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Prologue
 
    
 
        Subtlety, not exactly my best trait. In fact where I’m concerned it’s completely none existent. That’s why as a teen I got caught sneaking out or in from parties. It’s why I got caught taking my dad’s favorite cars. It’s why I got caught by my dad for so many different things… so yep, subtlety. Not my thing.
 
        I can give you one example that still tickles me greatly. So, I got a call from someone, name forgotten, they told me about a party at the burnt patch. There was a small forest fire that left a large clearance of dead ground where all the “cool” and “hip” people hung out to drink and stuff. Unfortunately my dad didn’t agree with me partying so I was on lock down as usual. Probably grounded from sneaking out the previous weekend. 
 
        I felt crafty and totally awesome when I made it to the garage undetected and slotted myself into my dad’s BMW which by the way… he never used. Before I could put it in drive the lights came on and I saw my dad descend the stairs leading to the basement car park where unfortunately I was now sat. Crap.
 
        Of all nights he chooses the BMW, this night had to be it. So I hastily climbed into the back and scrunched myself behind his seat cringing as he climbed in. Double crap. Luckily he turned up the music, Guns and Roses so he couldn’t hear me breathing. We drove for ages, he stopped at a burger place at one point ordered a shake and a couple of burgers. 
 
        Very sneakily I reached out whilst he was looking the other way and nabbed his half eaten burger. What can I say? I was hungry. He only vaguely noticed but probably assumed he’d eaten it himself. So, yeah. All of that happened and he was still oblivious. Then I got thirsty. Really thirsty. He’d turned the heating up to the max in the back and the front. I became sweaty, I was ready to jump out of the window when he turned the air con on and the car froze making my teeth chatter. Then up, then down. This went on for an hour whilst he sang at the top of his lungs to ‘welcome to the jungle’. Even made his voice screech and did the air guitar at red lights and stop signs. Totally humiliating but frigging hilarious.
 
        So anyway, after the hundredth time of messing with the heating I got tired and achy and my back hurt, no doubt I’d be stuck in this position for life and then I got thirsty. Thankfully we pulled up somewhere. I daren’t lift my head to get a good luck. I used this moment to down his drink and stupidly turn the heating down.
 
        When he got back in the car he was all, “what the hell? Why’s the heating down?” and turned it back up again before taking off. We ended up parking up in a deserted car park and another car pulled up beside us. Then a woman climbed into the passenger seat of the car we were in… 
 
        This next part will scar me for life. So she jumps my dad and they start full on making out. So bad her ass kept hitting the horn and the car began shaking. Then I heard a zip. My dad moan and all hell broke loose. 
 
        I screamed, loud and long, scrambled over the passenger seat and out of the car. I just almost witnessed my dad having sex. Can you imagine? 
 
        When I finally stopped freaking out they both laughed so hard my dad fell to his knees and clutched his stomach as if in pain. Then he explained. “Honey, next time you make a phone call saying you’re going to sneak out and how I’ll never notice my car gone, don’t do it right outside my office.”
 
        The bastard tricked me, the entire four hours in his car was for show. Down to the last detail. The crafty bastard. Funnily enough we became the best of friends after that ordeal.
 
        So yeah, like I said. I’m not subtle.    
 
    
 
        My thing however, that I am good at is working!
 
        Working, then partying, shopping, more partying, sex, lots and lots of amazing sex with hot boys. Freedom, another thing I enjoy immensely, my freedom. Freedom to party, freedom to work, freedom to shop, freedom to have lots of mind blowing sex.
 
        So the reason for my outburst which you will see shortly is completely fair. I love my freedom, cling to that. That simple word that means so many things… freedom. 
 
    
 
        “Nope, not happening,” I scoff and sip my red wine, which tastes awful. My dad does have peculiar tastes when it comes to alcohol. Give me Amaretto on the rocks any day compared to this glass of grapes and vinegar! Yuck. 
 
        My dad sighs and sits back in his armchair, “It’s a great idea. James is a fine man.”
 
        “I don’t doubt that one bit, he’s handsome, charming, got a great body…”
 
        “Please, Maya…”
 
        “Smart, knows the business, he’s perfect. He’ll make a fine husband to his future wife. That is not me by the way,” I say with a determined nod. End of discussion.
 
        “Please Maya,” Apparently not. “He knows the business as well as I do, he’s trustworthy, with him at your side you won’t need to do half as much as what I do. You’ll be able to spend time with your future family. Together you could be great.”
 
        Nope not happening. I sigh and look toward the crackling fire, a fireplace I know so well, a fireplace I’ve had sex in front of on many occasions. That will never happen again, that thrill, that excitement. Being married, especially an arranged marriage, it just seems so final. No more wild nights out. Double sigh.
 
        Don’t get me wrong, I’m no whore, I’ve only slept with four people. I’m twenty one, fresh out of university with a degree in chemistry and preparing myself for the day I’ll take on my father’s pharmaceutical business on top of my own half. Hopefully later rather than sooner.
 
        “Baby,” he says his voice low, his blue eyes brimming with emotion. “There is one other thing.” Later… later… later. I inhale sharply, I can see by the look in his eyes this is going to be bad. “Chemo failed.”
 
        “What?”
 
        “It fa…”
 
        “I heard you!”
 
        I look into his tired eyes and notice how weary he’s become, how sallow his skin is. Once golden now yellow and hanging from his bones. His gorgeous blue eyes now dark and misty, full of pain. His lung cancer has been a long battle, one we were certain he would win. He’s only fifty for crying out loud! And he’s always been healthy, this can’t be happening.
 
        “How long,” my voice croaks, barely above a whisper. 
 
        He opens his arms and I run into his large soft chest. Inhaling deeply whilst letting his warmth envelope me. “With these new tablets I’m on and treatments they think six months to a year.” The tears begin to flow, heavy, large tears of pure sorrow. How can I lose this man I love so much? “James really does think the world of you. You know that.”
 
        I can barely manage a nod. My entire body shakes with shudders and sobs as I cry, effectively soaking his shirt. 
 
        “I’m sorry I’m not going to be there to see you have kids,” he mumbles and kisses the top of my head. “I’m so sorry princess.”
 
        For my daddy, I’ll do anything. Anything. Screw freedom. If this is his last request then I’ll do it. “I’ll marry him. If he asks.” I feel my dad’s entire body sag with relief. I’m glad to put him at ease.
 
   

Chapter One – One Year later
 
    
 
        “Maya Johnson speaking,” I practically yawn into the phone but it’s disconnected before I get a reply. I slam the receiver down and sink back into my leather office chair. It spins. 
 
        “Someone sounds, umm cheerful,” I look up to the broad shouldered, muscled, toned, golden, dark haired, male leaning against the doorframe to my office.
 
        I roll my eyes, “Hi James.” Fake cheery voice, full blast. “So happy you entered without knocking… could have been doing,” someone. “Anything.” Just kidding.
 
