom?”

“His Mom?”

I knew we were heading in this direction, but the word Mom had an absolute, unconditional ring to it. The question was fair, but now, I felt giddy considering my response.

“I one hundred percent want to be Billy’s Mom… yes… but will he want that, too?”

“I have no doubt about it. Until he met you, Billy was locked inside himself, albeit much of that was self-imposed. Your love and friendship freed him. His parents knew that too, and they couldn’t live with it.”

“I could have helped them.”

“They wanted what you had, Diana, but they never deserved him, and I will fall on my sword before he goes back.”

“Of course, I want Billy to be my son. I love him so much, Frank.”

“Then let’s make it happen.”


Chapter Forty-Seven

Where Fantasy Meets Reality

◆◆◆

Amy’s Point Of View

The few days of drama surrounding Billy’s arrival raised tension in our home. Once he was settled, that quickly eased. Watching Diana scoop the tiny boy into her loving arms felt good, and being part of his rescue felt good. I rested on a nearby sofa, stroking my baby bump, observing another of Frank and Diana’s regular crisis conversations while Billy slept or wrote in his notebook.

While Diana drilled down to the reasons Billy wasn’t properly understood, Frank looked uneasy. 

“I don’t understand how Billy hid himself, even from you, Frank.”

“We thought the autism component of Billy’s condition caused a more extreme withdrawal than was the case. We missed it, and I am sorry for that.”

“Are you saying he isn’t autistic?”

“Only fifty percent of savants are also autistic, and Billy is one of those. His autism is a neurodevelopmental disorder that can greatly impact a child's ability to communicate and interact with others. Our genius acted worse than he was to protect himself from a world he didn’t like.”

“Do you mean his home life?”

“Yes… exactly. It’s my only conclusion, Diana. You have opened a door for Billy into a world he can accept.”

“Why did he hide?”

“Because he was afraid and constantly told he was broken.”

“Is it as simple as that?”

“You, of all people, know nothing is simple about being Billy.”

“Yes, I do.”

When my husband appeared, I dragged myself awkwardly off the sofa. He had been working, as had Stanza, Anastasia, and everyone else besides Hannah, who was training. When I hugged him and looked over his shoulder towards the front door, I saw Caprica looking embarrassed, lonely, and almost in tears.

“Your sister… Caprica. She has arrived.”

He turned around and saw his sister, who looked like she belonged to nobody, a little scruffy and very tired. I shuffled over to Caprica with my arms outstretched, offering a welcoming smile. Victor followed closely, and we hugged the desolate, long-lost soul until she smiled.

She leaned slightly back, and I chuckled, pointing at how our baby bumps touched.

“I’m glad to see you, Caprica.”

“Are you really Amy?”

“Of course.”

“Can we talk privately about that… just you and me?”

“Do you want to settle in first?”

“Yes, please.”

Maria came rushing out of the kitchen with a smile that could light up any miserable day, pleased to see her lover had returned. Victor and I stepped aside, and she kissed Caprica as girlfriends do, lifted her luggage, and headed for the stairs. When both women were out of sight, Marco came flying past with a confused, comical expression, tossing a drying cloth aside. He slid to a halt beside Victor and me, caught up in a moment of joy while trying not to make that evident.

When he spoke, our chef stuttered.

“I need to go upstairs, boss… sorry.”

“Go to Caprica. She will be pleased to see you.”

“Thank you, thank you.”

He ran on looking gleeful, leaping the stairs in threes. I was sure Caprica would be over the moon with their loving attention, but the whole scene was comical. I leaned onto my husband’s shoulder, coiling my arm through his, giggling.

“Do you think they are already in bed, Amy?”

“I’m sure your sister will shower first. It was a long journey.”

“Are they sharing a bedroom?”

“Mario and Maria are, but I wanted Caprica to have her own bedroom to escape the others when she wishes. She sleeps at the end of a wing with views and balconies on three sides, one over the city, another overlooking the rear garden, and a third looking over our front drive.”

“It’s a good idea that my sister can escape her lovers when she must.”

“And paint to her heart’s content. Her bedroom is peaceful.”

“It looks like everyone is happy so far, Amy. We have a few stragglers, but I am sure they will arrive soon.”

“Yes, sweetheart, but we must discuss something important right now, Victor.”

“Antonella?”

“Yes.”

“Let’s sit in the orangery.”

I felt like a tawdry mess, walking through our home hand in hand with my husband to the ornate relaxation room overlooking our garden. We were about to discuss Antonella and our mutual desire to fuck her together, for which reason I trembled, feeling intensely aroused and very anxious.

We sat opposite each other on faded brown, easy leather chairs, holding hands between the divide. While my fingers trembled, Victor seemed far more grounded.

“Are you okay, Amy?”

“Not really, honey. I never imagined we would have a conversation like this.”

“Having a threesome is not infidelity if we agree and do this together. It’s also not unusual to be bisexually curious. I have been long ago.”

“Seriously?”

“Yeah… I made love to a guy and enjoyed it. The problem came when trying to forge a relationship after the sex. We didn’t gel.”

His revelation knocked me for six. I had never imagined my husband fucking another guy. When I thought about it, there seemed nothing wrong, and since Victor never asked me about past lovers, why would it matter to me that I never knew?

“What was it like… with the guy, I mean?”

“Rougher and great fun, but like I said… it’s not for me.”

“But threesomes are?”

“If no feelings are involved, I can do it if you are fully on board, Amy. My love for you is absolute, and I wouldn’t be interested in the added romance aspect, such as my Mom and your Dad enjoy with Ophelia.”

“I’m on the same page… but I feel like a slut.”

“Why?”

“Antonella kissed me when I visited. It was a small peck on the lips, but it was like she dropped her calling card in my lap.”

“Maybe that’s exactly what she did.”

“Do you mind that we kissed, Victor?”

“Not at all. I trust you, but we need rules and some agreement on how this works in the future.”

“I thought about that too. There will be no more kissing… or anything for that matter unless all three of us are in the same place and consenting together.”

“I agree. Also, we shouldn’t have dinner, drinks in a bar or go on dates. I have no romantic interest in Antonella.”

“Me neither, but she turns me on so much, Victor.”

“Me too, honey. It was the same with Dean Vanessa.”

“Oh fuck! I couldn’t do her. My teacher is too close to home.”

We laughed, but inside, I replayed our conversation, wondering why it was so easy to discuss this seedy situation with Victor. I concluded it was because we were such confident people and utterly solid in our relationship. Fucking Antonella would be possible without harming our marriage.

“What do you most want to get out of this, Victor?”

“I’d like to fuck you both while you two go down on each other.”

“Oh fuck!”

“What is it, Amy?”

“It’s just that… well, I want precisely the same thing.”

“And what about cumming inside her?”

“As long as Antonella takes birth control, I don’t mind. I quite like to… umm…”

“Clean up the mess?”

“Yes, Victor… technically, it’s mine anyway.”

I felt sleazy, but the thought of licking Antonella’s pussy full of my husband’s semen while she went down on me was the most naughty vision of my life. I wanted her and knew that amounted to me being bisexual, but that was a problematic label for what was actually a casual sexual triad.

“How do we make arrangements for our playdate, Victor? We can’t do it here.”

“Does Antonella live alone?”

“Yes, aside from the kids who were at school while I visited, but for sure, they will be around in the evenings and for breakfast.”

“Neutral territory is probably the best solution. A hotel, maybe in another city. We could disguise our fun as a business trip and book separate rooms for us and her so even our security doesn’t know.”

“Oh my… we seem like kids sneaking out from our parents.”

“That’s exactly what we are in this case.”

“I see a flaw, honey. How would Antonella get past Dimitri and Kasimir’s teams at the hotel?”

“Kasimir will take care of it, and we can be sure he wouldn’t tell a soul.”

After having had so much lesbian fantasy, sexually charged discussion, and some flirting, we finally reached an agreed-upon plan to have a threesome. I felt more aroused every minute and wanted my husband to fuck me right away.

“Will you start things off with Antonella on the night, Amy?”

“What do you mean?”

“Kiss her, caress, and undress each other?”

“Of course, if you’d like me to… is that your fantasy, watching two women make love, I mean?”

“Yes.”

When Caprica saw me and pointed, waving, Victor upped and left me in a sexually frustrated state. Although he loved his sister, she troubled him deeply, but I was less bothered by her reckless and eccentric behavior. I also understood her and liked the oddities in her character.

When she sat down, Marco appeared out of nowhere with coffee and coconut-flavored Magdalena cupcakes. He served and then left as quickly as he arrived, not showing any familiarity with Caprica, a good sign that they had their relationship under control.

My sister-in-law sipped coffee, hiding herself behind a large white porcelain cup. She didn’t want me to read her body language.

“Can we talk openly, please, Amy?”

“Yes. We always have done.”

“You know about me being with Maria and Marco, right?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Is it a problem for you or Victor?”

“No.”

“I mean, because they work for you two.”

“They don’t seem to have made it a problem. Also, one slight correction - they both work for Diana, not me.”

“But Diana works for you, so they ultimately work for you.”

“That’s not really how our home works, Caprica. People here just fit in and don’t need to be told how to behave. Diana does what she thinks is right, and that’s fine with us.”

“But you pay her, so-.”

“Fair exchange is no robbery. The point is, I don’t tell her what to do, and she doesn’t ask me for instructions.”

“Well, she must be a fucking genius then.”

Caprica threw up her hands in frustration and sighed loudly. I knew where she was driving our conversation and had no intention of going there.

“Actually, yes, she is. We are fortunate to have her because Diana could go and do a billion more important things than bring us happiness. She chooses to be with us. Diana is her own boss, and I’d like it to stay that way.”

I was being cautious, gentle, and subtle because although Caprica sought my approval for her relationship with Maria and Marco, I wanted to make it clear that she didn’t need it. If I didn’t give my consent, I needn’t worry about removing it or managing them. Given everyone’s position in our home, managing their relationship within the boundaries of decency was their responsibility, not my problem.

“Where does that leave me, Amy?”

“In what way, honey?”

“Do I have any authority in my own life?”

“I don’t understand.”

“You left me behind in New York, and now I am here, having sex with the staff; I could be treading on Diana’s toes.”

“Okay… to your first point. You could easily have come to live here alone, I mean at the apartment because this house wasn’t ready. If you wish to come and go in any of the homes I own, please do, but I am not your keeper.”

“That sounds a bit mean.”

“Okay, maybe I said it wrong. What I mean to say is, I don’t know what you want to do, Caprica. If you want to be closer to Victor and me, say so, and we’ll tell you our plans in advance. The only thing I didn’t like was when you demanded sole use of the private jet.”

“I’m sorry about that.”

Caprica was an artist, so a certain flamboyance, eccentricity, and extroverted personality came with that. She was also prone to acting up in a childlike way, even subtly, but now, her apology looked sincere.

“Feel free to come and go as you please, Caprica.”

“What, really? As simple as that?”

“Why not?”

“Do you like me, Amy?”

I looked her squarely in the eyes and saw a nervous, insecure, lonely woman with a trembling bottom lip. Her boldness was gone, and now, Caprica needed love and comfort. She wasn’t getting it from Charlotte or her sisters and would have an unhappy pregnancy without someone to care about her.

“I love you, sister.”

“Do you really, though?”

“Yes. And now you are here; three pregnant women live in this house, so we can have lots of fun together.”

“Who is the third?”

“Rania.”

“Oh my, lucky her. Greg is a nice man. We should get an OBGYN chair installed here and have the doctor visit.”

“Yes, okay… great idea.”

She couldn’t have known why I laughed so ironically, but while Caprica wiped a few tears from her eyes, I dialed down my blush and embarrassed expression. My sister-in-law held me closely when we both stood up, smiling as though a huge weight was lifted off her shoulders.

“We won’t upset anyone, Amy, most of all Diana.”

“Thank you, sweetie.”


Chapter Forty-Eight

War And Peace

◆◆◆

Amy’s Point Of View

Billy seemed happy, settling into our extended family quickly. Understandably, he was more confident when Diana was nearby than when he was alone. As I sat in our living room sofa nest area, he lurked, watching me with typical curiosity as shy children do.

I smiled, and Billy quickly hid behind the arm of a sofa, flattening himself down onto the seat cushions in the misguided belief that he became invisible because he wanted to be. I giggled, more entertained by the innocent behavior of a sweet child than by an evening of streaming box set series.

As Diana passed him by, she rifled her fingers through the small boy’s hair, already instinctively a Mom.

“You are kidding nobody by hiding there, Billy.”

“Really? You can see me?”

“Come and say hi to Amy.”

He commando rolled off the sofa and slipped behind Mom like a cyclist riding another’s slipstream, shooting occasional glances at me from around her waist. When Diana slid a coffee onto my table, its aroma had already taken me on a journey.

Billy held his Mom’s leg like a buoy in an ocean swell that cast him and his dinghy crew overboard.  

Diana had decided to wait before introducing her partially adopted son to the concept of school since he had never ventured outside the Institute or home other than for occasional trips with his parents or newly approved guardian.

Frank had stayed with us for a few days, providing invaluable support, before leaving to care for the other children at his Institute. However beneficial his visit was, departure was like releasing a pressure valve, letting Diana and Billy breathe and bond.

Caprica was also happy, spending nights with her lovers while ensuring their relationship didn’t erode the natural harmony of our home. I heard she visited the art supplies store, and that was confirmed when the house received goods and an invoice that she settled without prompting.

Our home was almost a well-oiled machine under Greg, Diana’s, and Stanza’s stewardship.

Despite the ongoing corporate war on two fronts, Victor and I had peace and quiet in our lives, too. When Antonella spoke to Katerina by phone, she let it slip, I suspected deliberately, that I was planning to meet one of Italy’s most feared crime lords in a few days to discuss a children’s hospital.

Katerina, Dad, and Ophelia were immediately on their way, well-intentioned and undoubtedly able to further enliven our home. 

Building a children’s hospital amid corruption didn’t worry me - either the politicians and criminals would align with an honest plan, or they wouldn’t help their children. I favored collaboration but had limited control over outcomes, so the problem did not pressure my thoughts.

My bigger looming problem was Dohjon Leong, who was standing outside our property right now, politely asking to be admitted for an audience with me. I was bothered that my nest was disturbed by a bird not entirely unwelcome but one who pulled at my carefully woven twigs.

Diana smiled and left, with her charge in tow, tracking her legs as they meandered through furniture. As he was swept away, Billy gave me one fleeting, beautiful smile, acknowledging that I was loved by a child who found his emotions challenging to fathom.

I would take that as the victory it was.

Dimitri looked flustered, waiting to continue our conversation while I drank the unique coffee that was a more significant instigator of my ecstatic kick-start this morning than any other. I inhaled the airborne intoxication of a coffee roast blend that synergized with my soul, almost like it was made for my DNA.

I eyed two brilliant white oval porcelain plates on a table in front of my sofa, each bearing a perfectly crescent-shaped, golden, crusty croissant with almond chips rising from the flaky, snow-dusted butter-flaked pastry. A teaspoon knob of thick clotted cream and a small pot of strawberry jam on the plate looked like just the sort of food my baby needed right now.

I glanced at my security chief, who patiently hesitated over my instructions, and I knew why - Dimitri was protecting my tranquility.

“You know I love a peaceful breakfast, Dimitri - even when I eat alone, but maybe this is an exception.”

“I disagree. Victor will be here momentarily.”

“Why won’t you allow Dohjon to join us?”

“Giving strangers and business acquaintances casual access to your home is ill-advised, Amy. You must control everything in this place to foster a sense of safety. As your security advisor, I urge you to take meetings outside your residence - especially when said meetings are not with friends.”

“Name one risk?”

“The placement of bugs, necessitating more frequent and intrusive security sweeps of every room he passed through or visited.”

“Okay - that’s fair, but it’s not a perfect world, and Dohjon is here whether we like it or not. It is rude to leave him on the street.”

“And if you allow him inside this time, he will return anytime he wants, knocking on the front door figuratively speaking and expecting an audience.”

“What do you suggest, Dimitri?”

“There is a hotel coffee shop a few hundred meters away. Perhaps that would serve your purpose for a one-off, rushed meeting while you are on your way to something more important.”

“But I have a clear schedule today.”

He looked at me like I was ten, and I giggled when I realized the ruse he proposed. I was slightly surprised because bringing Dohjon into our home would be the easiest move for Dimitri, where he could control my security with little, if any, fuss. His suggestion, novel as it was, allowed me greater freedom and more privacy at home. I rather liked the idea of walking out, too.

Dimitri cared about the quality of my life, not simply the protection of it, and that was something I must encourage.

“Okay, let’s do it your way, Dimitri. I’ll message Victor. He will join us in meeting Dohjon after we enjoy our breakfast in peace. Thank you for being so supportive.”

“Shall I tell Dohjon to meet us at the hotel?”

“Yes, please - Tell him I am enjoying breakfast with my husband. He will understand the importance of daily rituals between soulmates.

Dimitri’s approach reminded me that Victor and I always ate breakfast and dinner together, with our sole exception being lunch, and even then, only when we were separated by distance.

Having sent him a message, and before I even set my phone down on the table in front, Victor bounded noisily downstairs like he feared missing out on something, still buttoning his collar. I sipped the final few drops of a fantastic coffee blend that beckoned me to a refill. I waved across the room, pointed at my raised cup, smiled at Diana, and pleaded with soft, gentle eyes that spoke to my desperate need for more caffeine.

Diana grinned, feeling pleased with herself and with good reason, too, not least of all because of the coffee. She crossed the floor, collected my cup, and wagged a finger at the uneaten croissant.

“I’m waiting for Victor, but a refill would be heaven, Diana.”

“Of course, you can have more - It’s decaf and entirely safe for you.”

“I think you should pour one for my husband, too. He will love this new blend.”

“How would you describe my coffee, Amy?”

I thought about it momentarily, cleared my throat, and adopted my most pretentious food and beverage critic’s voice as though review writing for a broadsheet.

“A warm fruitiness with hints of spice, this smooth, rich, medium-strength coffee will warm anyone up on a frosty December morning. I declare it to be Santa Clause in a cup.”

“Oh, my - such high praise. Thank you.”

Victor looked confused at our fuss over a cup of coffee, so I waited until he received a cup of his own, sipped, and then broke into a smile.

“This is very fresh coffee.”

“Diana bought a coffee roasting machine that she installed out back. That’s what you can smell. It takes less than ten minutes to roast any blend she wants from a dozen small sacks of different green bean varieties. This is her Christmas concoction.”

“I love it.”

“We are getting five daily staple blends, two of which are decaf and a decaf weekly special.”

“That’s fair - pregnant women are our fastest-growing demographic.”

Victor sipped more delicious coffee and took the shredded tip of a croissant I tore like I was feeding him, something I loved. Judging by his smile, it seemed like heaven touched him, and he was at peace with a drink, some food, and his doting wife.

My husband sat silently beside me, held my hand, and sighed delightedly.

“Men are not so hard to please, Victor.”

“It’s the woman in my life who gives me pleasure.”

“Thank you, honey.”