        He meets my eyes with his mesmerizing greens, so green they put the first leaves of spring to shame. Chuckling slightly he steps into my office, his eyes never leaving mine. “Did you have a nice trip?”
 
        “Uh-huh,” grumpy tone back on. “Thanks for covering for me.”
 
        “So my dearest wife, are you actually going to be home tonight?” James sighs. I stare at my computer.
 
        “Probably, I’m tired.”
 
        His fists clench at his sides, “So this is how it’s going to be. Christ Maya we’ve been married almost two months. You haven’t been home at all.”
 
        “That’s hardly my fault, I spent the first month caring for my dying father. Then organizing his funeral. Then…”
 
        “Partying with men that aren’t your husband in Las Vegas.” He growls and slams a magazine down on my desk. I look at the page he turns it to and cringe, not because of the males clustered around me and my best friend but because of how pissed I look. Classy. “You promised.”
 
        “No… you asked and I said, hmm.” I raise an eyebrow. “Why are you so bothered?”
 
        His face goes blank, something he does when he doesn’t want to reveal his feelings, although that assessment is pretty obvious. I’ve known him long enough to know he’s aggravated by the way his fists are clenched so tight his knuckles are white and his arm muscles are practically bulging out of his suit jacket. “Because you’re my wife. Do you know how bad this looks on me?”
 
        “Why? Because a bunch of guys surrounded me at a table?” I laugh out loud and shake my head. Whatever. “You’re ridiculous.”
 
        “Throw me a bone here… I’ve been good to you right? I helped you with your father. I’ve been there for you since we met!” 
 
        I look at his handsome face, equipped with perfect nose, strong chiseled jaw and thick wavy brown hair. He is the epitome of sexy. Growl.
 
        Ok girl, get your libido in check.
 
    
 
        “Yes,” I sigh and stand from my seat, perching on the edge of the desk with my arms crossed. “I’m sorry.”
 
        “Did you have sex with them?” he blurts and reaches out to wind a strand of my hair around his finger. I look up at him, leaning back onto my hands on my desk, crossing my legs as I settle my gaze on him. “Tell me honestly.”
 
        “Why? Will it change anything?” I say with a smirk. 
 
        “It’ll let me know if you actually fancy me or not,” he shrugs and drops the lock of dark brown hair. “I just,” pause. “Need to know.” I stand up and step closer to him, watching his throat as he swallows. “Don’t give me that look. Just tell me.”
 
        My smirk becomes a mischievous grin, “Why James. I do believe you’re blushing.” My fingers trace his jaw.
 
    
 
        “Don’t Maya,” he hisses as I trail my fingers down his tie. “Please.”
 
    
 
         I’m predator, he’s the mouse. He takes a step back, I take a step forward. Step back, step forward and so on until his back hits the door. “You’re right. I’ve been neglectful.”
 
        My libido perks up at my inner erotic thoughts at what I could do to the god of a man stood before me. “What are you doing?” he practically whispers as I press my body flush with his and flick the lock on the door. “Maya.”
 
        “What?” I murmur and press my lips against his jaw. Leaning into his neck I inhale deeply, he smells like fresh laundry and expensive men’s shaving foam. He’s always smelled that way, it’s always turned me on. Meow. “Mm, you smell good.”
 
        “Stop trying to distract me,” he groans but his hands grip my hips and pull me into his solid length. We shudder at the feeling, and I relish the little happy grunt that escapes him as I graze his neck with my teeth. “Maya. Please.”
 
        “You wanted to know if I fancy you… here’s your answer,” I grin and slam my lips to his. There isn’t a second of hesitation in his kiss, maybe a little shock at first but then it’s eager. I know how he feels about me, I’ve always known. Ever since I turned nineteen, effectively becoming more of a woman, he acted like a love sick puppy. 
 
        I had better control of myself around him than he did around me. Although I wanted to screw him badly but I knew with him he would want more. He’s a typical guy with typical needs but I’m his equal, I’m my father’s daughter and I’m quirky as hell. What’s not to like? Right? 
 
        Wrong, I honestly don’t get why men are attracted to me. I’m flaky, irresponsible and sometimes downright mean. Yet I’ve had many a man wanting my hand. James is the only one who I know that truly wants me for me. Because he already has what I have.
 
        His tongue probes my lips, I give him entrance and brush my tongue against his. He tastes like mint and coffee and man. Mm, man. Shit, what have I eaten today? I had a caramel latte about thirty minutes ago. No food yet. Good, I should be sweet. 
 
        The growl that vibrates through his chest is almost enough to make me come on the spot. Christ that’s sexy. His large hands slide up to my waist, his thumbs brushing the underside of my breasts. 
 
    
 
   What bra am I wearing? 
 
    
 
   Who cares? It’ll be on the floor in a second.
 
    
 
   Good call libido.
 
    
 
   I do my best.
 
    
 
        I wrap my fingers in his thick hair, tugging him down to me. I’m wearing four inch stiletto heels so I’m only a couple of inches shorter than him, when I’m not wearing them my head fits perfectly under his chin. It’s kind of cute to an onlooker, we definitely make a hot couple according to gossip magazines. 
 
        Off the subject yet again… What am I doing? I’m literally having a mind blowing kiss and thinking about nonsense.
 
        My hands find the buttons of his jacket and slowly work them open. His lips stay attached to mine as he shrugs it off and throws it somewhere on the dark wood floor. My stomach burns with need, it’s been too long. Far too long.
 
         I’m surprised my lady hole hasn’t run off to find a different body.
 
    
 
   She’s biding her time. Saddle up before it’s too late!
 
    
 
        “Maya,” he whimpers as I tongue the flickering pulse on his neck, working the tie from his shirt. Must get clip-ons. Just in case he is actually any good when it comes to the bumping of the nasties. If he’s not then I can use the tie as an excuse for a while. He sure likes his ties. “Please. Don’t toy with me.”
 
        “How long has it been?” I ask as my fingers work the belt of his black trousers. 
 
        He gulps and his eyes meet mine, “Since before I asked you to marry me.”
 
        “I thought…” Wait what? We were supposed to spend the time from our engagement to our wedding celebrating our last months of freedom. “What?” I don’t realize I’ve stopped moving until James grips my hands in his and pulls them away from his almost undone belt. “Why?”
 
        “I’ve done all of that, it doesn’t interest me anymore,” he shrugs and gives me a weak smile, grabbing his tie from the ground. “I’m guessing by that guilty look on your face you did screw someone in Vegas. I hope you at least used protection.”
 
        “James,” I say as he pulls his jacket on. I’m still in shock at his revelation. Why the hell didn’t he use his last months of freedom? Has he really been waiting for me? I thought he was as pissed about this marriage as I am. He certainly gave me a lot of headaches about it that’s for sure and he was constantly angry with me up until our wedding day. “I…”
 
        “Just stop with the men, ok?” he grumbles. “Or at least… I dunno. Give me a shot. You may be surprised.”
 