“I know you are about to kill this vibe, Amy - so just go ahead and tell me what’s wrong.”

“Dohjon Leong is waiting down the street at a hotel. He urgently wants to meet me, and I hoped you would join us.”

“It’s a progress update on his, no, our crisis. His unexpected arrival isn’t good. Dohjon wants to speak off the record, with no chance of being overheard.”

“I know. He is likely to carry news of a war about to begin. I have a plan.”

“I don’t doubt it, Amy.”

Dohjon was a problem for a number of reasons. On one hand, he was a powerful businessman who understood rare earth minerals as a commodity like no other. His projected use cases for rhodium and palladium alone projected consumption decades into the future, meaning he was peerless in forecasting values and profits. On the other hand, he was in bed with criminals who dragged him into a bottomless mire.

I ate my breakfast silently with Victor, glad Dimitri intervened in what would have been a big mistake: bringing too much contentious business into my home. I considered his advice momentarily and made a note to ask Greg and Stanza to apply for a change of use for our apartment so we could turn it into a comfortable home appropriate for discrete meetings away from the office, including dinner.

When we finished breakfast, my husband kissed me on the cheek, stood, and reached out a hand, helping me rise awkwardly with my free arm wrapping our baby bump.

“Can we walk to the hotel, please, Victor?”

“Of course.”

I loved strolling around Florence because it was the kind of city that encouraged a slow, directionless meander. After centuries of bloody upheaval and strife, a peace echoed off the solid natural stone walls of buildings, begging to be heard through the narrow streets and piazza, slowing everyone’s pace.

Winter migration was still ongoing, with winged choristers stopping over from the UK and other northern European states, grabbing scant crumbs and berries at the markets or from gardens while en route to Africa, a land of plenty in the winter for swifts, swallows, and warblers.

When we approached the hotel, through its large windows, I saw Dohjon Leong hunched over a table, staring into the tiny rim of a double-shot espresso cup. He looked up, exhausted, and smiled weakly when he saw me. My husband clenched my hand tightly, grabbing my attention.

“It’s awful, Amy.”

“I know.”

When I walked up to Dohjon, I felt the power of growing a life inside me. I had become aware that many men’s instinct around a pregnant woman was one of immense respect, perhaps a reminder of their mother or wife and the connection we all have with the womb. His eyes brightened, and a warm smile accompanied his handshake.

“You look tired, Dohjon.”

“I am Amy - I have bad news; please sit down.”

“There will be no peace, right?”

“Not only that but I am cast out of the trust circle and on the run with no remaining bargaining chips to control these animals. They wholeheartedly rejected you, me and any notion of sharing the prize with anyone. They said…, and I hesitate to say this - Parabellum.”

“Prepare for war?”

“Yes.”

“That doesn’t leave much to the imagination.”

“No.”

“Okay. What will you do next, Dohjon?”

Dohjon looked incredulous but held back the frustration he undoubtedly wanted to unleash on me. Having stacked the deck in my favor since our last meeting, I sat calmly. I smiled, and he caught a whiff of suspicion, narrowing his eyes.

“What’s going on, Amy?“

“It wasn’t hard to find out who these South Korean business people threatening you were. I was surprised that two of them were women- fucking vicious bitches if you ask me. Their company structures were easy to uncover - Anastasia did that in two days.”

“Oh fuck - what did you do?”

“I shorted their stock in every legitimate company they collectively own. Twenty-five billion dollars worth of shares were acquired in under a week - almost every free share they had in the marketplace belongs to me. Factories, tech companies, traders - the whole lot.”

He blinked, whereas I felt smug, making a note to tamp down that egotistical error on my part. I was on thin ice. Victor knew but didn’t show it, and Dohjon was almost unrestrained. Fear flickered through his expression, and I wondered how many people he saw or knew were murdered by his spiteful, greedy partners.

“What if their stock price doesn’t fall, Amy?”

“If I don’t cause a downward landslide in their company valuations by beating them in Greenland or even announcing that I might - then I will destroy them by declaring their joint and several deceptions, corruption, and fraud.”

Dohjon rocked on his chair, looking sick, and his extreme reaction made me mildly anxious. Victor was completely staid, saying, doing, and expressing nothing, even though I had not told him what I asked Anastasia to do.

“What the fuck have you done, silly bitch?”

“Don’t swear at or insult my wife, Dohjon. I wouldn’t do it to yours, nor would I upset her when she was pregnant.”

Victor’s anger didn’t interfere with my discussion tactic, and I would never reprimand him for demanding someone behave reasonably toward me. Dohjon wasn’t swearing in my presence; he was cursing me down in the most offensive way, and there was no chance I would allow a woman to do that to my husband, either.

“I’m sorry, Amy. It’s a shock - I thought we were in this together.”

“We are aligned if you want to be, Dohjon.”

“How? You borrowed stock from a brokerage and sold it, and now you need the price to go down so you can repurchase it at a lower price, handing it back to whoever you borrowed it from.”

“The stock price is guaranteed to fall - I have explained why.”

“Yes - but you will put a target on yours and Victor’s back by doing it. And what if one of you loses money?”

“This short doesn’t cost me if I lose, Dohjon. My husband owns most of the stock I borrowed, so his losses can be absorbed - I will owe Victor, but in a group of companies with trillions of dollars under management, this is small beer to him even if I didn’t pay up - which of course, I will.”

“Where do I fit in?”

“You and I are in partnership, ethically exploring the Earth’s rare minerals. We have a sword of Damocles dangling over our enemy’s heads.”

“And if they kill you?”

“I doubt these enemies want blood on their hands - especially their own. My short destroys them, so anything they do must consider that.”

“Do you think this is mutually assured destruction, Amy?”

“Your friends can work with us and earn a handsome profit through you, sell off their companies and retire, or start a fight where everyone loses.”

Dohjon covered his face with both hands, hiding from the world for as long as needed to compose himself. What I had done was risky and held the potential for severe repercussions. I needed the South Korean businessman to untangle what would quickly become a mess.

“It’s a mess, Amy.”

“Deliberately so, but I have little to lose. I can cover the losses even if my husband and other creditors called in my stock loan. Can they do the same when their empire crumbles in a swamp of criminal investigations and investor lawsuits?“

“No, they cannot.”

“Then the mess needs to be cleaned up for them, not me, and it seems you are the only person that can fix their terminal problem.”

“You have been rash. This is like playing chicken, and there is no surety of a positive outcome for you, Amy. You have put two locomotives on the same track, traveling full speed at each other.”

“I think I just explained myself.”

Victor leaned over the table and placed his hand over the other man’s, smiling affably.

“I am with my wife on this, Dohjon. Nobody likes a bully, but with several of these companies she shorted being in the USA, our authorities will launch a criminal investigation when statements are given. Extraditions will follow, and business empires will crumble.”

“It’s such a dangerous strategy, Victor - so… so-.”

“Machiavellian?”

“Yes, that is precisely it.”

“Ironic, really, since this hotel is on via de’ Guicciardini, only a few hundred meters from Nicolo Machiavelli’s Florentine home.”

He suddenly realized the irony and grunted out a laugh. I hadn’t realized where the old political trickster and philosopher lived, but now, I wondered how much of the strategy I quickly hammered out with Anastasia a week prior was inspired by the city.

Dohjon was no longer reacting angrily, but he needed to be reassured that I had assembled my attack correctly. His age meant he felt more in common with my husband since, to him, I would always be a child.

“You know how these fights go, Victor.”

“I have to say, a couple of decades ago… I would have done the same thing Amy has. You probably would, too.”

“When we were young and rash?”

“Nope - I had bigger balls back then and didn’t care if I lost.”

“You agree Amy’s strategy is the way to go?”

“You are backing down to a bully, Dohjon. Is that how you want to leave this life, like a cowering, frightened old man?”

“No… do I fuck!”

I left Victor and Dohjon alone to find a staff member because we had been in the empty hotel for twenty minutes without service. My husband had my back, as always, but he deserved an explanation for my bold strategy and probably would be justified in rebuking me privately later for not reading him in when I embarked upon a short-selling scheme borrowing stock he owned.

When I returned to the table carrying a tray laden with coffee for them and chilled water for me, Dohjon laughed and shook his head.

“Billionaire corporate raider to waitress in a minute, Amy.”

“What kind of a wife would I be if I didn’t bring my husband a coffee?”

“The kind of wife that didn’t roll the dice using his stocks and shares.”

“I’m definitely that kind of a wife too. Do we agree to work together, Dohjon… yes, or no?”

“Yes… but please, no more bold moves without discussion.”

“Agreed.”

“Also, Amy… can we involve Victor in our strategy? He is a big player in this market whose resources will scare our enemies.”

“Of course.”

When we left the hotel, although Victor held my hand and seemed carefree, I felt uneasy. My enormous tension going into the meeting was released, and I felt like one of many doves flying freely overhead, excited to be heading for the sun.

The silence between us worried me, so I broke it with a kiss in the middle of a piazza in front of a beautiful, small chapel sandwiched between an art gallery and a hotel.

I pulled my husband’s lapels toward me while staring into his loving eyes.

“I’m sorry, Victor.”

“What for?”

“I went too far this time.”

“It was your only play, Amy. Run away, fight for years, or deal a knockout blow. You chose right. I assume my company loaned yours the shares at market value, which is why nobody alerted me, so no harm was done.”

“Would you have done the same thing, Victor?”

“Maybe - maybe not. What I told Dohjon was true, but it’s not about having a big set of balls. I cared less about consequences when I was younger and acted more incisively. Time has dulled what were sharper edges.”

“Are you saying I have the exuberance of youth?”

“I think so, Amy. It can be an advantage - this time it was.”

“But it might not always be.”

“I didn’t say that.”

I had no doubt my husband’s edges were sufficiently sharp. The way he took over a media empire proved it. My overstep wasn’t something Victor wanted to acknowledge or burden me with, which was enough for me to realize I must exercise more caution.

When I kissed him, the piazza was empty, silent, and peaceful, strange for a weekday morning, even at this early hour. Our security team had made themselves invisible behind a fountain, discretely waiting in alleyways or hiding behind recycling dumpsters.

“We have a moment here and now, Victor.”

“Every moment of my life with you excites me, Amy.”

“We are dancing in each other’s light, husband. Together, like angels, we rise and unite.”

“You did nothing wrong, Amy. I am proud of how you ended this battle.”

“Yeah, I did wrong, but thank you for not pressing the mistake. I took a huge risk that I had no control over.”

“It paid off. You were playing a chess game, and instead of moving into check, you set fire to the whole board and incinerated the game.”

“It won’t happen again, Victor.”

“It will - at least I hope so.”

I smiled at a man who saw no wrong in me, as I saw no harm in anything Victor did. When I kissed him with the softness he loved, my husband purred, contented, like Michelangelo. My heart soared to the heavens because I was married to a strong, good, kind man, the best of them, making me very fortunate.

“I love you, Victor.”

“I love you too, Amy - but I want those shares back soon.”  


Chapter Forty-Nine

My Sexual Needs

◆◆◆

Once news about my savage stock shorting tactic was relayed to Dohjon Leong’s friends, all hell broke loose for the rest of the day. Victor shielded me from unnecessary angst provoked in and around our wide social circle by strangers, primarily lawyers trying to reach me through friends, including fellow law students.

Victor ran me a bath, sprinkled salts throughout the warm water, and sat beside it while I soaked, luxuriating and relaxing. My husband bathed me with a soft, natural sea sponge, using a rich lathering soap. He had strategically placed and lit large church candles in our bathroom and bedroom, unscented because my sense of smell had gone haywire.

Our bathroom became my comfortingly lit, romantic sanctuary, guarded by a brave, kind, and true knight. Victor answered my questions calmly as he massaged my neck, squeezing out knots.

“Why has this become such a shit-storm, Victor?”

“You thought Dohjon would deliver your message, the group would have a sensible discussion and come to a conclusion that aligned with yours?”

“Was I naive to imagine that being the case?”

“No - you were hopeful and optimistic.”

“But it was never going to happen as I planned, right?”

“No plan survives contact with the enemy, Amy. That doesn’t mean you shouldn’t plan, but you should do so with the best possible outcomes in mind. Win-win is always best.”

“What do you think has happened to cause such a mess?”

“Each of Dohjon’s colleagues has panicked, and now, they want to reach you and threaten, cajole, or offer appeasement.”

“Why don’t they just work through Dohjon?”

“Their sands are shifting, and each member of this criminal consortium wants to protect or reinvent their share of the pie. They see you at the topmost position because you hold their stock like balls in a fist.”

After he helped dry me, my husband took my phone and turned it off, peeling back the duvet and helping me get into bed to settle comfortably. He rolled closer to me, holding, caressing, and cuddling while staring reassuringly into my eyes.

My emotions were suddenly released, and my hormones overwhelmed me; I wrinkled my face into sadness and cried. Victor consoled me, softly hushing and holding me.

“I’ve cried too, Amy.”

“Seriously?”

“In the early days when I did deals similar to yours, I felt like a dinghy tossed around in a storm. I worried about other people’s feelings and my outcomes, going over and over the same shit in my head.”

“That’s how I feel right now.”

“Yeah, it’s because you care about other people, Amy.”

“Do you think I should care less?”

“No.”

“What did you do when it felt like this?”

“I cried myself to sleep, then woke in the morning and tried to be a better man. I still try doing that every day, honey.”

“What drives you now?”

“Every day, you make me want to be a better man, Amy.”

Even though my husband’s sensitivity and kindness were comforting, for the most part, sleep eluded me, but I found solace in his love and warm embrace. A whirlwind of overwhelming emotions, my mix of excitement and anxiety, churned within me as my dinghy tossed around in a dark ocean. The potential success of my impulsive yet audacious plan was on the horizon, but it came at a cost - I had learned a valuable lesson in the art of restraint. 

My husband seemed unconcerned about how I had played my cards, but the ultimatum I offered Dohjon’s former allies rang loudly in my head.

Your friends can work with us and earn a handsome profit through you, sell off their companies and retire, or start a fight where everyone loses.

In the darkness, my threat seemed more real and dreadful than when I spoke those words in daylight and from the safety of a nearby hotel restaurant.

By the following day, a calm had settled in our house and over me. As we descended the stairs, I felt lifted by a soothing wave of heat from a blazing log fire, the smell of oven-baked bread, and the excited chatter of family and friends already eating and starting their day.

Breakfast was laid out like a hotel buffet on a long serving hotplate and table area beside the kitchen on the way into our living room. It was an exceptional celebration of food, ranging from giant, juicy Halkidiki olives and a delicious-looking fruit bowl to grilled halloumi and eggs done in any way I wanted.

As I stared at our breakfast buffet, my mind wandered, and Victor squeezed my hand.

“I can see the gears grinding in your head, with steam coming out of your ears, Amy.”

“My thoughts occupy me about what option Dohjon’s people will choose. It’s been daytime in South Korea for eight hours. I imagine much has happened; if not, decisions are already made, and our future is sealed.”

“Dohjon is with you now, sweetheart, and he is highly motivated. His people will take the option to work with you.”

“How can you be sure?”

“After they finish smashing up their computer keyboards or destroying whatever else is nearby when they finish a call or meeting with Dohjon, they will calm down and make the only sensible choice. You have drawn them to the precipice in an artful game of brinkmanship.”

“I won’t do it again.”

“You’ll do it differently - just like I did.”

I felt relieved when Dad, Mom, and Ophelia walked through the front door. Having more family around us at this time boosted my confidence. I hugged them and had all their eyes on my baby bump as each person scanned me to see how much bigger I was since we parted company.

“It’s been ten days, Dad. I haven’t grown much bigger.”

“You look healthy, though, sweetheart.”

“I feel a bit out of sorts.”

“Ophelia wants to talk with you about her father… can we sit down?”

“Of course. Help yourself to breakfast first.”

While they homed in on coffee, I stood with Victor in the open, vaulted space between our vast kitchen and an even more immense living area. It felt like a bridge of expectations between the seriousness of cooking and the joy of eating. When I glanced at her, Diana raised an eyebrow, looking excited, and I nodded at her, tugging Victor’s sleeve.

“Diana would love it if we brought one hundred people in here.”

“I know - she is incredible.”

My staple, as always, was a bowl of fruit with strawberry yogurt and a teaspoon of honey. With that in hand, we joined my Dad and the mother who had adopted me in all but legal declaration. Katerina looked excited, and her lover was equally so, but my father seemed tired for reasons I probably didn’t want to know the details.

I watched them together, and bizarrely, they were a couple, or throuple, as my research into polygamy had revealed. It seemed like an emotional space usually preserved for two had been opened to allow a third inside their love bubble. 

I sat beside Ophelia, making our conversation easier. She smiled, looked awkward for a moment, and then decided to talk to me like I was a fellow student and because we were friends.

“Dad called me, asking that I relay some messages to you, Amy.”

“Why didn’t he call me directly?”

“Dohjon feels that because you are pregnant, he should not unnecessarily cause you stress. He believes your baby will know if he is the bringer of anxiety.”

“What did your father say?”

“The people who control my dad have agreed to work with you, but on condition that a video call is held to air grievances and discuss a strategy that works for everyone.”

“That sounds promising.”

“There is a but, Amy.”

“There always is.”

“They won’t talk to you until the stock shorts are removed and you are no longer holding a gun to their heads.”

“And if I don’t agree?”

“They threaten war with you - as long and bloody as needs be.”

“Okay - it’s an interesting situation.”

“They would probably murder my father as a first strike.”

I hadn’t committed to releasing the short one way or another, but Dohjon’s life could not become a bargaining chip. Opportunity for a dialogue was available, but it meant sacrificing all my leverage. When my stock short was released, my enemies would find ways to protect themselves amid an onslaught against my family and friends.

“What does your father recommend, Ophelia?”

She looked terrified, and I saw tears welling in her eyes. It didn’t surprise me when Mom wrapped an arm around her lover’s shoulder because it seemed normal.

“Dad advises you to stay on the brink and not release their stock shorts. He can look after himself.”

“Can he?”

“I don’t know - these men and women are vile, Amy. I worry that he slips up and I lose my Dad.”

I gulped and stared at her. The room’s atmosphere had become icy despite waves of heat from the fire. I panted, Ophelia looked terrified, and my heart pounded to an unhealthy state.

“Okay, okay… hold on a minute - our priority is to bring Dohjon home. Then I will release the stock short, and we can talk to his former friends.”

“Dad doesn’t think they will ever do the right thing.”

“It doesn’t matter, Ophelia - your father is all that matters right now. If anything happens to Dohjon Leong, I will spend every last cent to destroy them all.”

“What shall we do, then?”

“Tell your father my pregnancy is uncomfortable, and I am in a delicate condition under a doctor’s supervision. I must see him in person. He has a jet, right?”

“Yes.”

“Then ask him to leave today and relay his message in person to me. Tell him I will release the short if he thinks it is a good idea.”

“But he doesn’t think it to your advantage. Dad believes you should round everyone up and feed them to the relevant authorities.”

“Okay, that’s fine, but he can play out a ruse until he gets here safely, right?”

“I guess so.”

“I am certain your Dad’s phone is being monitored. I doubt these people who would kill him will act as long as I have a gun to their heads.”

“Okay - I will do it.”

“We’ll have a room prepared for your father - he can stay with us. He has worked tirelessly and without concern for his safety and for all our benefits. He belongs in our home when he visits.”

I was sure Ophelia had messaged everything to her dad five minutes after we spoke, but she would probably need to quarrel until Dohjon agreed to my plan. After breakfast, she left with Mom and Dad to unpack and talk with her father.

Dad hung back and drew me aside for a private conversation. He looked concerned and embarrassed.

“Is it okay for the three of us to overtly be together here, Amy?”

“Of course, Dad. It felt weird thinking about it, but seeing you all together seems normal now.”

“It has been surprisingly nice in the Caribbean. We’ve settled into a routine. Ophelia even bounces her study challenges off us.”

“Ophelia is a nice girl. On a sensitive subject, I ordered a new bed for your room. It’s called a family king-size; they sell them to throuples. It arrives today.”

“This is embarrassing, Amy - I am sorry.”

“Dad, it isn’t a problem. Your happiness is of the most importance to me.”

“Do you find it odd, though?”

I stared at Dad because a question had been on my mind for some time. My sexual needs were changing. Antonella was a step into my father’s world for Victor and me, and I couldn’t understand where the sudden urge came from. I had enjoyed the company of other girls many times and even felt a mild crush for a few on occasion, but becoming lesbian, bisexual, or whatever my thing was felt right and a great deal more significant than the over-sexualized libido my pregnancy hormones fueled.

“I have a question, Dad - it’s very private.”

“Anything at all, Amy.”

“Did you and Mom do anything like this?”

My father’s eyes widened, and he inhaled deeply, sighing heavily.

“Yes, we did.”

“In what way?”

“Mom and I enjoyed consensual nonmonogamy. It was mostly us sharing girls, but a part of your mother occasionally needed a woman’s company alone.”

“I never knew.”

“It isn’t the sort of thing you reveal to a teenage daughter.”

“Why not?”

“Because you were going through puberty. Mom and I would have told you soon enough, but… well, you know what happened. We didn’t want to fill your head with any confused notions about your sexuality.”

“Was Mom a lesbian?”

“She was bisexual, and we discussed how to deal with that before we married.”

“So, you agreed to her being free to cheat with a girl before the wedding day?”

“It wasn’t cheating, honey, because we agreed to it. Many bisexual people can’t find absolute satisfaction in one gender or another - how else could our marriage work?”

“Sorry, Dad, I didn’t mean to sound judgy.”

“Are you okay, honey? Is there something bothering you?”

I held my breath, unsure how deep a conversation about the heart and bedroom I could have with my father. I wished Mom were alive because she was the catalyst behind her and my father’s sexual needs. She wasn’t around, though, whereas Dad was.

“I have done some research on the matter, Dad.”

“On our throuple, as you call it?”

“Yes. Sexuality evolves by a complex interplay of genetic, hormonal, and environmental influences.”

“Are you suggesting Mom’s bisexual nature has been passed on to you, Amy?”

“It’s not entirely hereditary, but Mom was bisexual, and you were accepting of that. Victor’s father was gay, and his Mom was almost exactly like mine. Also, Anastasia is a lesbian. ”

“Okay… I am not following you, Amy.”

“I have the same, or at least similar urges to those my mother had. Victor has them, too.”

“Ahh, okay.”

Dad looked so awkward I felt ashamed and afraid. He saw that and hugged me tightly.

“I have a solution, baby girl.”

“What is it?”

“Why not discuss these feelings you have with Katerina? She isn’t your Mom, but she is a close approximation. She and Artyom are also the best people for Victor to talk with if he needs to.”

“Is Katerina a lot like Mom?”

“She and your mother would almost certainly have been lovers, Amy. They are so alike.”

“Okay. I will take your advice and speak with her. Perhaps not today, but soon.”

Victor joined us and whisked me away outside to his Porsche, where security was ready to follow us in a couple of big Mercedes. As I went along with what he wanted, I felt confused, not about my husband, but whether it was possible or not to have a more gratifying sexual experience without damaging our marriage.

“Where are we going, Victor?”

“For a drive.”

“Where, though?”

“To Antonella’s home.”

“Fuck - you are joking, right?”

“Call it a get-to-know-you date, Amy. We don’t need to have sex with her, but I think it’s time to understand what is driving us both toward a threesome, and specifically with her.”

While he donned driving gloves, ran his checks on the car’s instrumentation, and prepared to set off, I observed him carefully. His wry smile gave him up.

“You saw me talking to Dad, right?”

“Yes, and I know you discussed something that made you feel awkward. You’ve agonized over Antonella since you and she kissed, honey.”

On the main street outside our home, Victor stepped on the gas slightly, chuckled and I felt the g-force. Our baby kicked, and butterflies rose in my stomach, causing me to giggle for the first time today. My husband rested a hand on our baby, stroking while steering with the other.

“No matter what, we will be fine, Amy.”

“I think I may be bisexual, Victor.”

“It’s not something that concerns me.”

“Really? I just discovered that my Mom played away with girls, sometimes on nights alone, although mostly they shared.”

“And what did your father do on those nights his wife was elsewhere?”

“I didn’t ask.”

“Perhaps you should. I’m confident he wasn’t alone.”

“I don’t need to ask, Victor. I know whatever happens, I need and want you in my bed. Our marriage is too important for me to take a lover that we don’t share. I realize now that I have always been attracted to women, but not to the extent that I need a permanent female lover.”

“Are you sure, Amy?”

“Yeah - a threesome is as far as I want to go off the reservation.”

“So you don’t ever want a threesome with a guy?”

“Do you, Victor?”

“Maybe. I don’t know. I love seeing you sexually satisfied, so I would love to try this girl-on-girl fun we discussed first.”

I hummed in pre-orgasmic delight, powered higher when my husband cleared the city limits and slammed his boot to the floor. My panties felt moist, my pussy lips were engorged, and both my nipples were like steel bolts pressing against my maternity dress fabric.

I had no idea what my husband had discussed with Antonella or what else he had in mind for us, sexually speaking, but I didn’t want to ask.

When we arrived at Antonella’s home, she raced outside to meet us, wearing the sort of silhouette dress a lover anticipating an afternoon sexual sojourn might. She looked excited, hugging me close when we met and doing the same to Victor before inviting us inside.

“I was surprised by your call, Victor.”

“Thank you for seeing us at short notice.”

Antonella led us into her empty living room, with a mature log fire burning in front of a nest of sofas. She held my hand, drew me towards the fire, and pointed at the sofa.

“Shall we snuggle and talk there for a while, Amy? I have nice throws and blankets.”

“We would love to.”

I turned to Victor, who looked as aroused as an alley cat who was let out to play. His smile, sparkling eyes, and flushed cheeks said it all. When I glanced down at his crotch, I saw big Victor pressing hard to escape.

I smiled alluringly and pressed his cock hard with one hand while wrapping the other around his waist. When I stared into his eyes, lust and love clashed like warm and cold fronts releasing bolts of lightning.

“What is it, husband?”

“Nothing.”

“Please be honest, Victor. What do you want me to do right now?”

“I want you to make love to Antonella on the rug, and then, after you orgasm the first time, I want to join in and fuck both of you.”

I stared at him in a heart-stopping moment. When my husband told me where we were going, I knew this was the most likely outcome. My heart pounded, and I licked my dry lips, pulling on the bottom one while furrowing my brow into what must be a tawdry contortion.

My soaking panties yielded to a tiny bead of my shame that dribbled through the drenched gusset. It paused a few inches along my silken thigh, waiting to gather mass and drip further down. I was aroused beyond belief, and my nipples ached, wanting to be sucked.

“Are you sure about this, Victor?”

“I am certain, honey - but only if you want to.”

“I do.”


Chapter Fifty

A Wild Threesome

◆◆◆

When Antonella stepped closer to me, she reached out a hand to hold Victor’s at the same time I did. We all giggled, fumbled momentarily, then entwined our fingers, reassuring each other. My thighs felt wet, a result of my heavy arousal, my heart thumped, and I felt our baby kick.

In my mind, I saw Antonella and me going down on each other. It would be a little awkward with my baby bump. With Victor, I could lie on top and easily access his cock, but with Antonella, it would be more difficult for me to lick her pussy.

I shivered, and Antonella chose to kiss me at that moment. When our lips brushed, mine were on fire, and my body exploded in a puff of intoxicated lust. Victor gasped more salaciously than I could have ever imagined, enjoying our lesbian kiss while clenching our fingers tighter.

I was glad he was close and fully engaged because I loved him.

Our tongues exploded in an effervescence of sparkling wonder that lit up my soul, giving me something I had never felt before, as though I was suddenly made whole. From my tingling tongue, a ripple of joy surged through me while I kissed Antonella deeply, exploring her and enjoying her tiny whimpers of delight.

My husband slid my dress zip down, helping me to slide it off, and I knew then I wanted to taste Antonella’s pussy more than anything.

While my first real lesbian kiss reached a sizzling peak, my husband circled us, helping Antonella out of her dress while planting soft kisses across her neck and down her spine. He cupped and kneaded her breasts while I tongued deep inside her mouth. When Victor tweaked both our lovers’ nipples, rolling them through his index fingers and thumbs, she gasped loudly, and he released, kneeling.

My husband slipped his fingers into our lover’s panty waistband and slid them down until I felt her step out. When Antonella broke our kiss, she stared excitedly at me, tasting my essence on her lips, grinning like the cat who got the cream.

“Are you taking birth control, Antonella?”

“Of course, sweetheart. There will be no slip-ups when your husband cums inside me.”

“I want to lick his semen out of your pussy afterward.”

“If you have the time, I would love to do the same, Amy.”

“Victor took a pill on the way over. He thinks I didn’t see, but I’m glad he did it.”

“Do you mind your husband fucking me?”

“Surprisingly, no. I am looking forward to watching his cock sink balls deep inside you, especially since I will be down there, seeing from close up.”

“Does Victor have a big cock, honey?”

“That depends on your perspective, Antonella.”

“I’ve had seven inches a few times.”

“Victor is going to please you beyond belief. His cock is much longer and probably thicker too.”

Antonella’s nostrils flared as overwhelming emotions of lust gripped her, and a sharp intake of breath continued her pleasured journey. Victor was kissing her spine, possibly her ass cheeks too. When I saw Antonella’s eyes widen, I knew what was happening.

“Is Victor rimming your anus, Antonella?”

“Yes.”

“Nice, isn’t it?”

“Oh fuck! Yeah!”

I held Antonella upright when her knees gently gave way, Her forehead tapped softly against mine, and I felt around to her ass cheeks, gripped both, and prised them wider open, giving my husband complete access to her anal whorl.

“Your husband is fingering me too.”

“He’s warming your pussy up for me.”

“How are we going to do this, Amy?”

“I want to taste your pussy first without straining awkwardly. I doubt I can manage a 69.”

“Have you gone down on a girl before, sweetheart?”

“No.”

“You call the shots here, Amy, please. It’s not that I am submissive; I want to make our union work, and Victor is your husband.”

“Why not kiss Victor first, and we can undress him together?”

“I would like that.”

Victor slowly rose from his knees, running his fingers along Antonella’s silken thighs while she turned around, and he cupped her ass cheeks, gripping tightly. When they kissed, my husband’s eyes and mine were locked in a loving embrace, even while their tongues entwined passionately.

We were sharing, and it felt beautiful.

While Antonella unbuckled Victor’s trousers, I went behind him, undid his collared shirt, and helped her slip his pants and boxers off. I watched her grip my husband’s solid cock tightly around its base, and she gasped loudly.

“That’s a fucking huge cock. I’m not sure it’s going to fit inside me.”

“Don’t worry, Antonella. I’ll help my husband slide his cock balls deep inside you.”

Before I had a moment to react, Victor dragged our lover and me to the sofa, where he sat down and pulled her on top of him, both seated. He hadn’t slid his giant cock inside Antonella. Instead, he reached around with both hands and peeled her glistening, freshly shaven pussy wide open and smiled at me.

Antonella spread her legs wider, using Victor’s knees to hook and lock her ankles in.

“Are you feeling hungry, Amy?”

“I am now.”

As I kneeled before a creamy lunch of glorious pussy, served by my husband from our lover sat on his lap, every submissive desire I had was entirely fulfilled. If ever I needed confirmation of my bisexuality, I had it now, as I never felt happier than making love to my husband and a woman together.

Antonella’s swollen pussy lips were perfectly formed, glistening, creamy mounds, each beautifully pockmarked by tiny pores where pubic hair had been torn from by a wax applique. Her pussy aroma was an intense, magnetic, sweet, primal call to my soul through nostrils that couldn’t draw enough in.

I poked my tongue out as far as it would go, stared up at Antonella, saw and enjoyed her stunned look of affectionate amazement, and I licked her creamy furrow from anal whorl to her sticky clitoris.

My tongue burned with a sweetness that only feminine arousal could leak from glands pumping to satisfy my appetite. My taste buds ignited, and the missing link to my sexuality was welded closed - I felt complete.

Victor got a fingertip onto Antonella’s sticky, engorged clitoris, dragging it from side to side while I poked my tongue inside the tight entrance of her fuck hole. She leaked sweet nectar onto my tongue, whose muscles I strained, trying to lick deeper inside her. I glanced up and saw my lover craning her neck, kissing my husband, and that drove me on harder.

When my lips kissed Victor’s fingers, he moved them aside, still holding Antonella’s pussy wide open but leaving her clitoris for me. I clenched my lips around her sticky, throbbing pink bud and sucked hard. She responded with a whole body shudder and a scream that was unmistakable utter rapture.

I gripped her thighs and pulled her clitoris harder, humming gently into the sensitive nerve cluster while she peaked an orgasm. When I knew Antonella would cum, I sealed my lips around her pee hole, sucked gently, and waited for my liquid treat to decant like a fine wine.

I needed Antonella’s orgasm in my mouth, and she never disappointed, filling my cheeks several times with powerful jets of her unicorn pee. I suddenly realized I was fingering myself, so I stopped because I wanted Antonella to do me properly.

When she finished orgasming, Antonella stared beseechingly at me.

“I need your husband’s cock deep inside me, honey.”

“Help yourself, lover.”

“Is that what we are now, Amy?’

I felt surprised that she looked so longingly and desperately at me, as though needing my validation. I nodded and smiled while moving onto a bearskin rug, where I laid back, opening my legs wide.

“We are lovers, honey.”

“Thank you, Amy.”

“Can you show me how to lick ladies properly, please?”

“You did an excellent job already - but yes, it will be my pleasure.”

Antonella crawled off my husband’s lap, settling her head between my legs, pointing her slit high for Victor to fuck. When her lips and tongue explored my pussy, I was in heaven.

When his cock slid balls deep inside Antonella, and my husband stared lovingly at me while gripping another woman’s ass cheeks, fucking her, I was edging on the cliff of my first threesome orgasm. Victor fucked our lover hard, and, to begin with, that made Antonella gasp, scream and cry out, pausing her tongue work frequently.

I gently gripped her hair and raised my lover’s head.

“Is my husband stretching your pussy wide open?”

“Yes… Oh fuck! Yes.”

“Good, but please lick me properly, honey - I need to cum hard.”

I pulled her head gently into my crotch. The notion of us going down on each other while Victor fucked Antonella was ill-advised due to my pregnancy, and it would be uncomfortable, but her licking technique improved the harder my husband plowed her.

I watched agog, enjoying the show of a woman licking my pussy while my man fucked her, watching me. My husband and I became each other’s private porn movie as I frowned and smiled lasciviously, moaning constantly until I squirted a powerful orgasm inside Antonella’s mouth.

A tumultuous, shuddering climax wreaked havoc as my body tensed up, my ass lifted high, and Antonella expertly controlled my pleasure, sending me up and down the immense spikes of an orgasm. My husband had clawed our lover’s ass cheeks wide apart and was fucking her with long, deep strokes. I saw by the extreme contortions on his face Victor would cum soon, so I shuffled around and slipped one finger onto her soaking-wet clitoris to help get her off while my husband decanted his seed deep inside.

I stared into Victor’s eyes and saw his desperation while fucking our lover. I wet my second index finger, and while fingering Antonella’s clitoris, I slid it deep inside my husband’s back passage, pressing gently against his prostate.

Antonella screamed as a wave of pleasure rippled through every fully tensed muscle while I milked my husband’s prostate as he seeded her. I felt Victor’s semen pump powerfully amid his primal grunting and moaning, and I felt pleased to help him empty every drop of seed inside our lover.

When he was done inside her, my husband slid his cock out, and I instantly leaned in, cleaning the creamy shaft by sucking and licking its length. The salty taste of his semen mixed with Antonella’s hormonal sweetness incited my passion, inflaming me and ripping through my taste buds like a forest fire.

With my husband’s cock cleaned up, I wriggled my head underneath Antonella’s dripping wet slit, hauling her into a seated position, facesitting me. With her lips sealed on mine, she stared down, and I saw enormous satisfaction in her affectionate expression.

“Time to feed you Victor’s seed, my dear. It’s yours, after all.”

After five minutes of me eating a warm creampie from Antonella’s pussy, I felt my knees being spread wide apart. Victor’s cock was hard again, and now, reinvigorated, he fucked me while I licked our lover’s sweet pussy.

We fucked for more than an hour, sharing, swapping, me holding a well-plowed pussy open while Victor magnificently fucked it again.

In the end, we curled up together on the bearskin rug, covered in soft blankets, snuggling close as I imagined our parents did with Ophelia. Antonella glanced between us, looking pensive.

“Did you both enjoy it?”

“I did… what about you, Victor?”

“It was amazing - I can’t imagine a better fantasy than fucking a beautiful woman while she licks my pregnant wife’s pussy.”

She looked pleased and relieved, holding me tighter, purring like Michelangelo after someone let him out.

“Good. Can we do this again, please, Amy?”

“Of course, sweetheart. Victor and I have a soft spot for you.”

“I hope your husband can always have a hard spot for me, too.”

We finished on a high - another fuck train where Antonella plowed my creamy, cum filled pussy with a flattened, eager tongue while my husband fucked her. By the end, I felt exhausted, figuring Victor had fucked each of us three times.

My pussy was well fucked and gaping wide open, leaking cum until my girlfriend cleaned it diligently. After we dressed and kissed fond farewells, Victor and I piled into our car towards late afternoon, shortly before our lover’s children would return from their after-school sports classes.

In the car, my husband and I stared at each other, and then we kissed deeply before he opened two chilled bottles of apple juice.

“That was a great workout, Amy.”

“I am exhausted and didn’t expect it to be as it was. Everything is so much more energetic with three.”

“Did you have fun?”

I stared at my husband, not knowing where to begin. I saw the excitement in his eyes and a fun, loving expression that suggested he’d had a great time. I took his hand, squeezed it tightly, and smiled back.

“Yes, Victor - I had such a great time. My highlight was watching you fuck Antonella.”

“Mine was watching you lick her pussy.”

“I think we are aligned.”

“We definitely are, Amy.”