        “You’re the one redressing, I never gave you permission,” I flick at the bulge in his pants and giggle. His face turns stony and he rips my hand away causing me to gasp a little at the speed and aggression. “James.”
 
        “Stop saying my name,” he snaps turning his angry glare on to me. “Why did you bother marrying me? Really? For your dad? Christ, wasn’t there an ounce of you that actually wanted this?”
 
        What the hell do I say to that? Say something clever. Something witty to defuse the situation. “Umm…” Nice Maya, real fucking nice.
 
    
 
   I hate you right now.
 
    
 
   Shut up… stupid libido.
 
    
 
        “I got my answer,” he laughs humorlessly and pushes away from me. He runs his hands down his face. “I let you fuck off to Vegas. I let you party every night. Christ, I let you wrap me around your little finger and for what? Huh? So you can treat me like an idiot for a bunch of drunken males?”
 
        I sigh and reach over to touch him, feeling oddly guilty, unfortunately he pulls back. Then I just watch as he storms out of the door, slamming it so hard behind him a picture of us on our wedding day falls to the floor and cracks. 
 
    
 
   Talk about timing. How messed up is that?
 
    
 
   

Chapter Two
 
    
 
        Bending down I pick up the photo of me in my wedding dress, my husband beside me. I remember how all day he was smiling, laughing and smiling and watching me. At the time I couldn’t stop thinking how good an actor he was, but seeing the blatant hurt in his eyes today, now I’m wondering if he was acting at all. It matched the look on his face from when I told him I was going to Vegas. Now that conversation is on my list for unpleasant conversations.
 
        I thought it was annoyance because he’d have to take on my workload but now (suddenly feeling like an idiot), remember how he said we’d both go together and I told him not to worry about it, I was going with Summer, Jessica and Marie my three best gal pals. Fuck.
 
    
 
        “Call me on my cell,” I holler at my secretary/personal assistant as I dash out of my office, into the sparse white hall and towards the elevator. Come on… please don’t have left yet. 
 
        I sigh with relief when I catch sight of him stepping into the elevator. “James!” I call and dash through the closing doors. Before he can ask me what I’m doing I launch at him, wrapping my arms around his shoulders and my legs around his waist. He grunts at the force of my power slam but his hands quickly catch me with little effort.
 
        “Maya what’s wrong?” I notice how he buries his face in my hair and inhales deeply. It makes me shudder a little. 
 
        “I didn’t sleep with anyone in Vegas. Or after our wedding,” I say, my voice quiet, my lips pressed to his ear. He lowers me to the ground and holds me at arm’s length. “I did about a week before our wedding, but I thought,” sigh, “If you’d said no messing around from the engagement I would’ve done that too you know. I would’ve just ended up coming to you. My libido sucks.”
 
        He winces a little at my announcement of my sexual encounter before our wedding but says nothing. His perfect plump lips purse a little and he bites down on his bottom lip. Making me a little jealous of his teeth. 
 
        The door dings open, showing the large lobby full of people, staff and visitors. “Let’s go home?” I ask with a small smile. “Together?”
 
        “You want to?” I hate the look of disbelief on his face although I know it’s my fault it’s there. 
 
        “Nope,” Sarcastically I roll my eyes and then lace our fingers. “Come on. Let’s go. Before your member shrivels up and runs away.”
 
        “You are so vulgar,” he chuckles and pulls me through the gaping crowds. Yes people, we are finally acting like husband and wife. I think. 
 
    
 
   Is this what married people do?
 
    
 
   How the hell should I know? I’m you! If you don’t know then neither will I.
 
    
 
   Right.
 
    
 
        And home we go.
 
    
 
        We moved into his apartment after the wedding, I always loved his apartment. It’s a penthouse with two bedrooms, nice kitchen, Jacuzzi on the large balcony, a personal gym. House keeper, cleaners. Large sitting room with huge TV. Dining room, with awesome views of the city. He wanted to buy a new house, I insisted this was perfect, I wouldn’t be caught dead in a suburban area, I like the city too much. So much going on all the time.
 
    
 
        “I think this is the first time since before the engagement we’ve actually walked in here together,” I grin, nudging him with my shoulder. 
 
        “Actually, there was a few times before our wedding I had to peel you off the city streets in your drunken states,” he raises his eyebrows. I giggle, “Oh yeah. My bad. Technically you carried me.”
 
        “So, what do you want to do?”
 
        I snort, noticing the awkward shift in the atmosphere. “We’re married, what do married couples do?”
 
        “Watch movies, talk about their day?” he raises his eyebrows and leads me to the couch with a hand at the nape of my neck. “Cook together.”
 
        “You didn’t mention sex.”
 
        “Do you always think about sex?”
 
        I tap my chin in thought and pull him to sit beside me. Crossing my legs I face him. “Pretty much. You’re only twenty eight, it should be all you think about.”
 
        “Twenty six.”
 
        “Really? Wow. I don’t even know my husband’s age,” I find this so hilarious. Laughter takes over me, to the point where I have to clutch my stomach much like my dad did when he tricked me in the car. “I think it’s safe to say I’m the worst wife ever. Maybe we should start there.”
 
        “Where?” he smirks, how fucking hot. Growl. 
 
        I blink those dirty thoughts away, “Well, you pretty much know me. I’m crazy, sex crazed, party crazed, work crazed, coffee crazed, chocolate crazed.”
 
        “That’s a whole lot of crazed,” he grins and plays with a lock of my hair. His knuckles lightly brush my nipple as he winds the lock from my waist to my shoulder and back down again. Crafty. 
 
        I shudder and clear my throat, “My favorite color is…”
 
        “Dark purple and grey.”
 
        “Right, what’s yours? Wait don’t tell me… it’s ummm… green?”
 
        “Brown, like melted chocolate.”
 
        “My hair is that shade,” I smirk as he shuffles closer, his green eyes as dark as moss now. “Continue.”
 
        “Violet, like your freaky eyes, another favorite,” he breathes and wraps his hand around the nape of my neck. “Peach, like your lips.” Even closer. Oh boy. “Cream, like your skin,” he tilts forward, his words barely a whisper across my lips. “Red, like the flush in your cheeks when you’re excited.” His lips graze mine. Ah screw this word foreplay. I slam into him and devour his mouth, my leg wraps over his and moments later I’m straddling him as our tongues dance. 
 
        “God dammit,” I groan a little loud as his trousers bulge beneath me, putting pressure on my cooter. Oh hell yeah. “Do that again.” He groans and shifts his hips causing the burning in my stomach to increase tenfold.
 
    
 
        I stand up dragging him with me and rip his shirt, buttons fly and scatter across the wooden floor. It’s sexy. He laughs a little as I run my fingers up his amazing abs and over his tight, muscled chest. Oh god, I’m going to come before he even touches me. I’m already wet. I need him. 
 
        “Slow down,” he smiles as I fumble with his belt. 
 
        “Nuh-uh, slow next time. Fuck now,” I manage to grunt. It’s a little incoherent but by the way his eyes darken I’m guessing he understands. His green eyes smolder as I pull my panties down, kicking them to the side and pull him until my back is against the wall. “Need you.”
 
        “Ok baby,” he says, his tone low and seductive as he rips his belt away. I tug on his trousers, watching as they fall to the floor, revealing a naked cock standing proud and rather large. 
 
    
 
   Hell yes.
 
    
 
   Agreeing with myself.
 
    
 
   First time for everything.
 
    
 
        My eyes widen but I waste no time ogling at the perfect man before me. I rip off my shirt and throw it over his shoulder before pulling a condom from the pad compartment in my bra and rolling it onto his amazing, hot, straight, solid man thing. 
 
        “Christ Maya,” he pants and I pull off my bra. He dives for my right nipple, sucking it into his eager mouth. “You’re so beautiful. Although I’m a little concerned about the hidden condom.” 
 
        “Talk later. Lift me,” I moan and wrap my arms around his neck. “Time for bang bang.”
 
        “Even something as childish as bang bang sounds fucking sexy when it comes from you.”
 
        “Less talky more corky.”
 
        His body starts shaking with silent laughter and his head drops to my neck. “Corky?”
 
        I grunt and wrap my legs around him, nudging at him with my soaking folds. His laughter stops and he pulls back to look at me, using his body to keep me pinned to the wall as his hands caress my face. It’s a little too romantic, I’m not sure if I like it. Just give me the boom boom already. I can see the hesitation and argument plaguing his mind.
 
    
 
         “Come on man, you’re killing me here, don’t make me beg,” I groan and shuffle against him. “What’s wrong now?”
 
        “I just imagined our first time to be,” he exhales whilst thinking of the word I assume. “Slow, romantic, whatever. I never thought we’d…”
 
        I sigh and squeeze my thighs against his hips, desperate for him to relieve the burning between my thighs. “I don’t do slow. You’re a guy, you get to fuck. I’m not asking for the cuddles and the flowers. I’m asking for pure, hot, fucking. We aren’t in love, so we don’t make love.”
 
        “Christ,” he is clearly not happy with my choice of words and then his eyes narrow. “You will fall in love with me.”
 
        “Sure I will.”
 
        He growls and slams into me, his hands grope the soft globes of my ass as he pounds me into the wall. 
 
   Forget the wall, he’s pounding me into next year.
 
    
 
        His movements match that of a feral animal. His eyes are angry, intense. Large hands grab every inch of skin they can reach as my nails dig into his shoulders and my teeth sink into his neck. He cries out as I shift with him, matching his movements, grinding against him. It’s almost painful, I’m so full but the pleasure outweighs it by a lot. 
 
        “Maya,” he murmurs and his forehead rests against mine. I close my eyes, too intimate. Keep it at a fuck. “Look at me.”
 
        “No, don’t stop,” I groan as his hips slam into my thighs. He hisses through his teeth as I bite his neck once more. “James. Oh, fuck, James.”
 
        His body begins to tremble, his eyes widen and his lips rest over mine. “Don’t move,” he growls into my mouth and presses me hard against the wall, his manhood throbbing inside of me as his movements stop. “You’re so wet, so tight. I can barely control myself.”
 
        I shiver as he peppers feather light kisses and tiny licks across my damp neck. His hand grips my hair almost painfully, pulling my head back to give him more access as his other hand grips my hip, effectively pinning my lower half to him. I’m so close, the burning ache is ready to be released. 
 
        “Fuck this,” I growl and tug his hair so he’s looking at me and not on my neck. The goofy grin on his face almost makes me laugh. I kiss the corner of his mouth and wiggle my hips. His eyes close, his jaw clenches but all hope is lost. I watch as his entire body tightens, amazed at the groan that vibrates from his chest and through me. Then he throws his head back and begins to thrust mercilessly into me. He cries out my name, over and over. 
 
        As if my trigger is linked to his words my insides tighten around his pulsing length and I come. Oh yes I come. My libido is screaming, I’m screaming. Total chaos comes over my nerves as my entire body burns as my stomach clenches. Milking him as he comes. Too intimate, I’ve never allowed myself to orgasm with another person, but that was the best orgasm I think I’ve ever felt.
 
        He drops his head onto mine, our sweaty foreheads touching. His eyes search mine, I’m sure I look dazed and confused, that’s how I feel. Dazed and confused. Confused and dazed. Yet utterly spent and shockingly content in his strong arms.
 
        “That was amazing,” he says, a small smile touching his lips as we calm our heavy breathing. “I always knew you’d be good but…”
 
        “How long until you’re ready for round two big boy?”
 
        “More corky?” he snorts making me roll my eyes and slap him. It’s then I realize we’re still connected, his semi still buried deep inside. “Bed?”
 
        “We are not sleeping in the same bed,” I laugh and he drops my legs, pulling out of me instantly. “I don’t sleep in the same bed.”
 
        “Christ, you’re the female version of a male whore. If you didn’t want that then why do this?”
 
        “I made no promises.”
 
        His eyes narrow in anger, he turns and dumps the condom in the bin. “Aren’t you on birth control?”
 
        I nod, “I don’t do it without a condom.”
 
        “Don’t trust me?”
 
        I sigh and scoop up my shirt, “Of course I trust you. I just don’t do it without a condom.”
 
        “Can I ask why?”
 
        “Must you?”
 
        “Yup.”
 
        I let out another exasperated sigh. “It’s too intimate. I don’t do intimate.”
 
        “Sex isn’t intimate?” he scoffs, his tone sarcastic, laced in disbelief. “That felt pretty intimate to me.”
 
        “You are like a girl… seriously. I’m every man’s dream. No strings attached sex, no love, no accidental babies, no wedding, just a good fuck and a goodbye!” I practically shout in frustration. “What is wrong with you?”
 
        “We already did the wedding,” he shouts, his face scrunched in anger and hurt. “I don’t want just a fuck and a goodbye! I married you so I could feel that every day.”
 
        “Then I promise to do that every day,” I shrug, nonchalant.
 
        He groans as if I’m completely idiotic, which I probably am when it comes to receiving another’s affections, “You know what I mean!”
 
        “Actually I don’t!”
 
        “I want you to love me Maya, dammit, that’s all I want! I want your heart. Not just your vows, or your loyalty. I want all of you!” His eyes practically bulge from his head as he grips my arms and shouts in my face. “Don’t shut me out. Let me in. We’re already married, you’re stuck with me until death. So why shut me out?”
 
        “I’ll try, but I’m not making any promises. I don’t do relationships. We’ll get on better this way. Love makes people stupid and blind and it hurts. I’ve seen normal, hardworking people turn to mush and then completely withdraw when their hearts have broken. I’m not going through that. We have a marriage, it can be a good one as long as we have regular sex and stay out of each other’s way.”
 