I leaned in, snuggling closely into the man I loved with all my heart. My feelings had not changed, and although a pang of jealousy struck when I had milked my husband’s seed, helping him fill our lover, that had been a delightful rather than corrosive moment.

I fell asleep on his shoulder in the car, waking up when we reached home, enjoying the sticky mess of my husband’s seed that layered inside my panty gusset when I stepped out of our car.

“What time is dinner, Victor?”

“We have time for a shower, honey.”

“I need a little more than that after my dream. Is your pill still working?”

“Yes, Amy.”

“Then let’s hurry to the shower.” 


Chapter Fifty-One

Morning Swim

◆◆◆

After we made love to Antonella, I needed more sexual attention from Victor than I ever thought possible. Even after I rinsed and brushed, the taste of her pussy was on my lips, and the recent memories of licking it, rimming her anal whorl, and our long, slow French kissing were so vivid and fresh that my arousal kept sparking higher and I needed more cock.

My husband fucked me several times through the night, filling me with sticky cum I would have enjoyed feeding to our lover. After my fifth or sixth orgasm, I flopped down beside my husband, laughing, before cleaning my richly lathered cream and drops of his semen off his cock.

“We must shower, Amy - I am soaking with sweat.”

“When we fuck like this, you work much harder than me, honey; I’ll quickly wash and talk while you bathe because I don’t want to get my hair wet.”

Our first threesome had gone exceedingly well. My key concern had been whether or not I might develop feelings for Antonella, but I didn’t - there was literally zero love and no emotions aside from a sense of her closeness as a friend. Victor confirmed he felt the same, so it seemed we had a new sexual hobby that was fun and safe.

After he showered, I lit the candles in our bedroom and played Lofi music through the recently fitted Naim audio soundbar. A relaxed lull soon enveloped us, and I lay on our bed, watching my husband dry himself like it was a spectator sport.

“Something is off-key about this music, Amy.”

“Yeah - that’s deliberate. Lofi is music where elements usually regarded as imperfections are the context.”

His phone buzzed twice. My husband checked it and smiled, looking immensely relieved. He set the unit back down, leaped onto the bed, and rolled into me.

“Dohjon just lifted off safely from Seoul. We will see him here sometime tomorrow.”

“I want to shut out his former allies, Victor.”

“You can’t do that. If they make a deal through him with you, it must be honored.”

“I know.”

“Otherwise, Amy, you’ll have a bloodbath on your hands.”

“I don’t want trouble, but these people are not to be trusted, and I feel dirty working with them.”

“Once you release the stock short, my investment banks own a substantial amount of those companies, Amy - ergo, you have leverage.”

“I considered that, but we are stepping into a place we promised never to go. You and I become entwined in business.”

“That ship already sailed when you went aggressively into rare earth minerals, baby girl.”

“Is it a problem for you, Victor? You have a long-established business with more to lose than me; I’m the newbie here.”

“It’s not a problem for me, honey.”

“How would you manage this situation?”

I felt a little adrift. Not because I lacked the confidence to act decisively but because I had little experience, especially when it came to managing a vicious industrial cartel. My husband moved closer, smiled confidently, and encircled me with his arms. While he thought through an answer, I fleetingly remembered how hard his cock had been when fucking Antonella’s pussy while I watched before cleaning up, and I began feeling horny again.

“Exploiting rare earths is in your Foundation company, right?”

“Yes.”

“Dohjon is probably the global expert in that market. I would let him run with it, putting Anastasia, Rania, and Mom on him to ensure honesty.”

“That’s a trinity of problems for him, poor man.”

I burst out laughing because Victor’s proposed solution would be a nightmare for Dohjon. It was also the best course of action for me, gainfully employing everyone in their best-suited positions. With Gabriella providing them with legal cover, I would have little to worry over.

“One thing I ask, Amy, and I do so respectfully.”

“What is it, honey?”

“Rid yourself of this problem quickly and let others manage it. Remember, you are pregnant and more precious than all the treasure in the world.”

“I feel the tension, and it’s not good for our baby.”

Victor looked worried, and I knew that came from a good place. He would neither manipulate nor coerce me into how I managed my companies or initiatives. He had clearly thought through how to manage Dohjon, and it was time for me to follow and observe rather than lead the charge.

“I’ll take one meeting tomorrow and walk away from this project unless there is an emergency.”

“There will always be an emergency, Amy.”

“No… I know what you mean, but there won’t be - I promise you. Our marriage and future family are most important to me as well.”

I was the carrier and nurturer of our future, and nothing could relieve me of that responsibility or right. Victor cuddled me closer, and we fell asleep, lulled by scented pot pouri, the warmth of a dying fire, flickering candlelight, and each other.

I slept soundly, satisfied by love, sex, and the warmth of a great man. When I woke, it was just before dawn, and I felt refreshed. Victor was gone, leaving a yellow post-it note stuck on his pillow.

Gone swimming.

I slipped into a light bathrobe and stamped my feet into fur-lined Ugg slippers, then walked downstairs. It was too early for a proper breakfast, but I snagged a hot croissant straight from Diana as she slid a tray load out of the oven. Coffee followed soon after, and I took my bounty to the swimming pool, where a table and chairs served as my VIP spectator suite.

Victor swam like a dolphin, rising and dipping, quickly scything his powerful arms through the water, pulling and kicking his body forward at an unfeasible speed. He wore a swimming cap and goggles because the pool was chlorinated and would otherwise wreak havoc with his hair and eyes.

I watched my husband, mesmerized by his athletic power and beauty.

When he saw me on a turnaround at the far end of the pool, my husband smiled and waved. He finished one more thirty-meter length and then climbed out, quickly wrapping himself in a towel before approaching me.

“It’s beautiful in here, Amy.”

“Antonella made it look like a jungle waterfall. I love this house.”

“You need to make it your own - maybe we should buy some new furniture.”

“I’m planning that. Your house in New York is finished.”

“Are you considering we should go back home?”

“No - just mentioning it is all.”

I handed my husband a thick, hooded bathrobe because he shivered, and goosebumps shimmered across his arms and legs. It was nearing our usual breakfast time, and I wanted to move on with the day, see Dohjon, and turn another page, so I stood up and took my husband’s hand.

Victor pulled me close to him, kissing me.

“I have a question, Amy.”

“Anything, sweetheart.”

“In the light of day, do you have any regrets about our threesome?”

I studied Victor because his question was monumental, and the same thing occurred to me. Our passions were at a low ebb before breakfast, while we were relaxed, and after he’d exercised. Now, our real feelings would permeate. 

“Strangely, I have no regrets whatsoever and would do it again in a heartbeat. I feel relaxed and very happy we fucked Antonella.”

“I agree.”

“Let’s go eat, Victor.”

I surprised myself at how casually the tryst with Antonella was accepted by both of us. It felt like we’d had recreational sex rather than anything meaningful. As we strolled into the living heart of our home, our lover slipped from my mind like all luxurious pleasures pass when a challenge confronts one.

An uneasy silence surrounded my father, Katerina, Ophelia, and Dohjon, and I was sure the South Korean man was glad when Victor and I joined them. He stood respectfully, shook my hand, and kissed my cheek under the watchful eye of my mother-in-law, who I was certain hid a weapon in her jeans and blouse.

“It’s nice to see you, Dohjon.”

“I only came because you insisted.”

“It was dangerous for you to stay in Seoul.”

“I don’t fear my enemies, even those who were once friends.”

“You should be cautious, at least for your daughters’ sake. I imagine one day you’ll be a grandfather, too. Is misplaced pride and face-saving worth dying for?”

“Saving face, or maintaining one's reputation and avoiding embarrassment, is a crucial aspect of Korean culture, Amy.”

“You achieve that by avoiding open confrontations or disagreements in public, which can cause both parties to lose face. I believe your being here does that.”

“Hmm.”

He smiled graciously but also with an appreciative grin and nod. His plate was full of crispy bacon rashers and odd-looking pancakes. Since people of all cultures could discuss food, I lightened the mood.

“Are those special pancakes?”

“Your chef is an artist. These are Pajeon pancakes that Diana made for me. It is a Korean recipe loaded with vegetables and served with a spicy soy dipping sauce. I don’t recommend you eat Korean food, Amy; it is the spiciest in the world.”

“I doubt my passenger would thank me.”

“No, they definitely won’t appreciate it.”

“They?”

Everyone stopped eating and stared at Dohjon, who was happily munching on his spicy pancakes while smiling at me. When he saw everyone staring at him, he stopped grinning and looked worried.

“What’s the matter?”

“You said they?”

“Yes - your twins. Didn’t you know?”

“I’m not carrying twins, Dohjon.”

“Want to bet?”

He burst out laughing, a mix of excitement, embarrassment, and terror. Dohjon was being more serious than anyone I had ever spoken to and was utterly convinced I was carrying twins.

“How do you know this, Dohjon?”

“I have never been wrong in predicting multiple births or pre-natal genders.”

I glanced at Ophelia, who nodded, confirming her Dad wasn’t lying. I suddenly felt a surge of anxious excitement. Twins would be incredible, especially if we had one of each gender, but his prediction was implausible and scared me.

Rania and Greg joined us, sitting down, fascinated by Dohjon’s prediction. My friend wasn’t even showing, and there was no way for our guest to know she was pregnant, but he smiled at them and pointed to her stomach.

“A boy.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, you two will have a beautiful boy.”

They looked pleased, but I was in a state of shock. I racked my brains but came up short when considering whether anyone would have told Dohjon about Rania and Greg. Birthing one child had seemed to me like summiting Everest, but two felt like I would be climbing every major peak in the Himalayas. I shook my head repeatedly at the South Korean man who hid his smiling face behind a tall glass of orange juice.

“It’s impossible, Dohjon.”

“So is our tiny blue planet floating in a vast nothing.”

“That’s too existential for me.”

“Shall we wager on it? Twins - one girl, one boy - ten dollars.”

“My ten-week scan showed one baby.”

“An early scan is frequently inconclusive. If you had waited until twelve weeks, the pair might have been more easily spotted. When is your next scan, Amy?”

“Next week.”

“You’ll see, I am right. You and Victor will have healthy twins, and your friends will have a lovely baby boy.”

I craned my neck to stare at my husband, who grinned like a kid in a sweet shop.

“Victor… can you call and arrange our twenty-week scan, please?”

“When for, honey?”

“Today.”

I felt nervous to the extent I waited just inside the front door after Victor called my Florence-based OBGYN. Two nurses arrived by car carrying bags of equipment. They set up in our bedroom while I waited for the doctor to arrive.

Victor paced around our foyer with me, grinning like a Cheshire cat.

“I don’t know why you look so pleased, Victor.”

“Oh, come on, sweetheart - twins? It will be awesome.”

“I doubt you’d feel the same if you passed them out of a tiny hole. Do you see this as a double triumph?”

“Men feel a certain satisfaction when impregnating their women.”

“Their women? I’m not a cavewoman.”

“It’s going to be fine, Amy.”

“I’m terrified.”

“But just think of them growing up together - best friends and siblings with the same birthday; oh my, Amy - you did well.”

“Jesus fucking Christ, Victor - this isn’t a competition we entered, and all we have is the prediction of a man exhausted after his flight.”

The doctors’ moped interrupted us, much to my relief. When Juliana removed her helmet, sighed, and smiled, a calm descended over our gathering. She hugged me, stared confidently into my eyes, and nodded.

“These predictions are always bullshit, Amy. You shouldn’t worry.”

“What if he isn’t wrong, though?”

“You won’t be the first woman to birth twins, and you won’t be the last if what this seer says is true. Let’s go and find out.”

Juliana had arrived within the hour, an advantage of having private concierge healthcare. As we headed for the stairs, I saw my family and friends still assembled in the living room, enjoying an extended breakfast while waiting for news. Dohjon had moved on to predicting outcomes from people’s dreams, an apparent skill of Koreans based on folklore.

I paused before the stairs and pointed at Dohjon, squinting suspiciously.

“I hope he isn’t running a book about my pregnancy, Victor.”

“He is.”

“How do you know?”

I stared at my husband in utter shock while he looked away sheepishly, grinning. I cupped his chin in my palm and turned it until our eyes locked.

“Did you place a bet?”

“Ten bucks on him being right.”

“You’re a naughty boy, Victor.”

“I know.”

Victor followed me up the stairs, half a step behind, still holding my trembling hand. I was afraid, irrationally so, because, like my husband, I would love for us to have twins - the only problem was pushing them out.

It was nice having an ultrasound scan in the comfort of my bedroom with soft jazz music playing. I felt relieved to be doing it a week early, especially after Dohjon’s shock. Juliana pointed out all the relevant fetal health signs while her nurses checked our heart rates and vitals and printed out glossy pictures.

When I got an all-clear, Victor was practically running for the door.

“Where are you going?”

“To share the photographs.”

“That’s the inside of my uterus, Victor.”

“Oh, okay.”

He looked so cute, clutching photographs of my most private body parts. I laughed, relieved we knew the result, and was keen to share it with our family and friends.

“Let’s go together.”

When we reached the living room, a hush descended on the gambling addicts, and they stared pensively. Each person in the room was worth a fortune, but the few dollars they bet on our pregnancy outcome somehow meant more than that.

“Dohjon nailed it. One boy, one girl - we’re having twins.”

Everyone rose to their feet, cheering and applauding. Victor recorded our moment using his phone, and I was glad. I imagined a day in the distant future when our children could see our joy when we learned more about them.

I clasped my baby bump more firmly, speaking from my heart to the babies growing inside me, and Victor joined me, stroking them, too.

“Can I show everyone the photographs?”

“Yeah, honey. I’m sorry I made a fuss.”


Chapter Fifty-Two

Surprise!

◆◆◆

Hannah’s Point Of View

My training had suffered some turbulence due to low morale and much travel, but now, at Amy’s new home in Florence, I had excellent facilities. I sought help through Stanza to engage with local physio, sports massage, and medical support, all of which I used during my previous visit.

With everything in place for a great training regime, I should have been joyous, but I felt downright miserable. My relationship with Anastasia was strained. We saw one another infrequently, and we talked little when we were together, passing the time of day while she went from one electronic work-related device to another until I fell asleep, and she followed.

We were in a rut.

Anastasia tried hard to be attentive, but she was swamped by work, further pressuring our relationship. My life became a journey from the gym to our bedroom and back again, stopping via the kitchen, where I collected specially prepared carbohydrate-rich meals.

Aside from that were occasional visits to a clinic or physician.

I celebrated Amy and Victor’s incredible news about having twins, skipping my oatmeal breakfast in all the excitement before going upstairs to shower, change, and be ready for a massage back downstairs in the spa. As I stepped out of the shower, wrapped in a bath sheet, my girlfriend skipped into the room smiling, which made me feel even grumpier.

“What’s made you so happy, Anastasia?’

“Did you know we are rich?”

“You are.”

“What’s mine is yours, Hannah.”

“We aren’t married, honey.”

“No, but the principle of sharing stands, though, right?”

“I guess - where are you going with this? What relevance does money have, Anastasia?”

When she flopped onto the bed, Anastasia looked more excited than I had seen her in weeks. We hadn’t made love much recently because of her work stress, my training hours, our period misalignment, Amy’s constant moving homes, and other things that had conspired to limit our passion.

Her arms were wide open, and she eyed me playfully. I lay on top and kissed her more grouchily than I should have, then clenched both Anastasia’s hands in mine and rested my head on her chest.

“I’m too tired to fuck, honey, and I have a massage soon.”

“We have no time for fun anyway, Hannah, and you’ll have to cancel that massage.”

“What do you mean?”

“Our helicopter takes off from Florence Visarno Helipad in two hours.”

“Where are we going?”

“Pack everything you need for two weeks, sweetheart.”

“Don’t joke about, Anastasia; please tell me where we are going.”

“Aigle, Switzerland.”

“That’s where the UCI World Cycling Centre is based.”

“Exactly.”

I leaped off the bed, stared at my girlfriend, and swayed backward, almost fainting because I hadn’t eaten my usual slow-burn oatmeal carbs at breakfast. Anastasia waved a couple of tickets before me like she was wafting a fan, and I squeaked excitedly.

“What have you done, Anastasia?”

“We’re staying at the Chalet RoyAlp in a residence apartment for two weeks. I rented us a car and a chef, and we have a butler service.”

“What are we going there for?”

“I booked you a full two-week training package at the UCI coaching center. I’ll drive you around, and you will train hard with every facility you need at your fingertips. I’ll park myself in the center with my laptop while you train, and we can enjoy time together in between sessions.”

“Oh my god! Oh my god! Oh my god!”

After sprinting on the spot for ten seconds, I dove back into Anastasia’s arms, kissing her soundly while she cuddled me close. Guilt swarmed me, and I lifted onto my elbows, staring my beloved in the eyes.

“I’m sorry, Anastasia.”

“No need to be.”

“I have been grumpy as hell.”

“It’s hardly surprising, Hannah baby. You’ve been left out. What with half the women in this house pregnant, Billy needing our love, and everyone being busy with murderous intrigue and complicated business dealings - you got forgotten, and I apologize for that.”

“I felt lonely at times, but you were occupied.”

“That won’t happen again, honey.”

“Why do this while you are so busy?”

Anastasia rolled me over and straddled my midriff, stroking my face with one finger, the tip of which I kissed. She looked relaxed and utterly in love with me - just like in the early days of our relationship.

“I did it because I am madly, head over heels in love with you, sweetheart.”

I stared at her and choked up with tears streaming down my cheeks. She saw my heady emotional state and leaned forward, planting her forehead gently on mine, grinning and puckering her lips into a kiss.

“Don’t cry, Hannah.”

“I thought I damaged us with all my grumpy behavior and that you grew tired of me.”

“Never going to happen, baby girl. Our wagons are hitched, and nothing will change that. This trip will get you out of a rut and buy me time to plan shit properly while you whizz endlessly around the track.”

“I haven’t been inside a velodrome for six weeks.”

“Let’s pack our stuff and get out of here then.”

My girlfriend had lifted me to the heights I needed right now to support my life and training. I felt thrilled we were going to the nerve center of world cycling - the UCI headquarters in Switzerland. I now realized what Anastasia meant when she talked about us being rich because this two-week training itinerary, the helicopter ride each way, and our accommodation costs wouldn’t come cheap. Victor would probably contribute, but I sensed my girlfriend wanted to do this for me.

We packed quickly, mostly my training gear and some casual clothes for both of us. I was excited not simply because of the quality of training at the global cycling Swiss Center of Excellence but also because I would be alone with Anastasia, and we could spend romantic time together.

With suitcases packed, I glanced around our suite, checking that we had forgotten nothing. I would miss our home but would never forego the fabulous opportunity Anastasia had provided.

We left without goodbyes, pomp, or ceremony, slipping away in a luxury airport transfer van with blacked-out windows. I sat beside Anastasia, squeezing her hand excitedly and glancing frequently at her.

“I’m sorry, Hannah.”

“What for?”

“I’ve been distant lately, and I promised that would never happen. Work has been so fucking intense, especially with Amy needing to relax with her pregnancy advancing quickly.”

“My training regime doesn’t help.”