        “If you’re going to try then stay with me tonight, in our bed,” he practically begs clearly ignoring my little speech. I relent, I can’t say no to that gorgeous pouting face.
 
        “Fine, but you’re cooking dinner,” I huff and storm into my room to change. He didn’t think I noticed the victorious fist pump in the air as I left the living room. What a tool, but a nice tool. I don’t know why a man like him bothers with me. I’m messed up, crazy, grieving, not a good combination. Even when I’m not grieving I’m still those other things.
 
        Looking at the picture on my nightstand my eyes burn at the sight of me on my dad’s shoulders as a scrawny snotty kid. He was one in a short list of people that truly loved me. I loved him dearly, more than anyone. This pain, this emptiness in my chest, this need to cry at his death every fucking minute of every god damn day. I can’t cope with that again.
 
        If I let him in, James I mean, I’ll only end up losing him. This marriage is a partnership not a declaration of love. I thought he understood that, maybe he was just hoping I’d change my mind. Not in a million years. Though I mean what I said, I will try harder. I just won’t open my heart. 
 
   

Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
        So I change into one of his white tops with some band logo on the front that I stole from the fresh laundry pile a few weeks ago, it reaches my knees. I really am tiny compared to him, bearing in mind I’m five foot seven and tower over most of my friends. When it comes to James I feel so petite and feminine in his arms, so safe. Like I did with my dad, my dad always made me feel safe and warm and loved. 
 
    
 
   I wonder if that’s another reason I agreed to marry James. My own fear of being alone. 
 
    
 
   Yeah right. Alone is great, alone is freedom.
 
    
 
        I pad into the dining room after finishing up what work I have left, my waist length hair fanning around me in thick waves. My face free of make-up and thick, dark purple, soft wool socks cover my feet to my knees. I’d never normally let a guy see me in such a state but James is different. He’s seen me at my worst plenty of times and he seems to like me more than any of the dickheads I’ve messed around with before. Funny how that works right?
 
    
 
        The room is lit by nothing but four candles sat in the center of the large table, right at the end where two plates are set and the soft bluish glow of the moon hums through the floor to ceiling window. I notice how James is sat on the end and my spot is to his right. He’s trying for romance. God damn him.
 
    
 
        I want to scowl at him but I can’t bring myself to do it, he looks nervous, he knows he’s pushing it. Christ, am I really that much of a bitch? 
 
    
 
   Yep.
 
    
 
        “Hey,” he smiles at me and pulls my chair out. “You should never wear make-up and stop tying your hair up.”
 
        “You should never do compliments or romantic dinners by candlelight,” I retort only half joking as I look at the strange smelling pasta dish. It smells divine, just weird, like nothing I’ve ever smelt before. A mix of lemon and other herbs and spices in the dark orange sauce. “Ok, I’ll accept the dinners if you cook like this constantly.”
 
        “This is one of three things I can make without burning,” he chuckles and pours me a little whiskey. Oh hell yes, why was I moaning about him before? “Would you prefer wine?”
 
        I shake my head and take a bite of the amazing pasta, holy hell. So much flavor. “What are the other two things?”
 
        “Huh?”
 
        “You know,” I laugh. “The other two things you can make without burning.”
 
        “You don’t like it?” he looks horrified, I feel sorry for him. Not a common emotion for me unless I’m watching an advert on TV for sick children, then I’m donating right away. I’m such a sap for poorly animals and kiddies. “I love it,” I practically growled as he reached over to take my plate. “I’m just interested.”
 
        “Oh, well,” he looks relieved and a little shocked. Maybe at the fact I’m interested in someone beside myself? Aww. “Cereal and soup. Microwaved soup.”
 
        I can’t help the laughter that bubbles up. I’m laughing so hard I almost choke on the pasta in my mouth. 
 
        “My mum taught me to cook but this is the only thing I was ever successful at,” he laughs along with me. “Funny thing is, it’s the most complicated.”
 
        I manage to calm myself and sip a little whiskey. “Well this is great. Thanks.”
 
        “Totally worth it,” he grins and presses his knee into my thigh. “Hurry up and finish, I want to take you to bed.” Eye roll. “I don’t mean like that. I just… Damn, I’m completely fucking this up.”
 
        “I know what you meant, that’s the problem. You meant you wanted to go to bed and cuddle until sleep takes us away. Are you like this with all the women you screw, or just your wife?” I wag my eyebrows playfully. He snorts but says nothing.
 
    
 
    
 
        “I know you told me not to ask, but… how are you doing?”
 
        I stop pulling the duvet back and look at him. “I’m fine.”
 
        “When a woman says she’s fine it means she’s not.”
 
       “I think we’ve established I’m not like a normal woman, when I say I’m fine I mean the actual definition of fine. I’m ok. No I’m not great, yes I’m angry, upset, a little confused and missing my dad like hell but otherwise I am fine.”
 
        He nods seeming satisfied and climbs into bed. I stand and stare for a moment, then another, then another, by god he looks beautiful in nothing but his boxers. “I don’t bite.”
 
        “Unfortunately,” I mumble and with a sigh I climb into bed beside him. He instantly turns and pulls my back into his chest. His arms wrap around me tight, one under my neck and the other around my waist, his hand is currently groping my breast. This is so weird. What do I do? “Relax,” he chuckles as if reading my mind. “Have you honestly never slept with someone else?”
 
        I awkwardly shake my head, shivering at the close proximity of our bodies. Especially the way his hardness is pressed into my ass. I want him, again. Will he fuck me? Probably not. Although he is shifting his hips a bit and his breathing is becoming heavy. 
 
        I press back into him and he shudders. Game on. 
 
    
 
        Heavy, warm, so warm, breathing is difficult. Suffocating, thirsty, a little horny. Something prodding me in my thigh. 
 
        I peel my eyes open and gasp a little at the limbs of a man wrapped around me. Christ he’s like a tentacle monster! His leg is wrapped around mine, his head on my breasts, his arm under my waist and his other squeezing my ribs whilst his large hand palms one of my nunga nungas. The worst part is, even though I’m sweating like a pig and dying slowly from lack of oxygen I’m actually quite comfortable. Go figure. 
 
        “Oy,” I hiss and poke his forehead. He grunts a little but only squeezes tighter. I shuffle a little, eager to relieve my bladder and have a shower before going for a jog. It’s only five in the morning so it’s still dark and I have plenty of time to do my shiz before work. Even though I’m a little sore from the night before my libido is still in top form.
 
        He wanted slow, I wanted fast, I wanted hard. He grumbled about it and pinned me to the bed. So I flipped him over and fucked him my way. His protests soon turned to begs and pleading as he bucked beneath me. What a great way to fall asleep, but now I’m covered in man juices and smelling a little sweaty. Shower time. If I can manage to get the tentacle monster off me.
 
        I lift his arm and drag myself from under his leg but his arm comes back, gripping me by the waist. Ok, let’s try this again. I twist my body so my ass is against his chest and touch the floor with my hands. Gripping the floor with flat palms I pull myself forward. 
 
        “Stop it, I’m sleeping,” he mumbles and both arms wrap around my hips, effectively putting pressure on my bladder. Dammit! I’m half off the bed half on, my forehead resting against the floor. Screw not waking him up. 
 
        “JAMES!” I shout as loud as possible. A startled James releases me, sits bolt upright, accidentally throws my legs away from him and sends me tumbling to the ground with a loud bang. I roll over my head with a squeal and accidentally knock the lamp off the bedside table with my foot. “You idiot.”
 
        “Fuck, Maya are you ok?” James scrambles off the bed and lifts me too my feet. I see the smirk on his lips like he’s trying not to laugh. “What happened?”
 
        “Stupid, tentacle monster,” I grumble and stomp into the bathroom. His laughter follows me into the large bathroom. I can still hear him laughing as I close the door and turn on the shower. “Never again.”
 
    
 
        I’m in the shower for all of two minutes when the door opens and a warm naked body wraps around me from behind. We stay silent as he washes my hair, using about two handfuls of shampoo. He seems to enjoy twisting and making my hair stick to my head. It’s kind of cute. I return the favor and rub shampoo into his hair as he washes me down, the goofy grin he gives me is infectious. I claim that beautiful smile. It’s mine. 
 
        “Why do you have a shower before you go running?” he asks as I tie my laces. I look up at him, he’s in nothing but a white fluffy towel that hangs low on his hips showing the V leading down to my favorite place. A dark, sexy trail of hair pointing the way down. “Like what you see?” 
 
        “I might take a picture of that area and set it as my desktop background. I’ll be in a constant state of arousal,” I giggle and pull my hair into a pony tail. “And I needed a shower because you shot your load on my stomach and chest and I was still a little sticky.”
 
        “Nice,” he snorts at my crude talk. I happen to know he enjoys my crude talk. Especially when bumping the nasties. “So, we are actually going to give this thing a proper go?”
 
        I nod, “You’re good in bed. I don’t see myself tiring of you any time soon.” 
 
        “Is tiring of people a regular occurrence for you?”
 
        “Usually, not you though honey. Don’t worry, you are totally my own form of female Viagra.”
 
        His brow furrows, “Good to know.” Clears throat. “Do you want me to come with you?”
 
        “No, I like to run alone. It’s a good way for me to think about my dad and stuff. Burn off all that extra emotion before a long day at work.”
 
        “Are you coming home tonight?” he asks after a few moments of silence. Probably shocked that I’m opening up to him a little. I shrug, “Probably, I’m supposed to be meeting the girls for drinks.”
 
        “Right.”
 
        I notice the kicked puppy look in his eyes and sigh a little before putting on a genuine smile, “You can come if you want? Chris and Tony should be there.”
 
        “You sure?” 
 
        “I wouldn’t offer if I wasn’t.”
 
        “Great, you go run. I’ll see you soon,” he smiles eagerly and kisses me on the forehead. 
 
    
 
        Before my dad got cancer I remember how I used to run with music, I never had anything to worry about, never had a care in the world. My grades came easy, I was always in class on time, my bills were paid, my car tank was full, and I rarely ate in so I never worried about my oven being left on. My mind was always blank. All I had to truly worry about were my friend’s problems and most of them could be solved with money.
 
        Summer once had a problem getting laid. This was not to be fixed by money. I realized that when I hired a stripper Gigolo for her. She went crazy. Fortunately she forgave me… a year later. 
 
        As soon as my dad was diagnosed it was a shock to my system. I know how to love, I know how to care. I may seem shallow and self-absorbed, which I am most of the time but I dedicate a lot of my time to my friends, I work hard for my money even though I have way more than I can spend. But like I mentioned before, I never really had any worries.
 
        Then suddenly the man, the only man I have ever truly loved is sick. Sick enough that he could die, and I don’t know what to do. My mum left when I was a baby so I never felt the impact of her becoming non-existent. But this was my daddy. What was I supposed to do about that? I began to run without music in my ears, tears would stream down my face as my feet would pound the ground. I’d run until I was sick, desperate to relieve the ache in my chest. It is the only time I will truly acknowledge my feelings on the matter. My runs are my relief and then my day will go without much feeling.
 
        Now he’s dead. He’s actually gone and I’m scared. I don’t like being scared, but what can I do? My dad was always there, always. It didn’t matter how old I was I’d still curl up into his side and read, or eat ice cream or watch stupid movies. He’d even read the newspaper to me like he had since birth. It was our thing before he went to work in the mornings. Even though I haven’t lived at home since I was eighteen I still saw him almost every day. He never judged my life choices, never judged how I behaved. He just made sure I wouldn’t get pregnant by putting me on birth control, made sure I knew the dangers of unsafe sex. Most dads wouldn’t know where to begin. My dad was a scientist and he made sure I was well educated in that area.
 
        His last request was for me to marry his right hand man. James. So I married him. He told me to give him a chance, to let him take care of me and to open my heart. That is something I don’t think I can do, even if I wanted to. 
 
        But I will try, I will try my damnedest to make this work.
 
    
 
        You see, this is why I love runs, they put everything into perspective for me. Even though I’m covered in sweat, running through the park. Watching as other runners and walkers pass me by. So peaceful and nice. The beginning of a new life. A life where I’m married with a huge rock on my finger, a life where I have a new family to please and functions to attend in my dad’s place. A life that shouldn’t be mine yet but is. A life where I am going to get to know the man I’m married to and I’m going to try my hardest to make him happy. Because he’s worth it and he deserves better than me. 
 
    
 
        When I finally make it home the place is empty but there’s a note on the breakfast bar next to a bowl of Coco Pops and a glass of OJ. It reads: 
 
    
 
   Your breakfast milady. Sorry had to rush to the south lab, some kind of shipment mix up. I’ll see you later.
 
   James xxx
 
    
 
        I quickly eat my breakfast before getting showered and ready for work. Black pencil skirt, purple shirt, black jacket, nude pantyhose, black heels and my hair in a bun. I look every bit a business woman. Now to work I go.
 
    
 
        The place is dead as usual for seven thirty. Most people don’t arrive for another hour. The security guards and a few early birds are here but none that I recognize. I remember my dad pretty much knew everybody in this building. He took his time remembering their names. I don’t know how he did it. 
 
        When I reach my floor my personal assistant Margie greets me with a coffee and a warm smile. “Morning, Mrs. Freeman.”
 
        I stop and look at the brown haired woman for a moment, “Mrs. Freeman who?”
 