“But that’s a factor created by you and me. It’s acceptable - work isn’t.”

“We’ll figure it out.”

“I love you, Hannah, and I don’t want to ever lose you.”

“Aww, sweetheart, you won’t.”

“I’m so afraid.”

I leaned into my girlfriend and saw tears in her eyes. She was an intense businesswoman and a killer, too, but around me and her family, Anastasia was a wonderful woman wanting to fit into my life. She’d become as isolated as me, having adapted to my mealtimes, not wishing for me to eat alone, always keeping the same sleep time as me, not to disrupt my rest, and now, she had made an enormous sacrifice to work remotely.

Anastasia ignored her phone when it buzzed like crazy all the way to the heliport, through immigration control, and onto the helicopter. In the end, I lifted the unit she ignored from the palm of her hand, saw it was Amy calling, and pointed.

“You must take it, Anastasia. It might be important.”

“Not as important as you.”

“Please, honey.”

From the cream leather, brand-embossed luxury seats of a sleek, science-fiction-style Hill bright green HC50 helicopter, Anastasia took a call from her sister-in-law. With the rotors running, it was still noisy even inside the soundproofed fuselage, so my girlfriend turned the volume on her phone to the max.

“Where are you, Anastasia?”

“I need a couple of weeks, please, Amy.”

“You only arrived a few days ago.”

“I know, but this trip is important for Hannah and me. I can work remotely.”

“Is everything okay, sweetheart?”

Anastasia paused and stared at me with tears rolling down her cheeks and sadness writ large through her expression. She wrinkled her lips, inhaled deeply, and sobbed, placing a hand across her mouth. I took a moment to reflect on her monumental sacrifice, then kissed her cheek until she could talk to her sister-in-law.

“No, Amy - everything is not okay. I have neglected my girlfriend and forgotten about what is important.”

“In that case, take all the time you need, sweetheart.”

“I have contact with Dohjon and can deal with the Greenland preparatory agreements. I won’t let you down.”

“That was never a question in my mind, Anastasia. Please send Hannah our love, and you guys have a great time wherever you are going.”

“We will.”

When Anastasia disconnected her call, our pilot glanced back, gave us a thumbs up, got a nod in return, and pulled up, climbing rapidly for thrills before swooping in a broad arc above our airfield and heading toward distant snowcapped mountains.

Before joining Amy and Victor, Anastasia had flogged herself near to death at work in the foundation’s Manhattan office, recruiting, planning, and scheduling everything required for the Mindful mental health app investment. After that came the job of securing a safe return to their parents for the children rescued from slavers in the DRC, and then, well, now, the Greenland initiative occupied her time and effort.

I studied my girlfriend and saw she was distraught, so I cuddled her close into me, kissing the top of her head, which lay in my lap.

“Are you okay, Anastasia?”

“You are important to me, babe.”

“I know. I’m sorry for being grumpy.”

“Please don’t apologize anymore.”

“Okay - we’ll figure out how to support each other better. Wherever you work, I want to be with you, Anastasia.”

“How can you be?”

“After these Olympic Games, I will retire from competing.”

“You can’t do that, Hannah.”

“I want to have a life with you.”

“I won’t let you squander your talent, honey.”

“Let’s talk it over later with clearer heads - like we usually do everything else.”

“Okay.”

Anastasia was like a small child cradled in my arms, trembling anxiously, far more affected by work than I had imagined. All the time that she had been distant, and I was grumpy, my girlfriend had suffered far more than I had. I felt selfish and vowed to change my behavior because she was more important to me than anything.

Our flight across the Vaud Alps was incredible. My frequent visits to the hallowed home of world cycling familiarized me with the area, but nothing could compare with spectacular, scenic Switzerland. We were in a distinct, vast, jagged mountain range of the Alps in western Switzerland, often called the Bernese Limestone Alps.

I stared at snow-capped peaks and verdant valley floors carpeted with lush pasture pockmarked with cows. Still, deep, bright blue and green lakes sat like perfect splodges of oil paint on a canvas masterpiece.

A happy surge of my hormones engorged my body and felt like a reunion or homecoming. I stared at my girlfriend, and all doubt and friction were instantly dissolved - I was enthused about our life together and in love again.

I could almost hear the sticky rubber from my tires licking the velodrome’s highly polished, silky-smooth wood floor as I hammered around each bend, eating the straight. I closed my eyes, imagined I was tucked in, and pumped my legs like pistons, enjoying how slick my chain ran on a fixed gear, emitting a mechanical whirring tone that was my triumphant symphony.

When I opened my eyes and grinned, Anastasia lifted her head and gasped when she saw how beautiful rural mountainous Switzerland was. She looked excitedly at me, and I giggled, throwing my head back while she pointed at distant snowy peaks.

“It’s so beautiful here, Hannah.”

“Aigle is just over one thousand three hundred feet above sea level and about eight miles southeast of Montreux. It is on the east edge of the Rhône valley, at the foot of the Swiss Alps.”

“How do you know that?”

“When you train professionally as a cyclist, it’s important to understand climate, gradient, altitude, and geography. It’s all carefully considered when the coaches here set my training program and provide menu diktats.”

“You’ll work hard here, I guess.”

“We’ll have plenty of time to spend together as well, I promise. The coaches are keen to maintain good mental health.”

“How, Hannah?”

“You are my good mental health, honey.”

“I intend to do much better.”

“Me too.”

Surprisingly, the helicopter landed directly at our hotel, our efficient pilot having pre-cleared us through air traffic control and immigration with e-visas granted when we set out from Florence. As I stepped off the aircraft, concierge whisked our luggage past as we strolled into the luxurious foyer and were directed immediately to an elevator.

When Anastasia opened the door to our Royal Penthouse, I was shocked. She’d mentioned a residence apartment, but not the most luxurious one in the hotel. For two weeks, our home was spread across two wooden floors and almost three hundred square meters, with a bar, lounge, open wood-burning fire, dining room, and open-plan kitchen.

I saw a chef cooking and went to see what he prepared because I was starving. Anastasia joined me, accepting a salad that was prepared especially for her. Chef smiled and winked at me as though somehow he knew me.

“I’m Anton.”

“I’m Hannah.”

“I know who you are, young lady - you’re the next Omnium Olympic Gold Medallist.”

“I hope so.”

“I have followed your career for many years, watched all of your races on the TV and a few live. This is your time.”

“Are you my fan?”

“I think you’ll find you have many. I made you creamy Thai sweet potato curry with coconut rice, by the way.”

“That’s my favorite.”

“Your wife called ahead and insisted on how I prepared this and a few other meals.”

“Anastasia isn’t my wife.”

“Well, maybe one day. Should I serve?”

“Yes, please.”

We ate together without pressure from interrupting our family because of my specific needs. When I entered the apartment, it felt like Anastasia had made the whole trip about me. Once I finished eating, my girlfriend led me to a balcony with extensive, glorious views over a lush valley and nearby mountains.

“Shall we enjoy the hot tub, Hannah?”

“I would love to.”

Anastasia stripped off right there, down to her panties, despite being in full view of our chef and a butler who loaded more hardwood onto a blazing fire. I shrugged and slipped out of my clothes, too, stepping into the boiling heat of a steamy hot tub a few steps behind my lover.

She opened her legs wide, and I slipped in between them, leaning back onto Anastasia’s bare breasts. Anton’s reference to my girlfriend as my wife was surprising but enjoyable, and it bridged the romantic gap between us I thought had opened before today.

Anastasia massaged my shoulders and neck, intermittently planting soft kisses on my naked skin, and I relaxed, joyous, in love and life.

“No matter what, Hannah - I want you to know I value our relationship more than anything else.”

“I love you too.”

“It’s easy to forget to reconnect sometimes.”

“We are both guilty of that, Anastasia. It won’t happen again.”

Our butler brought a bottle of wine and poured two glasses, and we tinkled the rims together. Amid a glorious sunset, my girlfriend toasted our love, and I sipped the last alcohol I could enjoy for the next two weeks.

As the night grew closer, otherworldly shadows from a dying sun swept forebodingly across mountains, raced through valleys, engulfed forests and villages, then finally consumed our hotel in total darkness.

One by one, twinkling stars came out to dance in our sky. My fingers were wrinkled when we hauled ourselves out of the hot tub, but my life and our love were renewed. Anastasia pointed into the sky and I saw what she did.

“Look, Hannah, it’s a shooting star - quickly make a wish.”

“You too, sweetheart.”


Chapter Fifty-Three

Everlasting Love

◆◆◆

Hannah’s Point Of View

Amid playful giggles, Anastasia lovingly smothered me in a bathrobe, its warmth instantly becoming a comforting shield against the chilly air. We stepped back inside the penthouse to a serene atmosphere. The crackling and spitting of our open fire were the only sounds in the room, and their sole purpose seemed to soothe my soul.

My girlfriend rubbed me dry through the bathrobe, forced it off, and slipped my arms into a fresh one, keeping me warm.

“You must stay warm, Hannah.”

“You are protecting me.”

“Yeah.”

“Why?”

“Because I want to care for you. While I was absorbed in my work, I missed you.”

“But we were together every day. We slept in the same bed.”

“But I was consumed by my attention to work.”

“You organized all of this, Anastasia. It seems I was always on your mind.”

I swept an arm across the room as though it were my empire.

Our living room lights were dimmed, with candles casting a gentle flickering glow, adding to an already electric, romantic ambiance. My nostrils twitched, absorbing an exquisite aroma with intriguing ingredients I couldn’t place, but I felt relaxed, more so than I had in many weeks.

I glanced around the big room, staring into darker recesses, the kitchen and dining areas, and a bar empty of staff members.

“It looks like everyone is gone for the evening, Anastasia.”

“I asked for complete privacy, sweetheart.”

“What can I smell in here? It’s so comforting and divine, almost intoxicating.”

“I ordered candles online from a special manufacturer and had them shipped here. Sandalwood twenty-six is an aristocratic scent, gentle, smoky, and leathery.”

“Why twenty-six?”

“It’s my interpretation of the fragrances they had. I chose the mix, and they gave it that catalog number. They liked my choice so much it was added to their sales line-up.”

“I’m getting an amazing vibe from it.”

I shuffled to one of the lilac glass-encased candles and saw its rustic-printed label with our names and that of the fragrance beautifully handwritten.

“They are completely personalized.”

“Did you come up with the name for our fragrance, too?”

“Yes.”

“Come on, Hannah, light my fire?”

“Yes, Hannah. That is what you do for me. Anyone who buys that candle gets the same label and a short story about our love.”

“You wrote a story?”

“A paragraph.”

“What does it say?”

“The note is underneath, Hannah.”

I lifted the candle and opened a small rustic label with a handwritten script printed on it. The title had me in tears.

A loving dedication to my dearest Hannah, forever yours, Anastasia.

“Don’t cry, Hannah.”

“I can’t help it - it’s so beautiful.”

“Shall I read the dedication for you?’

“Yes, please.”

“Whenever I'm alone, this candle, when lit, provides an essence of love released by flame. A unique blend of these smells activates my senses and brings me closer to Hannah. I feel her with me as the smoke becomes her hands stroking my body, and the warm, sensual fragrance is her voice whispering her unending love to me. Think of your beloved whenever you light this candle; take them into your heart because that is where they belong, and they will be with you always.”

I sobbed and hugged Anastasia, feeling overwhelmed, almost an emotional wreck. I was on a rollercoaster, riding only highs, but each one lifted me with such passion and acceleration that I could scarcely breathe or contain myself.

Anastasia held my head against her heaving breasts, grounding me.

“Are you okay, my sweet Hannah?”

“Oh my god. I can’t believe you put so much effort into this… I mean, us. You’re incredibly thoughtful, Anastasia.”

I stepped back, stared at the candles that symbolized our love, and clasped my hand over my mouth, stifling cries of joy. The whole day was an evolving surprise Anastasia had organized to prepare me for a hectic training schedule that was also of her design. My girlfriend’s thoughtfulness and the exacting details making everything special that she took care of left me speechless.

I felt aroused, my body tingling all over like I was electrified, warm one minute, chilly the next. Despite my proximity to the fire and a gentle coziness permeating the room, I shivered vigorously in excitement like it was just before a title race. It surprised me when Anastasia slipped off her gown to stand naked before me, a picture-perfect lover in all her feminine glory.

Anastasia closed in on me, gliding on air, and slipped my gown off. A rush of goosebumps shimmered across my skin like a rising moon casting its silvery hue across a still lake. I shivered again, and Anastasia reached her arms around my waist, holding me close to her, two naked bodies entwined in love, our breasts rising and falling in unison.

My girlfriend moved a few errant, long strands of damp hair that stuck to my cheeks and smiled lovingly. I wanted to cry, such was the overwhelming love for me that she radiated. Her expression was soft, confident, and sexy as my girlfriend gently pulled on her bottom lip, releasing the corner slowly with accentuated cheek dimples that ravaged my trembling pussy.

My nipples were rock hard, I panted almost out of control, and my head was intoxicated by love and the leathery smoke of our candlelit essence.

Anastasia cupped my chin in her palm and grinned.

“You are most beautiful, Hannah.”

“I love you with all my heart, Anastasia.”

When my girlfriend kneeled before me, I noticed she held something in her hand. I gasped when Anastasia planted soft kisses across my navel as I clutched her tightly, rifling my fingers gently through her damp hair.

She leaned back and opened a ring box, staring lovingly at me.

“Will you marry me, Hannah?”

“Oh my god.”

Anastasia pushed the tiny red velvet jewelry box closer, so I leaned down and studied the beautiful ring closely, savoring the moment without touching the proposal gift. She had bought the most stunning engagement ring I had ever seen with an enormous diamond solitaire, claw set in platinum on a finely crafted yellow gold mount. I stared, entirely captivated, noticing every tiny detail, including a square section band on the outer edge ornately hand engraved with scroll and foliate detailing and millegrain edging.

“That is such a beautiful ring, Anastasia.”

“As are you, darling.”

“I don’t know if I can wear it.”

“Why not?”

“It’s too beautiful.”

“It’s my sign of everlasting commitment to you, Hannah.”

I frowned at my girlfriend with tears rolling down my cheeks. I had never felt so happy in my entire life. The room was still, and my heart beat so fast that I suddenly felt weak in my knees. When I closed my eyes to control my breathing, I was on the velodrome, spinning my cramping legs so hard my rib cage expanded to the point it might explode.

Anastasia stood at the finishing line, screaming me on to a win, leaping in the air like a cheerleading squad of thirty-six at a football game. I chased her down, willing to die in her arms if I didn’t win the race.

When she held me before I stepped onto the podium, the crowd cheered for us, and I slowly opened my eyes in a moment of calm, sure about everything in my life, as it all fell into place.

The room was precisely as I had left it, and my girlfriend smiled up, waiting for my answer.

“Yes, Anastasia - I would love to marry you. I can’t wait for us to spend the rest of our lives together.”

“Me too.”

I watched our moment in slow motion when Anastasia slipped my engagement ring out of its box and onto my wedding finger. It fit perfectly - of course it would because little miss, no detail left out, had crafted our moment perfectly and left nothing to chance. As I gazed from my ring to my beloved, the diamonds sparkled in the firelight, just like my lover’s eyes.

“It’s an Asscher cut, Hannah.”

“I know, honey. Fifty-eight facets create the most beautiful sparkle a diamond can. I can see you put so much effort into this proposal - it will be the memory I hold most dear forever.

“It was created by the Asscher Brothers in 1902.”

“I don’t know what to say, Anastasia - other than thank you for asking me to be your wife.”

“We shall be each other’s wife, sweetheart.”

“Wives for life, then?”

“Until death us do part, Hannah.”

“I want to be buried with you, honey.”

“I hoped you might ask me one day.”

When my fiancee tried to rise from her knees, I placed a hand gently on top of her head and pressed down.

“Please stay there, darling.”

“Why?”

I kneeled in front of Anastasia and kissed the love of my life so gently it felt like a light scirocco wind had teased my lips with warm, moist succor, opening my heart. I was kissing my fiancee, a lover extraordinaire, my protector, a safe place in a turbulent world, and now mine betrothed forever.

I cupped Anastasia’s firm, warm breast in one hand and gently stroked her nipple with a thumb, enjoying how it rose until solid. Her silken, smooth skin trembled against my fingers and thumb, and she looked vulnerable, sexy, and wanton - ripened perfectly for me to make love to her. I gently suckled her nipple, hoping one day that we might both bear our children and I could taste her honied milk.

Anastasia’s nipple engorged, filling my mouth, and the areola rasped against my lips like tiny, sharp needles.

I traced a line of kisses down Anastasia’s washboard stomach while she moaned and wriggled, pleasured beyond any earthly possibility - my lover was gone, to a plane of ecstasy where only love and lust mattered. I snuck a look at my engagement ring, almost squeaking with delight, but I lost sight of my fingers when I turned and lay down on a thick rug.

As I beckoned Anastasia to sit on my face, there was only one thing on my mind.

“Come on, baby - let me lick you, please.”

“With pleasure.”

Anastasia shuffled forward, her knees stretched wide on either side of my head. I watched her gorgeous pussy inch closer and smelled the arousal of my woman. Her pussy lips were swollen, freshly shaved, and glistened like ice in the moonlight, but hers were warm, inviting, and their aroma permeated my soul through flared nostrils, driving me insane.

I licked along Anastasia’s slit, enjoying the sweet flavor of her sticky liquor as it coated my tongue, lighting each taste bud. An effervescence of sparkling love with kaleidoscopic colors consumed me, mind, body, and soul as I bathed in her love.

I licked her pouting slit with more vigor, spreading Anastasia’s engorged, sweet pussy lips wider apart until I plowed her creamy furrow from the heavenly, throbbing entrance hole, where sticky juices pooled to a hard, pink creamy pearl that throbbed to be sucked. First, though, I wanted to submit and show my utter commitment, so I flattened my tongue, gripped my lover’s ass cheeks with claw-like fingers, then prised them apart, exposing her puckered whorl.

“Are you gonna?”

“Yeah. Damn right, I am.”

I enjoyed rimming Anastasia’s anus, and she loved it too. We had discussed buying anal plugs for me to fuck her with while licking her pussy, and I figured it was long overdue. In fact, our love life needed to be spiced up, so a trip to a fetish store must be arranged.

“I need a strap-on cock to bone the fuck out of you, Hannah.”

“I was just thinking the same.”

My fingers gripped around the edges of Anastasia’s tight, pink sphincter, and I clawed it open, enjoying how she twitched with delight when I licked the tiny ridges that curled like a tornado until they reached inside her.

My tongue slipped inside Anastasia’s back passage, activating her sensitive nerves. While I licked the soft tissue walls of her rectum, my fingers spread her pussy lips wide, and I fingered my lover’s clitoris, dragging the solid, throbbing nub from side to side while she moaned and shuddered with delight.

My girlfriend spread her knees wider, feeding her ass to me while grinding her fuck hole into my chin, soaking it with sticky nectar. My fingers did incredible work, and my girlfriend screamed and orgasmed, gripping my tongue with her anal sphincter while shuddering vigorously.