        “Your husband called and requested your last name to be changed on the system as you hadn’t done it yet,” Margie smiles showing slightly crooked teeth. “He also requested all forms of identification be changed to his last name and any other aspects in your life.”
 
        “He did huh,” I seethe. “Well… let’s play him at his own game Margie.”
 
        She gives me a knowing smirk which makes her look rather devious for a thirty year old preacher’s wife. I hate referring to her as just a preacher’s wife, she’s the best damn PA in the fucking world! No joke. She’s so good my dad tried to steal her from me by offering her more money. Luckily she’s loyal to me but I matched his offered price anyway and threw in an extra bonus at Christmas. She can handle anything, from getting me my favorite coffee beans from the other side of the world to rearranging my entire calendar in two minutes flat.
 
        “What are your plans?” she asks referring to my devious smirk.
 
        “Get Carlson on line one. I’ll take it in my office,” she nods and starts tapping away at her phone as I head into my office.
 
        My office needs a lick of paint, I keep saying that. It’s pretty boring, just white with floor to ceiling windows. The furniture is nice and expensive though. There’s a huge bookshelf full of books I have yet to read, all on scientific mumbo jumbo. And then of course there’s my desktop computer, top of the range and my laptop in my bag. I prefer to use my laptop but my desktop can handle more than my laptop where more difficult work is concerned.
 
        “Carlson on line one,” Margie says through the intercom. I thank her and pick up the phone. 
 
        “Morning Carlson,” I say and boot up my computer. “How are you?”
 
        “Good morning Mrs. Freeman. I’m good thanks. What can I do you for?”
 
        “I’ve just heard word that my husband is changing my names on all legal documentation.”
 
        “That’s correct, a staff email went out last night, and everyone is to call you Mrs. Freeman.” I can hear the laughter in his voice. Damn that hubby of mine.
 
        I sigh and pinch the bridge of my nose. “When is he back in his office?”
 
        “Not until eleven I should think.”
 
        “Good, leave it open and go on a break.”
 
        “Maya,” his voice is stern yet mocking. “What are you doing? You better not get me fired.”
 
        “If he fires you I’ll just rehire you. Now get your camp ass to Starbucks and fetch me a coffee.”
 
        He laughs loudly. “Sure honey. I’ll be back in about half an hour.”
 
        I hang up and fill my bag with bits and bobs before heading toward the elevator. “Hold my calls. I won’t be long.”
 
        “Behave yourself.”
 
        I wink at my PA as the doors close. Time for payback. 
 
    
 
        The floor James’ office is on is much like my own. A little smaller, his office isn’t as fancy or big as mine. I should change that. He’s here more than me, he deserves a shower and a bed attached. Definitely a bed. 
 
    
 
   Hell yeah.
 
    
 
        I creep into his office and look around the sparse space. There’s only the essentials, desk, chairs, shelves. I haven’t been in here in a few years. Padding around the area I take note of a picture on his desk. It’s of me and him on our wedding day. How sweet. The same one in my office, although my father had that put in there not me. 
 
        I notice a smudge over my face on the frame, as if it has been touched a lot, where my lips are. What a sap. I can’t help the smile that takes over my face at the thought of him stopping every so often and finding peace whilst looking at me. It’s a nice feeling.
 
    
 
        “Let’s do this,” I giggle and start rummaging through his drawers.
 
       This is going to take longer than I thought.
 
    
 
        I head back up to my office, still laughing so hard tears stream from my eyes. Margie promises me she’ll call me as soon as Mr. James Freeman enters the building. I want to be waiting to see his reaction to my little payback. Man I am such a bitch, but a funny bitch.
 
       The morning drags, I’m constantly glancing at the clock yet it barely moved when it felt like an hour had gone since the last minute ticked. I decide to finish up what little I have to do and get most of it done right before the phone rings. Security has alerted Margie that James has entered the building. Commencing evil laugh, full blast. Now all I need is a fluffy white cat. Or grey, the grey ones are cuter.
 
        I dash out of my office and into the waiting elevator. As soon as I reach his floor Carlson bursts out laughing, having seen my handy work and motions for me to hide under his desk. It’s a large U shaped desk that you can’t see underneath unless you walk around the back which James never does apparently. 
 
        I squeeze in between drawers and wires, next to Carlson’s legs. He’s struggling to compose himself so naturally I pinch him hard on his upper thigh. 
 
        “The elevator’s just opened,” he whispers and begins typing on his computer. “Good morning James. You have a meeting at nine in the morning with Jonathon Brigg. He says it’s urgent.”
 
        “Thanks Carlson.” James replies. I hear his door open, then close. Wait for it. Carlson’s leg begins bouncing, I’m stifling my laughter in my hand but my entire body is shaking. Wait for it. “WHAT THE?” A loud animal like roar sounds from his office and James comes storming out. “What the fuck happened to my office?”
 
        “What are you talking about?” Carlson asks, feigning confusion. That man should be an actor. I almost believe him. 
 
        “Everything has been taped to the fucking ceiling! Who’s been… Maya.”
 
        “I warned you she wouldn’t like you changing her name behind her back,” Carlson chuckled and climbs out of his seat. “I think she’s in her office.”
 
        “I’m going to murder her. I swear that woman pushes every single button I have!”
 
        Too right I do.
 
        “I’ll hold your calls,” Carlson replies and I hear the elevator ding. “Quick, go, go, go, go.”
 
        I laugh and run from behind my desk. Unfortunately the elevator doors aren’t fully closed and I hear James shout my name as I dash for the stairs. My legs propel me forward, even in heels it’s skillful how fast I’m leaping from stair to stair. “MAYA!” I hear him shout and footsteps follow behind. “Get your ass here now.”
 
        “Go away,” I laugh and burst into the eight floor hallway. A few people look at me startled. I ignore them and press the button for the elevator. “Come on…” It dings open only moments later. I jump in and press the button for the lobby. The doors shut just as James slides around the corner, a proper movie screen moment. 
 
        The travel down to the lobby seems to be the longest one ever. When the doors open I sigh with relief and step out into the busy area. “MAYA!” I hear a shouting James from somewhere near the stairwell. I can tell he’s breathless. Damn he’s fast. 
 
        All heads turn to me and I catch my husband’s eyes. The green is dark, so dark they’re almost black. He’s furious and potentially horny, hell yes. I gulp at the sight of his clenched jaw and take off squealing. “I’m sorry! You totally deserved it!” I shout over my shoulder. 
 
        People start laughing as warm arms catch me around the waist and I’m thrown over his shoulder. “Put me down you caveman! This is not professional!” I pound his back as people watch in amusement. Some of them are laughing some are trying not to others are clucking and rolling their eyes. “James.” He bumps me up, heading towards the elevator but not before slapping my ass hard in front of everyone. Now that was kinky. “Put me down you big oaf.”
 
        He completely ignores me, I stop struggling and sag against his back. I feel like Princess Fiona except my Shrek is hot as fuck and turning me the hell on. Also he’s not green.
 