I licked her pussy eagerly, drinking every drop of sweet ambrosia that leaked from her swollen hole. I basked in Anastasia’s orgasm, scant reward for her love, perfect proposal, and a beautiful engagement ring, but it was the best I could do, and she loved it.

Anastasia slumped onto me, completely spent and satisfied. We rolled, and she crawled into my arms, where I held her tightly, kissing my lover with such intensity I shivered in pre-orgasmic bliss.

“Shall we go to bed, Hannah?”

“Can we stay by the fire for a minute, please? This is the spot where you proposed to me. I need a few more minutes to take everything in.”

“I have wanted us to marry for a long time, honey.”

“Me too. Tomorrow, between training sessions, we will go to town and see if they have a ring you love.”

“Are you sure?”

“Of course, baby.”

Anastasia sobbed, and I was surprised, holding her face so I could look her in the eyes. She seemed overjoyed and consumed by her emotions.

“What’s the matter, baby?”

“Oh, Hannah, I was scared about today. I am so happy you want me.”

“Of course I want you.”

We cuddled for a while, then went to bed, where we made love repeatedly, to an extent and vigor that I visited the kitchen and brought back bottles of water. As I nestled in as Anastasia’s little spoon, protected by my sweet baby, I realized happiness was a state of mind, and now, in a fully committed relationship, I felt the ecstasy that Victor and Amy had described.


Chapter Fifty-Four

Vision Of Heaven

◆◆◆

Amy’s Point of View

When Victor’s Porsche passenger door shut with a comforting thud, I was cocooned in his vision of heaven. My husband loved the car I bought him, but we never had enough time to enjoy it. Today was the first time in weeks that I had a clear agenda. My business dealings had progressed nicely. Anastasia worked remotely from Switzerland, figuring out everything about our rare earth minerals project with Dohjon. Stanza and Ethan worked on Mindful, and our Foundation was set up in New York, benefitting from Sarah’s disciplined approach.

Life was good, calm, and fun for a change.

I had one bee left in my bonnet - the children’s hospital, but I could relax until a meeting that was scheduled for two days from now.

“Where are we going, Victor?”

“Greve in Chianti. It’s a small town, quite beautiful driving country. I must meet someone there.”

“You never said anything about a meeting.”

“He’s CEO material.”

“For who?”

“My companies.”

I stared at my husband, utterly baffled by his cryptic comment. He slid the gear lever forward, hit the gas, and pressed me back into my seat. Realizing his error, Victor stopped the car and looked at our baby bump, reverently and gently touching our son and daughter with fingers he kissed first.

“Sorry, babies.”

“What about me?”

“I’m sorry if I made you uncomfortable, Amy.”

“I want a kiss too.”

Victor unbuckled his seatbelt and leaned across the center console, kissing me deeply while gently stroking my stomach before suggestively reaching lower, between my legs.

“Oh, that’s not fair.”

“Why not?”

“I’m a horny hormonal mess, and you start turning me on even more - you must follow through when teasing Victor. Otherwise, it’s bullshit.”

“Maybe I shall follow through.”

He set off again, driving more cautiously this time. I mulled over his comment about interviewing for a CEO and wondered why we were doing that in such a remote place as the hills where Chianti grapes and beautiful wineries dominated.

I didn’t ask anything further about the CEO hiring, not wishing to pry into my husband’s business but also because I knew he would be eager to tell me in his own time. As we wound through the early morning light traffic leaving Florence before rush hour, I softly stroked the back of his hand, encouraging his talkative nature with love.

Eventually, I opened a warm foil wrapping on my lap and pointed to my husband’s coffee.

“I have Diana’s pancakes to go with that coffee.”

“I wondered what she handed you.”

“Would you like me to feed you?”

“Yes, please.”

Diana’s pancakes were light and fluffy, with just enough sugar and vanilla to add flavor, so they didn’t need syrup. While he drove, I directly fed my husband with tiny, broken-off morsels, handing him his coffee between mouthfuls. Suddenly, he gasped and glanced at me, grinning wildly, wagging an accusatory finger.

“Oh my, Amy, you have mastered the art of manipulation.”

“Feeding my husband isn’t manipulation.”

“It’s the whole performance, Amy. Being pregnant, vulnerable, loving toward me, stroking my hand - you want information about my CEO hire.”

“Are you suggesting I would weaponize my pregnancy and our love?”

I shot him a cute, loving smile, rubbing my baby bump for extra effect. My husband melted like butter sizzling on a hot skillet and grinned in utter submission, knowing he had lost our flirty battle.

“Yes, you would, but only in a nice way.”

“It’s true. I love having you in my thrall.”

“Why don’t you just ask why I am hiring a CEO?”

“I prefer you volunteer whatever information you want to share. I don’t like to pry.”

“So instead, you smother me with love until I am higher than if you pumped me full of pentothal?”

I fed Victor a few more succulent pancake bites, noting my husband was deep in thought. His CEO’s hiring initiative might have severe consequences because he rarely hesitated about anything for this long.

“Would a blowjob prise the matter from you? You’d have to pull over because this whale isn’t beaching across the console.”

“No, we can’t do that.”

“Why not?”

“We’ll be late for the meeting.”

“Late for a meeting with an unknown CEO for purposes I can’t glean even with Diana’s pancakes.”

“I want to work less so we can spend more time together.”

I was shocked and had a double-take moment, but Victor smiled like a kid telling his mom he loved her, so I knew he was being honest. I always believed that nothing I said could have provoked this tumultuous change in Victor’s life, but here he was, changing the structure of everything for me and our unborn twins.

My silence disturbed him because, suddenly, Victor looked concerned.

“Are you okay with my idea, Amy?”

“Umm, no, honey. I’m delighted about it.”

“Really?”

“I would spend every minute of the day with you. We don’t need money; even if all our businesses went broke tomorrow, we would still have enough wealth for a hundred lifetimes. I am over the moon about this.”

“Why are you so quiet, then?”

“Because I’m worried you are doing this for me and our babies.”

“I’m doing it for me and us if you know what I mean.”

“I do.”

I held my husband’s hand, squeezing tightly, except when he needed both hands on the wheel, which was rarely given our sedentary pace. A bright sun made everything glisten like a wonderland through the frost and ice-bound woodlands and hills of Tuscany and, specifically, the Chianti region.

I felt lifted, excited beyond belief, and ready to take life’s next steps together now more than ever.

I enjoyed the drive but was surprised when Victor turned off the main road and drove through a mile of perfectly manicured vineyards. We arrived at the impressive iron gates of an immense Roman villa estate where Victor rang a bell, which was answered by a woman with a harsh-sounding voice.

“Security.”

“Amy and Victor to see Andy Richards.”

“Yes, Sir, your man Kasimir is already here.”

While the electric gate opened, I glanced behind and saw our security detail in a large blacked-out Mercedes SUV. It seemed strange that Kasimir wasn’t in the passenger seat, but now everything made sense because my husband’s long-term friend and bodyguard was his trusted advisor. He had gone ahead and opened discussions with a potential CEO of my husband’s companies.

The Villa was stunning, completely refurbished to a former Romanesque glory I could only imagine. I envied the smiling owner, who bounded down the wide front steps through marble pillars onto the gravel where Victor had parked.

No sooner had I released my seatbelt than my door was opened, and Victor’s hand waited to help me out. I shook out a ruffled maternity dress, flicked my hair into place, and took the hand outstretched to me in a hearty shake.

“I’m Andy Richards.”

“Amy. It’s nice to meet you.”

“Likewise.”

Andy and my husband seemed already well acquainted. As we entered his home and I listened to their banter, I realized my husband was stealing his competitor’s entire leadership team. Inside, the villa was magnificent, much bigger and more ornate than Antonella’s country home outside Florence. While hers was built in a rustic farmhouse styling, this was a home for Julius Caesar when he wanted to retreat into privacy and plan with his Generals or invite a few political enemies who later would make up the substance of a new wing’s foundations.

In a grand lounge, we sat together next to panorama floor-to-ceiling mildly tinted windows. Outside was a small round lake, a couple of acres in size, where thoroughbred horses grazed on verdant grassland. It seemed the shrubbery and small copses were planted ideally to seduce viewers into a relaxed state.

With a cappuccino in hand, I paid the sort of attention a woman does when weighing up multiple, equally important matters. Throughout their hour-long exchange of views, plans, and visions for Victor’s company’s future, Andy seemed professional and knowledgeable; his body language was positive, and he didn’t appear guarded when answering questions. I considered how he would fit into our lives and came up with no objection to my husband hiring him should he seek my opinion.

Kasimir was equally attentive during the meeting, carefully scrutinizing Andy for any signs he mistrusted him. When Victor eyeballed his oldest and best friend, all he got was the most imperceptible nod indicating consent.

I got the same eyeballs staring at me, seeking consent or otherwise, and I smiled, pleased that my husband valued my opinion in all matters. With our buy-in, my husband turned back to Andy, extending a hand.

“I think we can conclude our agreement right now, Andy.”

“Once they work a notice period, my whole team will come across to your company, Victor. First, though, they want to know, as I do, that you will continue to undertake the Chairman role and not completely vacate the company.”

“That is my intention. I need a long-term strategic management team to guide the company forward. You will, of course, have carte blanche over day-to-day matters as well.”

“And what about your wife?”

“What about Amy?”

Yeah, what about me?

“Will any more stunts be pulled like the stock shorting of Korean companies and their foreign interests?”

“Probably, but you’ll get a phone call from me beforehand. My wife’s business interests are entirely autonomous, but as a priority, she and I support one another.”

“Understood.”

Their negotiation was over, and both men leaned in respectively to sign legal agreements that were pre-approved by both sides. I hadn’t known anything was happening in the background regarding my husband stepping down as CEO of his company, but with my legal background, I knew this negotiation was the culmination of weeks, possibly months, of work.

Kasimir messaged someone, and suddenly, three lawyers appeared. I assumed they were resting in a reception room elsewhere in the house, waiting pensively for the deal to be approved. They checked the signed documents, witnessed each one, and used a company seal to stamp over where both men had initialed every page in its bottom right-hand corner. Then, they handed Andy a complete set of documents, retaining the others for themselves.

Andy stood, shook my hand, and bid farewell to both of us, advising he would start work right away. Kasimir escorted him and the lawyers out of the room, shaking my husband’s hand.

I stared out the windows at the horses, amazed by their majestic silhouette in front of a rising sun. Morning dew burned off quickly, becoming a mysterious mist rising from the grass, mingling with the same ethereal, beautiful haze radiating from the lake.

“Shall we go, Amy?”

“Yes, if we must.”

“We must.”

I reluctantly took Victor’s hand, and he led me back toward the front door. When he stopped and pulled me upstairs, I gasped and gripped hold of his face, staring into his eyes.

“You bought this place, didn’t you?”

“Four weeks ago.”

“Why?“

“For you, honey.”

“Another house?”

“It has four hundred acres of vines, fig trees, and olive groves.”

Victor leaned back against the staircase wall and cupped my ass cheeks tightly, pulling me close to his throbbing hard cock. He kissed me, and I almost orgasmed on the spot; such was my excitement and arousal. All I could think about was the whole plan he conceived and hatched to spend more time with me, including acquiring a country house less than an hour from our primary Florentine residence.

His kiss lingered on my lips like a fine cognac, burning, exciting, swelling my soft tissues while his tongue electrified mine. I had been aroused since offering my husband a blowjob on the way here, but now, my pussy leaked like a hormonal fountain into a double-lined gusset that utterly failed me. As we kissed, a trickle of my sleazy arousal dribbled free, tainting my upper thigh, finding the least line of resistance to a tawdry escape somewhere around my knee.

When I heard footsteps from above, I was shocked and pulled away.

“Antonella - what the f-.” 

“Are you guys coming up to bed? I’ve waited patiently for fucking ages, and now it seems you started without me.”

“What’s happening?”

“Your husband invited me to help christen this love nest.”

“Love nest?”

“Yes, Amy sweetheart - we can fuck here in absolute privacy where I don’t worry about my kids, and you have no prying eyes.”

I gawped at Victor, open-mouthed, then looked at a semi-naked Antonella, who wore the most beautiful lingerie set. Her elegant floral lace and kinky cut-out panties were shaped perfectly over a swollen mound that looked good enough to eat.

And I felt hungry.

Antonella spun slowly, giving us an eyeful of the peek-a-boo rear cutout with eyelash scallop detailing that offset her gorgeous ass cheeks. Her suspenders accentuated beautiful silken thighs, and the sexy fishnet stockings begged me to help Victor fuck her.

“Do you approve of me, Amy?”

“You are the best housewarming gift we could have.”

“I know, right, and I have been looking forward to seeing you since the last time. Get your pregnant pussy up here so I can lick it, please, young lady.”

“With pleasure.”

When I reached her, Antonella kissed me so lovingly that I wanted her badly. After her lips and tongue graced mine, she kissed my husband while I stood behind her, watching, reaching around with both hands and sliding one set of fingers inside the front of her panties.

I found Antonella’s sticky clitoris and gently thumbed it around in a circle while sliding my index finger along her creamy slit. I kissed the back of her neck, then nibbled her earlobe, enjoying her whimpering and moans of delight while I whispered.

“I have missed you, Antonella.”

“I want both of you so badly right now.”

“I couldn’t be more happy to help you with that.”

Her pussy was sticky and soaking wet. I sympathized with her impatience because our girlfriend had likely spent all morning imagining making love to us. Antonella broke off her stunning kiss from Victor, took our hands, and led us cautiously upstairs.

The master bedroom was amazing. It had a long wood-paneled wall behind an immense bed. In front was another wall made entirely from a single sheet of tinted glass, with incredible views over the lake, meadow, and grazing horses, with hills and forests in the distance.

“This is an amazing master suite, Victor.”

“It’s our playroom, Amy.”

“Fuck! Is the master suite bigger?”

“Twice the size.”

My heart pounded because something in the room scared me. I felt aroused, but still, the fear of infidelity gripped me.

A blazing log fire spat and crackled in a large floor-to-ceiling marble fireplace at one end of the bedroom, where a long marble coffee table with four chairs nearby provided a resting place for lovers.

The mushroom and cream-streaked deep pile carpet was comfortable under my feet when I kicked off the flat, sensible shoes I chose for comfort.

What amazed me most was the muscle-bound naked young man lying on our bed. His cock was solid, and his intention to fuck me was apparent. I knew right away that he was here to help Victor fuck Antonella and me - hence my conflicted state. I held my breath, terrified of what we were about to do, feeling my baby bump and wondering if having another man’s seed inside me was somehow sacrilege.

I pointed at the man and stared deeply into my husband’s eyes, more aroused than at any time, ever. We had not discussed sharing me with other men, and now, a choice I had never considered was right before me.

“Is this what I think it is, Victor?”

“If you want it to be.”

“I’ve only ever wanted your cock inside me.”

“Then Enzo can leave.”

“I’m surprised by this development, is all.”

“I thought all three of us could fuck you together, Amy.”

“You mean one cock in each hole?”

“Yes. While you kiss Antonella.”

“Right - okay… that puts her sitting on your face. Am I right?”

“Yes. You love anal, and your back passage is easily stretched enough to accommodate Enzo’s cock while I fuck your pussy.”

“Words I never thought would be exchanged between us, husband.”

I hadn’t had enough anal sex recently, and now it seemed a special event was arranged entirely for my pleasure. I pulled on my bottom lip and stared demurely at my husband, leaking shamefully into my gusset at the thought of enjoying two cocks at once.

When I had mentioned to Victor about taking two cocks at the same time, it was with the intention that one would be latex and the other his. Now, in the playroom suite of our luxurious new home, my husband had arranged the real thing.

“Shall I send Enzo home, Amy?”

“No.”

Aside from my heart beating and the crackling and spitting of a recently lit hardwood fire, the room was silent and moving at lightspeed around me. I inhaled sharply, almost forgetting to breathe, as I stared at the gorgeous Italian guy with a cock perfect to fuck my anus. He was around six inches long, and although I was accustomed to being fucked in the ass by Victor, a more petite cock would go harder at it while my husband filled my pussy.

“Oh fuck!”

“What is it, Amy?”

“I want to be double penetrated so badly.”

“Then let’s do it.”

I crawled onto the bed while Enzo opened his legs wide. I gripped his cock tightly around the base and peeled back a heavily cream-laden foreskin before taking the salty coating off his glans in one long suck, swallowing the nectar of lust that swatted away my last inhibitions.

I gagged and kissed Enzo’s pubic bone with his cock impaled deep in my throat while pointing my ass high with a steeply arched back. I felt my husband’s cock penetrate my pussy, sliding balls deep inside me, stretching my cunt wide while I moaned and choked on Enzo’s cock. Being spit-roasted felt incredibly empowering, and I exalted my husband because I was free to enjoy the taboo pleasures in life thanks to him, who was confidently in love with me.

Victor fucked me hard while I sucked Enzo’s cock using all of the oral technique training my husband taught me over months of nightly fellating him. I wanted my new lover to fuck and seed my back passage, so I eased off from trying to make him cum down my throat. Victor sensed my need to slow down and slid his cock out of my tight fuck hole.

Antonella rolled me onto my back and kneeled, bowing straight in to eat out the gaping wide pussy Victor had filled. Her tongue and lips were like a silken soft cloth, feathering the wrinkled tips of my pussy lips before tickling my already well fucked hole. 

While Antonella licked my dripping wet, creamy pussy, my husband and Enzo went to the fireplace, each taking a pill from a box. When they did that, I knew Antonella and I would be fucked for most of the day and that, at some point, Enzo would drive his cock deep into Victor’s sacred territory, dumping a load inside my sacred womb. That didn’t bother me now because I trembled on the end of Antonella’s expert tongue and would do anything my husband allowed.

Enzo kneeled behind Antonella and gripped her ass cheeks, prising them wide open before driving his cock deep inside her. She screamed in delight and licked my pussy harder, flattening her tongue like a child eating ice cream. From the side of my face, Victor leaned in and fed me his cock, almost dislocating my jaw with a glans more solid than usual. He cupped the back of my head and fucked my throat, choking me while stretching that wider than Enzo had, pleasing me that he was such an incredible lover.

I felt Victor owned me and was proving male superiority in a primal, competitive way. He made sure I got filled with plenty of cock in my pussy and mouth without humiliating or directly comparing himself with my new lover.

When Enzo slid his cock out of Antonella’s pussy, it was because he would cum soon. His fiery eyes said it all, so he and Victor swapped places, and I saw my girlfriend’s eyes bulge when my husband slid his immense cock balls deep inside. I felt proud when she pursed her lips into a gorgeous, I am being fucked hard, pout while deeply furrowing her brow. She stared knowingly at me while I smiled back. Antonella gulped and grinned before settling back in to eat my pussy, clenching her lips around my throbbing clitoris and pulling it from her protective sheath.

When I tasted Enzo’s precum mixed with Antonella’s sweet pussy cream mixed beautifully on his stiff cock, I orgasmed slightly, filling my lover’s mouth with a short, sharp jet of unicorn pee. I held on, not wishing to cum hard until both men had completely fucked both of my holes.

My inner slut ascended, and I was pleased she could emerge without being judged and especially without cheating on my beloved husband.

Antonella knew I was a seasoned anal whore, so she prised open my tiny sphincter with clawing fingers, licking deep inside, occasionally spitting into my fuck hole, preparing it for Enzo’s pleasure. When he pulled his cock out of my mouth, I reluctantly released the sticky head with a pop.

When Enzo kissed me, it was nice in the context of lust and appropriate to the moment, but I had no feelings for him beyond wanting his cock to rub against my husband’s while both men filled my holes. I moaned lasciviously and became their wanton slut, deeply caught in the throes of the most beautiful sexual experience of my life.

While the men rested their cocks, Antonella gave me the finest cunnilingus ever, alternating between my pussy and anus, making sure I was pleasured and fully lubricated. When she allowed me to rest and prepare for my double penetration, my girlfriend squatted on my face, feeding me her hairless pussy that was so smooth she must have had it waxed just hours ago.

Antonella parted her swollen pussy lips, rocking back and forth on my face, grinding her sticky clitoris into my nose while feeding me her sweet cream from a hole my husband had fucked. I had missed her as a lover and the flavor of delicious feminine hormones that seared across my taste buds, forcing flutters from my womb that spread into ripples of pleasure throughout me.

I licked her pussy enthusiastically, enjoying the moment when the men gripped my ankles, and I was firmly dragged down the bed until my ass was just over the edge. When Enzo began fucking my pussy, I knew it was him because of cock size, and I relaxed because it felt great to enjoy what my husband permitted. Antonella fed me her dripping wet pussy hole for ages, and it tasted better, knowing both men had already fucked it.

My husband and Enzo took turns to fuck me, each stopping before they might cum inside, saving themselves for the main event. They were patient, gentle when gripping my legs to haul me on and off their cocks, one constantly fucking me while the other fingered my clitoris.

The cumulative effect of two men taking their time pounding my pussy was like having one guy go at it for ages. There was no way to stop them, and I figured it would be unfair to do that while they enjoyed getting me off. When I orgasmed on my husband’s cock, I squirted hard and felt him slide out, drop to his knees and cover my pee hole with puckered lips, slurping and sucking hard.

While Victor sucked my orgasm until I was dry, Antonella fed me hers while I writhed around the bed, squealing and moaning from an emotional and sensual overload. Once I jettisoned the contents of my bladder into Victor’s mouth, a deep sense of satisfaction flushed through every part of me.

Antonella dismounted my face while Victor moved aside so Enzo could taste me, and my new lover gently licked and sucked my pussy clean without pressing for another home-run orgasm.

My husband crawled up the bed and kissed me deeply, so we shared the juices both had separately enjoyed. My orgasm was complete, and now, in its loving aftermath, I still felt content, in fact, ecstatic about what we had done.

“Enzo fucked your pussy, Amy.”

“I know, honey.”

“Was it okay?”

“With you both taking turns to fuck my pussy, it was better than okay. I enjoyed the constant cock changing over, fucking me deep, hard, and for ages, but I only love you, honey.”

“I know. I feel the same way about you, too, Amy. Having other people makes better fucking, but no difference romantically.”

“It would be nice to take a break before you fuck me again though, honey. Do you mind waiting?”

“Not at all. We are all staying overnight.”

“Thank you so much for all of this, Victor.”

“What about Enzo cumming inside you?”

“I’m okay with it, honey, honestly - In fact, I want it. I had some doubts to begin with, but as long as we are sharing, I don’t mind where either of you cum.”

“Including inside your pussy?”

“If you want him, Enzo, to cum inside my pussy, yes.”

“I’d like us all to be free with one another. But, to be clear, I don’t want an open marriage.”

“I want the same. Now please, cuddle and kiss me, let Antonella and Enzo do the same, and then we can fuck some more.”


Chapter Fifty-Five

Our Playroom

◆◆◆

I lay comfortably on my side while Victor kissed me lovingly. Enzo fucked me slowly and deeply from behind while Antonella kneeled carefully amid our limbs, holding my one leg high, opening me like a pair of scissors for my lover’s best possible access.

Because my husband had fucked her hard, I carefully fingered Antonella’s swollen pussy lips, sliding one finger along her slit using Victor’s recently deposited semen that dripped liberally from her trembling, well fucked hole. We had enjoyed a four-way fuck fest - an unimaginable feat hours earlier, but now, it seemed right, enjoyable, and not at all like cheating.  

In a kinky ecstasy, I giggled into Victor’s face, pulling my bottom lip and frowning while reading his expression. My husband seemed to enjoy kissing me while Enzo pumped my trembling pussy full of his lovely cock. I was enjoying what had initially felt terrifying when offered by my husband, even despite my mid-term pregnancy, which he, Antonella, and my lover all stroked lovingly while pleasuring me.

“This feels amazing, Victor.”

“I know. Can you taste your fingers, please?”

“Of course.”

Antonella grinned at me when I carefully slid two fingers deep inside her well-fucked hole. Her expression contorted joyfully while I pumped my digits in and out of her slick pussy, until they were coated in her, Enzo’s, and my husband’s sticky cream.

When I raised my fingers, my husband and both lovers watched me lick and suck them clean, enjoying the mixed flavor of both men’s salty semen and Antonella’s sweet hormones searing on my tongue. I groaned in rapturous pleasure when Enzo splayed my ass cheeks wider open with his fingers and thumbs, pumping his cock balls deep inside my pussy and grunting while my girl lover opened the scissors wider.

“Enzo is cumming inside me again, honey.”

“Stare deep into my eyes, please, Amy.”

“Of course, honey.”

I was having an orgasm on another man’s cock and could feel it jerking electrifyingly deep inside me, splashing its baby-making seed inside my marital sanctuary. The connection between Victor and me at that moment was the same as though his cock were doing the work. My fingers added a thumb, and the cluster of digits wedged open Antonella’s pussy while I enjoyed the shuddering climax of Enzo’s cock inside me.

After a few more hours of rampant four-way sex in our new home, Victor helped me out of bed while our lovers slept. He ran to a nearby closet, proudly producing brand-new panties and one of his T-shirts for me to wear. When he stooped low and held open the legs of my panties, helping me wriggle into them, knowing his and Enzo’s seed was leaking out, my husband produced a pack of panty liners, tearing open the plastic brand wrapping with his teeth.

I removed the top liner, tore off its sticky back, and applied pressure, fixing the cum soaking pad into my gusset. My husband helped pull my panties on while I held onto his shoulder, unsteadily stepping into each leg hole while giggling.

“I could do it myself, Victor.”

“I know - but it feels nice helping you.”

“Do you feel more attentive toward me now, you know… after Enzo-.”

“After Enzo fucked you twice?”

“Yeah… that.”

“I have a deeper appreciation for you, and I know it is driven in part by jealousy but also by understanding how privileged I am to have you.”

“I felt the same way when you fucked Antonella, Victor. I need to reclaim you.”

Antonella stirred, glanced at us with tired eyes, waved and smiled, then rolled into Enzo’s arms, where he pulled her close, spooning lovingly. Our lover sighed, smacked her lips, and closed her eyes, disappearing into a pleasant slumber.

Victor gently took my hand and pulled me toward the room’s exit, grabbing each of us a bathrobe from hooks on the back of the door.

“We should leave these two alone - would you like milk and cookies, Amy?”

“Yes, please.”

Scampering through a new house with long, unfamiliar corridors and carefully navigating a winding staircase, all so well furnished and filled with beautiful artwork, felt exciting. Doing it with the semen of two men swimming in my pregnant belly made me feel sleazy, but not in the wrong way I thought it might.

When I smelled freshly baked cookies wafting toward me as I walked into an immense kitchen, I realized the house had staff and wondered why that hadn’t occurred. It was the biggest of all our homes and, therefore, needed much more work than the others.

Seeing Emma from our New York home standing with a bale of brand-new towels in her arms confused me, but I was truly stunned to see Diana standing at the oven, transferring homemade cookies from a baking tray to a wire rack.

Emma grinned and hurried away, clearly with much on her work plate. I was gobsmacked, staring at a giggling Diana when a tiny voice drew my attention.

“Hi, Amy.”

I spun half a turn and got another surprise.

“Hi Billy… I wasn’t expecting you to be here.”

“We arrived last night. I have an awesome bedroom, thank you.”

“You’re welcome, honey.”

He dove back into a book on his lap with a plate of cookies and a tall glass of milk on a stand beside the long, green leather sofa he was tucked into the corner of. A kitchen log fire in a massive red brick fireplace was blazing with huge, freshly placed logs.

As I watched, entranced by the dancing flames, a man in his fifties opened a door that led directly from the outdoor garden into the kitchen. I hadn’t noticed him approach or the door, which was part of a wall-to-wall, ceiling-to-floor, steel-framed, multi-paneled window running the entire length of the kitchen.

He was a big, muscly man with a substantial, well-groomed beard who wore gamekeeper outdoor clothing, slung a broken shotgun over his shoulder, and carried two massive hares by their hind legs.

He smiled politely, doffed his cap, then turned his attention to Diana, pointing at his bountiful haul.

“Can you do anything with these, Miss Diana?”

“Yeah - wow, that’s dinner a couple of days after hanging.”

“Shall I hang them in the basement?”

“Yes, please. Should I clean them first, Enrico?”

“You can call me Henry if you prefer. I’ll finish this job now and go to town with your shopping list.”

“Add green lentils, please, Enrico.”

“Yes, Miss Diana.”

Enrico doffed his cap to me and Victor, strolled over to Billy, and offered a hand.

“Are you coming to see how I clean these hares, Billy?”

“Yes, please. Umm… hold on, I’ll ask, Mom.”

The little boy shot a pleading look at his Mom, who nodded, and the man and boy headed out of the kitchen, smiling at me while my jaw rested on the floor. Victor laughed, wrapped an arm around my waist, and guided me to a large farmhouse-style dining table with seating for twenty people.

“What’s going on, Diana?”

“I work for you, Amy. When Victor was looking for a country home, I got wind of it through Greg, who was tasked with finding the property, and I forced myself onto the homebuilding team. Your husband bought this house and told Greg to assign Billy and me a suite, which he did, and here I am with cookies and warm milk.”

“What about everyone else who stayed in Florence?”

“Maria and Marco can cope.”

Antonella, Enzo, and our naughty tryst suddenly occurred to me, and I felt terrified.

“What about… umm-.”

“Your guests are none of my business aside from feeding them.”

Her wry smile told me she knew we were having a mini orgy, but Diana either didn’t care or considered it none of her business. She also didn’t seem distressed or disapproving of it, but I resolved that nothing inappropriate would happen when Billy was around.

Diana disappeared into a massive storeroom beside the kitchen while I ate her freshly baked chocolate chip cookies and drank what must have been fresh milk bought directly from a local farmer. I raised my glass, staring at the delicious, creamy drink.

“It’s pasteurized but not heated to destruction. It’s also three percent cream.”

“You’ve thought of everything, Victor.”

“I like predicting what you’ll need and providing for your happiness.”

“Like bringing Antonella and Enzo into our bed?”

“Yes.”

“Diana knows all about our playtime - I can tell from her eyes and smile.”

“I see no reason we hide it from our family and closest friends. If we can’t trust them not to judge and keep what happens in our home confidential, then they shouldn’t be here.”

“I agree, although our private behavior will take some getting used to because it can’t be entirely secret. People will notice comings and goings.”

“Not if this is our most private and personal home.”

“I don’t know how that will work, Victor.”

Having invited family and friends to live with us wherever we roamed, it seemed contradictory to move an hour away to a house they were denied access to. I liked the privacy we had enjoyed all day in this new, stately home, but I missed the hustle and bustle of Florentine’s home.

“Do you think this sexual need to share that we have discovered is inherited from our parents, Victor? It seems odd that we are doing what they are.”

“We are swinging - Mom and Peter are closing in on a polyamory arrangement with Ophelia.”

“I see them getting close to each other, too.”

“They are all falling in love, honey, despite what they may say. Seeing their expressions and body language on arriving at our home told me they had a great time in the Caribbean and couldn’t bear to be parted.”

“More power to them, I say.”

“And also to us, Amy.”

I saw Victor deep in thought, undoubtedly processing our orgy as I was. He smiled, I returned the same, then winked cheekily.

“Spit it out, Victor.”

“Can we discuss what we just did upstairs, please?”

“Of course.”

I took a long swig of my warm milk, enjoying the creamy flavor that somewhat rinsed out the growing staleness and salty zing of the semen I had swallowed from both men. I held my baby bump protectively, feeling slightly guilty that inside was awash with more than my husband’s seed.

“I had no feelings for either of our lovers, Victor.”

“Me neither, although I like having Antonella around. She is a great lover and knows how to ensure we are both engaged with her simultaneously. I also enjoy talking to her.”

“I miss her when she is gone from my life too, which is why I feel happy when she appears suddenly. Antonella excites and surprises me. I feel a deep friendship for her but not anything close to love.”

“On the subject of love, we must be careful, Amy. We can’t risk feelings entering the playroom.”

“Is that what the suite where we fucked them is now called?”

“I think it needs a name.”

“Playroom it is, then.”

I stared inquiringly at my husband, checking for signs of his worry, but there were none, and all I got in return was a lascivious smile while he glanced at my pussy. He had a question, and I knew what it was, but I held my tongue, wanting him to ask. My pussy had been fucked more than ever by two guys before an expert tongue giver licked me. I was still sizzling and popping from a lewd tryst that remained very clear in my memories.

“It’s about Enzo, Amy.”

“What about him, sweetheart?”

I shot Victor an innocent look that melted his heart and lit the fire in his eyes. Understanding one another’s sexual being was essential. I knew my husband was no cuckold. He wanted validation and to get clarity on my feelings and thoughts about when Enzo fucked me.

“Good, honest communication is vital if we are overstepping sexual social norms, Victor. Please ask me anything?”

“Was he good?”

“As a lover, Enzo was excellent, but he wasn’t anywhere near as good as you, nor was he someone I could love or have any romantic feelings for. I doubt he and I could even become friends, not that I dislike him.”

“I feel the same way.”

“He was a nice, respectful bull who had a great time with us, Victor - one with a smaller cock than you and who is a less meaningful experience to me in bed.”

“What benefits did he bring you, Amy?”

“I enjoyed him fucking me when you were done, then when you took over again after he came inside me. Being fucked for such a long time before you both did the same for Antonella was nice.”

“Would you like to have him again?”

“Maybe - but I would prefer Antonella with only you and me more often.”

“Me too.”

“With our help, patience, and love, you easily satisfy both of us.”

“I enjoyed watching you fuck her and Enzo.”

“Me too, honey.”

I set down my empty glass and shuffled closer to my husband, lifting and easing myself into his lap. Being fucked by Victor and a nice bull was a pleasurable experience, but it wouldn’t replace what we had through marriage. I imagined there would come a time when we met another couple that clicked with both of us. Undoubtedly, a discussion would ensue after some flirting, and we would end up fucking in the playroom - but now was not the time to have that discussion or push any further boundaries.

“Shall we go and shower in our new bedroom, Victor?”

“Yes - I think that would be nice, and then we could take a leisurely walk around the gardens to meet the horses and dogs.”

“We have dogs?”

“German pointers, Irish setters, and a Lagotto Romagnolo.”

“Where are they?”

“You saw the horses.”

“No silly - the dogs.”

“Ahh. I have them in a boot room waiting to meet you.”

“How many dogs?”

“Five.”

As we passed by the playroom, I saw Antonella moaning on all fours at the end of the bed with Enzo standing flatfooted on the floor, vigorously riding the pussy hole off her. I pulled the playroom door shut, worried that Billy might live in the same wing where we fucked our lovers.

Our bedroom suite was a whole wing of the main house with a concave tinted glass door that slid open electrically both ways outward from the center when you tapped a unique number into the wall-mounted keypad.

Victor pointed at the glass, then tapped it.

“It’s bulletproof. Our bedroom is impenetrable.”

“Jesus, it’s huge. We have a bedroom foyer.”

“When looking for a house, I thought about having kids; this wing is perfect. They can’t run away.”

“Does it have a nursery?”

“Three.”

I stepped down three half-moon-shaped wooden parquet steps into a massive foyer with a thick cream carpet and dark brown fleur-de-lys on each running edge. A crystal chandelier hung from the center, and intricate watercolors on the ceiling above combined in a floral pattern I loved. Two four-seater, brilliant white leather sofas sat in the middle of the foyer, with a glass table between them.

“The sofas are kid and stain-proof, and the glass table is tempered. If they jump on it, that table won’t break before they do.”

“I’m impressed.”

“We have more work to do, Amy - I only took care of the basics.”

The house featured floor-to-ceiling and wall-to-wall windows everywhere, and I guessed that a previous owner had expensively refurbished the ancient home. Our bedroom was mainly marble-floored, but a vast, thick rug with wooden veneer parquet-style paneling woven on top surrounded the immense king-sized bed. A velvet-padded wall headboard was the size of double church doors, stretching beyond the two marble-topped nightstands we had.

Our bedroom had a huge bay window with a massive bespoke sofa fitted into its deep curve. The seating area could easily accommodate six and offered incredible views over our lake and woodland. As I stood soaking it all up, I saw Victor and me snuggling with our twins, enjoying family time while it snowed outside.

The bed was a sumptuous collection of expensive linens, some embroidered with browns and reds in a floral pattern, but mostly white, brown, and cream shaded dominated a light, airy room. I was swept away into a dream world, shopping for furniture, silks, laces, and furnishings in local treasure trove boutique stores, loving what my husband had done for us.

“Would you like to see the other bedrooms in our annex, Amy?”

“Not yet, honey. I’m excited to meet our pets.”

“Shall we shower together?”

“Yes, please. I must reclaim you, Victor - I think it should be a thing for us.”

“I agree.”


Chapter Fifty-Six

A Tawdry Estate

◆◆◆

Our bedroom suite shower wet room was luxurious beyond belief. It had the most enormous rectangular stainless steel shower head sunk into the ceiling I had ever seen. It was like walking in the rain on a grippy marble-like floor.

When I bent over to lift a soap bar I dropped, Victor gripped my waist and nuzzled my pussy with his solid cock, so I pressed both palms against a gray slate wall, spreading my feet wide apart.

My husband fucked my cum filled pussy, using his and Enzo’s previously deposited semen as a lubricant, and I loved the slutty feeling that gave me. I wanted as much of Victor’s cock as I could take so we could reclaim one another. It wasn’t about forgetting my ad-hoc lover, more a case of consigning him to my sexual history as a great memory - but nothing more until the next time we played.

When Victor orgasmed inside me, I didn’t cum, but not through a lack of effort - I was sexually exhausted, having climaxed for such a long time on the end of two cocks and by luxurious cunnilingus from the tongues of three excellent lovers.

When he finished twitching inside and withdrew his cock, I stood, turned, and kissed my husband deeply while his seed dribbled out of my creamy, well fucked hole. In his face, I saw love, devotion, and the overwhelming strength of a great man, and I knew we could survive anything.  

Before leaving our home, Victor handed me a roughly tied gift that I knew must have been wrapped by him. I opened it and immediately fell in love with a mushroom color baby Alpaca Capote coat.

“It’s a belated Christmas gift.”

“You already bought me a gift.”

“This one is special. I had it made to fit you at this time of pregnancy. It will fit during the whole term, and I thought you might wear it each time you get pregnant.”

“Oh, I surely will. It is so soft and lovely, Victor.”

“Merino wool is blended with the Alpaca, and the cardigan has a hood in case you feel the chill.”

“I love it. Did you find someone in Florence making these?”

Victor explained while I held it up, then sideways, turned it around, looked inside, and inspected my wonderful gift from every possible angle, falling more deeply in love with it as every second passed.

“Years ago, I backpacked for a month around Peru. In a mountain village where I stayed a few nights, there was a small knitting workshop run by elderly men and women. When we discovered you were pregnant, I tracked them down on the internet and called them.”

“You went to a lot of trouble.”

“I wanted to do something special for you. It took months to make by hand. I held on to the gift until today, waiting for the right moment.”

My heart melted, and I hugged Victor, crying because what girl doesn’t love a man who puts such immense love and effort into buying a gift? Victor doing things for me felt important, not because I liked being pandered to, but because it brought us closer together. 

Outside felt less chilly because of my cardigan. I was heartened by brilliant blue skies, a beautiful scene of our new home’s garden, and a dozen Geese chattering around the lakeshore like a chapter of the Women’s Institute putting the world to rights.

We set off along a double-width grassy trail into vineyards extending down a south-facing hill that stretched at least a mile across its ridge line. Half a mile downhill, the last vine disappeared into a dark, ancient, deciduous, leafless forest shrouded in late afternoon mist.

We strolled hand in hand, turning left to traverse the vines, contouring the ridge line to avoid a steep climb back to the house.

“We have a lot of wine, Victor.”

“Our home has a winery you can’t see unless you drive or walk there. Twelve people run an award-winning red and white label with visitors center.”

“We are a business then?”

“Yes, we are an estate, Amy. Our farmland extends for miles with tenant farmers growing fruit, cereals, dairy, livestock, and olives.”

“Wow.”

“They say the figs coming from this estate are world famous.”

“I love figs.”

“We have an estate manager with another eight staff managing all of that and the one hundred and four dwellings that are long leased. We also own the village shop that runs as a cooperative, selling local produce, newspapers, and those weird sweets you like.”

“Pear drops?”

“That’s the ones.”

Tears rolled down my cheeks, and my mouth twisted into loving delirium when Victor paused and dipped a hand into his long wax jacket side pocket, producing a small paper bag containing a dozen or more of my favorite sweets. He held out the pear drops, pulling their bag open like a boy sharing his treasure with a girl he liked.

On the side of a sunny hill, surrounded by vines, love, and happiness, I grinned like a little girl with my fingers poised over the bag. Eventually, I selected one, slipped it onto my husband’s tongue with little resistance, and then took one for myself.

“Why so much sentiment today, Victor?”

“Because after we do things like we did today, there must be a romantic and marital rapprochement.”

“I understand what you mean - it’s more than a sexual reclaiming.”

“It is important that you and I are always first, Amy.”

“I know. I bought you something, too, even though I knew nothing of your plans.”

I reached into my jeans pocket and withdrew a simple gift for Victor, pinning it to his jacket lapel. When he twisted the fabric collar to see, he grinned.

“A golden polar bear.”

“You will always be my polar bear, Victor.”

“I am very proud to be that.”

We walked hand in hand until I needed to pee, then changed direction to go home, crossing flat, open meadow. Enzo had left by the time we reached the back door to our villa, but we managed to wave at his Maserati as he roared along our driveway.

I turned to my husband, surprised that a thought had only just struck me.

“Who is Enzo, honey?”

“He is the man you were supposed to meet with about the Children’s Hospital in a few days. I thought meeting him like this might bear more fruit than if we battled it out in the boardroom surrounded by his lieutenants and our lawyers.”

“Whoa - do you mean I was fucked by a criminal?”

“A billionaire criminal, honey - yes, but then, aren’t all billionaires criminals?”

“You aren’t, Victor.”

“It depends on how you define the law - whatever the case, your Children’s Hospital has a green light, and we had great fun. I am sure Antonella has the signed documents.”

“I can’t believe you managed to get this done so easily.”

“There are many ways to skin a cat, Amy.”

I was amazed, spluttering while laughing nervously. It didn’t matter who my lover was, as long as they were clean and friendly. Enzo was both of those things and highly caring, too, as it turned out - somewhat putty in my hands. It was a shock that I had sealed something so crucial as my Children’s Hospital with the man’s seed swimming inside me, but it was done, and there seemed little point in challenging an excellent outcome arising from a fun day.

“Is Enzo married?”

“Yes - I met his wife while arranging our playtime.”

“Does she know he came here and why?”

“They have an open marriage. Francesca propositioned me at their home in front of her husband. She wanted to drag me into their bedroom while her husband went fishing.”

“What did you say?”

“I declined, of course.”

“Is Francesca beautiful?”

“Yes, very.”

“Is Enzo’s number on your phone?”

“Yes.”

“May I borrow it, please?”

“Of course.”

I called Anastasia, explaining that our Children’s Hospital got the green light. She was thrilled but, surprisingly, not even the slightest bit curious about where I was. Before the call ended, she promised to speak with Stanza and Antonella to move things along with our project.

After that call ended, I stared at my husband in the most lascivious way, scrolling through his contacts until I reached E. I called Enzo on an open line so that Victor could hear.

“Hello, Amy. Did I leave something behind?”

“No, sweetie. I am calling because Victor explained everything about the Children’s Hospital and how our negotiation concluded successfully.”

“I would have helped you anyway because it is a good cause, and you are a compelling woman. I seem incapable of saying no to you or Victor, but this time we enjoyed today has been such a wonderful adventure.”

“For me, I mean, me and Victor, too.”

“Is everything okay between us then?”

“In a manner of speaking - yes. I wanted to know if you and Francesca would like to join us for a private dinner at our home?”

“Ah, okay - I’ll be honest and say my wife was a little disappointed when Victor rebuffed her. That hasn’t happened before, but your husband was adamant there would be no fun without you.”

“And the same goes for me, honey. You can’t play with me unless Victor is in the game. Now, about dinner - are we on?” 

“Oh my, Amy. Francesca will be delighted, and of course, I am overjoyed.”

“How does 7 p.m, two weeks from this coming Saturday, sound? If you’d like, you can both stay the night with us.”

“Okay. I shall confirm with my wife and get back to Victor. I am sure she will change any plans if need be—she is keen, as am I.”

“Okay, we’ll speak soon, Enzo.”

Staring my husband in the eye while arranging our next swinging session was flat-out so arousing I soaked my panties in under a minute with tingling pussy lips that engorged more with every sleazy word.

When he mentioned Francesca, the fact my husband declined her advances confirmed to me that our sexual adventure could be safely played out. As I slipped the phone into his pocket, it was my husband’s turn to be shocked.

“Why did you do that, Amy?”

“Because you deserve to fuck Francesca for being such an amazing husband.”

“We can fuck her together.”

“That we will.”

Back in the house, it was cozy from a well-lit fire and the aroma of freshly baked bread. Antonella was sprawled across a long, leather sofa, wearing a thick toweling bathrobe and her damp hair wrapped in a towel. She was messaging on her phone until she saw us, whereupon our lover leaped up excitedly, scampered across the floor, and kissed each of us so joyously that I couldn’t help but enjoy her being in my life.

“It’s a bit late to drive home, Antonella. Won’t you stay the night?”

“I’d love to, but I prefer to sleep alone, so do you mind if I take to my own bed after?”

“After what?”

“Oh please, don’t be wilful and tease me, Amy. You know how much affection I have for you.”

“You are always welcome to join us, honey.”

“I know.” 


Chapter Fifty-Seven

A Nest Fit For An Empress

◆◆◆

When Victor blindfolded me and led the way to a working wing of the house, I knew he was about to introduce me to our new pets. I had expected five dogs that probably came with the house, but no, five gorgeous puppies yapped adorably and ran to my feet, wrapping themselves around my ankles.

I kneeled to greet the super cute babies, stroking each one while they went scatty, whined, chased their tails, and rolled over to have their bellies rubbed. They licked my hands and face, prising every ounce of love they could from me. We were proud owners of two German pointers, two rusty red Irish setters, and a beautiful Lagotto Romagnolo with a thick wool-like coat tightly curled into ringlets.

The boot room was spartan, had a stone floor, and it felt cold, so I led our new pets back along a corridor, past a slaughter room no longer used and a DIY room with drills and other tools that was. At either end, this wing of the house had rough, stable-like doors that fit poorly together. It was draughty, and although it might be the best place to house the puppies and marshall them together, it didn’t feel right.

When the puppies saw Billy in the main lounge, they ran to him, yapping excitedly, and his face lit up. The ancient human tradition of the child meets puppy, and both fall in love ensued while Diana looked on decidedly unimpressed.

She wagged a finger at Victor, pointing at the puppies, then into her kitchen area.

“We will need child gates for these tykes, Victor.”

“I have them already. I also bought toilet pads. The puppies are house trained, but their bladders won’t hold through the night yet.”

“What about feeding them?”

“I bought dry feed, treats, and worming tablets. I have combs, brushes, shampoo, flea and tick treatments. They can’t be fed on kitchen snacks.”

“Okay - you’ve thought of everything.”

“I had to take every precaution, Diana. Everything in this home is expensive, and we couldn’t risk these babies rolling onto a freshly made pie or running into the fire.”

She strolled over and caved in when the Lagotto Romagnolo ball of wool nuzzled her face into Diana’s shin. She stooped, giggled, and cupped the baby’s face in both hands. As Billy and I cuddled the other puppies, I smiled at my husband.

“This has been an amazing day, Victor.”

“In many ways, honey.”

“In every possible way.”

Diana returned to her kitchen wearing a knowing grin, and I wondered how likely it was that Victor and I could keep our new lifestyle under wraps. A hotel bedroom might be a more appropriate venue for our playtime, offering anonymity, but I felt we should be able to do as we wished in our house.

My husband helped me set up a spare, empty room in our suite for our puppies, and Antonella joined us from her room, where she had bathed. When she kissed me on the lips and handed my husband a pill, I giggled.

“You’re going to need this, Victor. You have two fillies to mount this evening.”

“I’m up for the challenge.”

“I know you are.”

“Why don’t you and Amy get warmed up while I finish in here?”

Reimagining the day’s activities made me feel horny again, and now, as I frolicked on our bed, licking Antonella’s pussy while she fingered mine, I was back in the mood to be fucked. By the time Victor joined us, his cock was in high demand, and I can proudly say he fucked us both to absolute satisfaction.

At midnight, Antonella dismounted Victor’s face while I rode his cock. She kissed us goodnight and left the room carrying a healthy amount of my husband’s semen inside her. Our puppies woke and whimpered as she passed their bedroom, so after my husband came inside me, I visited them as a mother would her babies.

After a few minutes and a visit to the toilet, Victor joined me, and we took our babies outside so they could pee.

While our puppies scampered playfully around the grass in the bright moonlight immediately in front of our living room, I cuddled close to my husband. Between my Alpaca cardigan and Victor’s body heat, I was warm as toast.

“Stay where you are - hands above your heads.”

“Wh-what?”

“Oh, sorry, it’s you, Sir.”

“And my wife.”

“Sorry, madam - you triggered a silent alarm when you opened the living room door.”

“Oops.”

Two security guards wearing black jumpsuits, combat body armor, and carrying rifles melted back into the darkness. Victor waved sheepishly, then looked at me and laughed.

“I completely forgot about the nighttime protocols. There are no security staff inside the house. We are supposed to tap a code in the keypad beside a door before we open it.”

“That’s good for our privacy, honey. It’s been worrying me how we deal with our sexual liaisons. I know it’s nobody’s business what we do privately, but there will be gossip.”

“Non-monogamous lifestyles are more common than you think, Amy. I read somewhere that up to thirty-four percent of Americans prefer some form of non-monogamy. Look at mom and dad.”

“I’ll take your word for it.”

The puppies decided I was their pack leader or, perhaps ironically, a surrogate mother. When I called them back into the house, they followed me like the Pied Piper of Hamlyn, obediently running for the fleece-lined beds in their new bedroom.

In the morning, I woke before Victor because he felt grizzly, so I went to see Diana, gathered a tray of assorted breakfast menu items, and returned to our bedroom, where I could feed and nurse the patient.

Antonella dropped by briefly before she left, but when Victor coughed, she backed away and bid us farewell from the bedroom door. When I listened to the security glass doors on our apartment-size suite close, it suddenly dawned on me how incredibly private our new home was.

Victor nodded off again, convulsing with an awful chest cough, so I asked Diana to buy some meds when she went shopping. I took our puppies for a walk, joined by Billy, who held my hand, and a couple of security guards following discretely.

After showering, dressing, and with all our puppies in tow, I began exploring the house. Bedroom after bedroom was bland or empty, and some were turned into storage units for boxes of old light fittings, beautifully crafted brass curtain tie-back hooks in need of a polish, and party bunting, among other abandoned bric-a-brac. The previous owners had not bothered with luxury beyond their specific needs and had left behind nothing of value besides what Victor had offered a deal on.

Eventually, I found a fantastic library. It was another two-story construction with two circular staircases, one at either end. The room was immense, with a book collection in multiple languages ranging from first-edition hardbacks to up-to-date romance and thriller paperback novels. 

I opened the heavy curtains, filled the room with light and dust, and gleefully returned to our bedroom to fetch my laptop.

Standing at the end of our bed, I realized nothing had been packed for us. There was no way for me to work because a surprise had been hatched, and suitcases in the security team’s SUV would be a dead giveaway if I saw them being loaded. My husband did well, ensuring we had clothes, toiletries, and other items, but everyday essentials, from my laptop to a hairdryer, were in Florence.

I shook my husband and gently rifled my fingers through his hair. He stirred slowly, groaning amid a terrible man-flu, reaching for my hand and squeezing as though I could take his discomfort away. 

“Honey.”

“Yeah… sorry - I’ll get up in a minute… I promise.”

“Victor… I need you to wake up for a minute, please.”

“Sorry, Amy. I feel so rough.”

“It’s okay for you to sleep in, but I need a list of things you want collected from our Florence home. I’ll ask security to drive me there because what I need, added to your list, will fill the trunk.”

“Shall I come with you?”

“No need, honestly. I’ll ask Emma to help me. You stay here and fight off the virus.”

He scribbled a list using an expensive Mont Blanc pen and beautifully textured cream writing paper with a gold embossed house crest. I grinned broadly, thinking about all the fun I would have, changing the house to befit mine and Victor’s style. We had an estate crest, which felt exciting, especially when I noticed the same flowery ancient armor and long pike design etched into a prominent concrete cornerstone of the house.

Emma was pleased to be asked to join me because she was pulling her hair out, trying to figure out how to clean the house and make it homely in our style.

As we drove off the property, I noticed the same house crest was wound into wrought iron gates in what I assumed was tubular brass. It seemed the house had historic provenance in Roman culture and local significance in viniculture and food.

We drove back to Florence in a two-SUV convoy through light to medium traffic, and I reflected on how happy I felt. My college graduation loomed, but it felt inconvenient given my pregnancy, house move, and business challenges. I couldn’t shake the feeling that I should get involved in work-related matters - then something occurred to me.

“Emma, what briefing do you have about this house?”

“It’s more like a small town. I met the estate manager, who seemed to feel the house came under his purview and that I would report to him, so I sent him packing.”

“Good. But as for how to run the house - did Victor give you anything to go on?”

“He said that would come from you.”

“You need staff, Emma.”

“I know. Enrico will help me find local people. Most of the staff left when the previous family was evicted due to the non-payment of death and property taxes. The owner took what he could and sold the rest with the house to Victor.”

“We need to remodel everything.”

“I agree, but it will take some time.”

“I want this to become a home base, like Victor’s New York Mansion.”

“What about Florence?”

“That home is where we stay to shop and enjoy the city.”

“I need cleaning contractors, Amy - underneath the surface, your new house has a horrible layer of grime.”

“Do whatever you need.”

Emma was very effective in making a house a home. She needed work visas for Italy and to make herself a private home, somewhere outside and away from ours, so that she could lead a regular life.

“Has Greg been involved in taking over this house, Emma?”

“He had to return to Florence to take care of things there. He couldn’t get a lot done because of the secrecy.”

“Victor wanted this estate to be a surprise for me, and the more people who knew, the less likely he would keep everything secret. Please ask Greg to get onto it when he has time. He’ll need to introduce himself as the estate manager’s new boss and find you a home.”

“I can have a place of my own?”

“Do you want one?”

“I would love to have a house rather than a bedroom.”

“Work it out with Greg. You can take whichever house is empty and suits you.”

“Thank you, Amy.”

For the first time in my life, I had a homemaking mission that was more expansive than buying a few pieces of furniture for a home that had already been mostly created. This estate and its main house were even grander designs than the refurbishment of Victor’s New York Mansion, and I felt excited, chuckling.

“Why are you laughing, Amy?”

“Victor bought me a nest.”

“I think so - a very big one at that.”

When we arrived at our Florentine house, Katerina sat alone in the main lounge. She smiled, waved, and followed me to my bedroom, sitting on the bed while I raced around, gathering everything we needed and throwing it into a suitcase.

“Do you like your new home in Tuscany, Amy?”

“I love it - how did you know?”

“I know everything that affects you and my son. A mother’s care is never far away.”

I stared at her, paralyzed by fear that Antonella had told her about the house and our tryst. Whether she approved of polyamory or consensual nonmonogamy wasn’t the issue. My problem was how she felt about it in our case, with me and her son.

She laughed and pointed at my surprised expression.

“Don’t look so shocked. Greg told me ten minutes ago. He received a message from Emma that it’s all public knowledge now. He hid the secret well, as did Diana and even Billy, who I assume are with you and Victor, judging by the fact they are no longer around.”

“You will all be welcome.”

“In time, Amy - for now, you and Victor should enjoy your love nest privately - with Antonella, of course.”

I flushed bright red, nodded, and kissed her on the cheek before joining Emma outside, where she had helped load our cases and a few items that wouldn’t fit inside them. The problem with Katerina was that you couldn’t figure out what she knew, how she came by the information, or what it meant to her.

In the SUV, I messaged Antonella with trembling fingers.

Hi Antonella - Katerina knows about you staying at our home and why… I think.

How do you know that?

She said Victor and I should ‘enjoy our love nest privately’ and added, ‘with Antonella, of course.’

She’s fishing. Katerina called a few days ago, inviting me to lunch in Florence. I told her I had important matters to deal with on the day she proposed. Your mother-in-law is devious when she sees fit.

I know.

I told nobody about us, Amy, but gossip eventually emerges no matter how hard you try to keep a lid on it. If it were me, I would get ahead of the gossip with your parents but let nobody else in.

Thank you, Antonella.

Until soon, sweetheart. XOXO.


Kate Granger
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