        I can feel his anger coming off him in waves, his frustration heating his body to an unbearably sexy temperature. “Oof,” I grunt as he bunks me up again and heads towards my office.
 
        “Hey Margie,” he says as if nothing is wrong at all. 
 
        She bursts out laughing at the ridiculous sight before her. James marches straight into my office, slams me on the couch and locks the door. All the air is knocked out of me as my back hits the leather. 
 
   

Chapter Four
 
    
 
        “I’ve never laid a hand on a woman before, never raised a hand in a negative way,” he snaps and stalks over to me, looking every bit the sexy angry office man in a suit. Not sure what the name for that is yet so we’ll just call it as it is. “But you seriously, push all my freaking buttons. I’ve never wanted to punish someone so god damn bad as I do you right now.”
 
        “Kinky.”
 
        “Do you live to make my life difficult?” 
 
        “I live to make it interesting.” I wink at him. 
 
        He runs his hands through his dark waves and straddles me on the couch, his hands grip my wrists as his weight pins me down. “You think it’s funny?”
 
        I nod, “So will you in an hour or so. It’ll be a great story to tell the grandkids. Two months after our wedding my dearest wife taped everything to my ceiling. Including my computer screen and our wedding photo, and…”
 
        “Grandchildren?” the disbelief in his eyes is a little unnerving. His eyes have softened immensely so I must have said something right. One of his hands comes down and brushes the hair from my forehead. “You want kids?”
 
        “In like ten years or something. Not right now.”
 
        “Three years.”
 
        I frown. “Ten.”
 
        “Two.”
 
        “Eleven.”
 
        “Three.”
 
        “My womb, my rules, and unless they make it legal for babies to go into clubs there’s no way in hell I’m ruining my body and my freedom at such a young age. I’m twenty three. Give me chance to grow up.”
 
        “Five. Besides, I’ll do the work.”
 
        I growl in frustration and tug my arms free, “So. I have stuff I need to do. It’s work time. Unless you’re planning on servicing me with that beautiful mouth of yours I suggest you go back to your own office.”
 
        “You mean my ceiling office?” he mumbles and stretches out to the side of me. Leaning on his elbow so he’s above me. “I like option one.” 
 
        “Mr. Gerald Davidson on line one,” Margie calls over the intercom.
 
        “Works a calling,” I smirk and shove him off the couch, he lands with an oomph on his back. I snort and skip over to my desk. 
 
        I pick up the phone and start my boring conversation on how many of such a product needs to go to such a store blah, blah, boring as hell. James kisses me on the forehead, winks and heads to the door. Not before noticing the cracked wedding photo that is back on the wall. He picks it up and leaves without looking back.
 
        “Hello?” Gerald says snapping me out of my daze. I can’t help it, James has a perfect ass. Too perfect it should be a sin. 
 
        “Sorry Mr. Davidson, the line broke up for a second. Please continue.”
 
    
 
        When work finished I headed into the room that held a bed and a few of my clothing items and an en-suite bathroom. I changed into a navy blue tight tube dress and sparkly navy heels. Gorgeous. My hair fell in waves to my waist and I was good to go. 
 
    
 
        “How long you going to be hubby?” I say as I step into James’ office. I’m shocked to see Claire, blonde, skinny, kind of pretty if you like the anorexic look, sat on his desk as he types on his computer. My eyebrows shoot up to my hairline at the sight of her laughing and straightening out his tie with her bony fingers. Her legs are crossed and so close to his arm he could lean over and kiss them. No doubt he can see up it.
 
        They snap to attention as I walk in and James’ smile drops and his eyes darken as he takes in my outfit, “You look.” Claire stands from his desk and moves behind him, snapping him out of his daze. “I just have to send a couple of emails and I’m done.”
 
        “By all means continue. I’m going out. I’ll see you tomorrow,” I frown and head to the door. Wait… what was that outburst about?
 
        James looks startled for a moment before his brows furrow in confusion then hurt flutters across his eyes, “Wait… what?” My thoughts exactly. “I can’t come with you?”
 
        “No, but bony blonde there can show you a good time, I’m sure.” I growl and slam the door behind me. Carlson is gone, he finishes at six and it’s already seven. I dragged my day out knowing my husband would be finishing late. What a shock it is to find him with another woman. 
 
    
 
   Bony blonde, I slay myself.
 
    
 
   You’re over reacting. Why do you even care?
 
    
 
   I have no idea.
 
    
 
        “Wait, Maya. What’s wrong?” he asks and grips my arm to stop me from escaping. Damn him and his strong hands, body, everything. GAH! 
 
        “Nothing, I just changed my mind, I don’t want no husband cramping my style. Go have fun. You have permission,” I say and I mean it.
 
    
 
   No you don’t.
 
    
 
        “You’re jealous?” he grins and tilts my head up. “Dear lord. One night sleeping with me and I’m already melting that frosty exterior. It was the cereal wasn’t it?” His eyes are alight with humor. Bloody asshole.
 
        I yank my arm free and straighten my dress a little aggressively, “I am not jealous!” chin up. “I just don’t want you there.”
 
        “Too bad, and yes you are jealous. You are so jealous,” he laughs and swiftly kisses my lips making me pout like a child. “Come on, let me send these emails and we’ll go together.”
 
        “I’m busy.”
 
        He pulls me in for a deep kiss and I feel something cool and hard wrap around my wrist. What the fuck?    “You handcuffed me?”  He laughs and wags his arm where my cuff is linked to his by a thin chain. “You asshole, undo these now!”
 
        “Nope, because you’ll run,” he smirks and laces our fingers. “Come on, I’ll be five minutes tops.”
 
        “Then you have to go and get changed,” I eye his suit. Of course it’s gorgeous but not club worthy. “The girls are waiting for me already.”
 
        “I still can’t believe you got jealous,” he laughs and opens his office door. Claire is sat on his desk chair. She looks startled. “I thought I told you to leave!”
 
        “I wanted to apologize,” she says and looks at her shoes. Ugly shoes. 
 
        “You already did, now out.”
 
        “Yes Mr. Freeman.” She quickly scrambles out as we head over to the desk. Must sterilize everything bony blonde skank touched. Lighter and gasoline at the ready. Whoosh! Airplanes at the ready, bombs drop. Neeeeeeeeeoooooooor boom!
 
        “Why are you making silly explosion noises?” James smirks as he lifts me onto the desk and lowers himself into his seat. 
 
         “I didn’t realize I was,” I mumble before laughing a little. “I really am crazy.”
 
         “I like crazy.”
 
         “Crazy doesn’t like bony blonde,” I grumble. James laughs as he types. Every so often, just to be annoying and even though we’re already late, I tug my arm, causing him to slip a few keys. Then I lift it to examine my nails whilst whistling innocently. “Sorry am I bothering you?”
 
        “Do that one more time and I’ll keep them on all night. That’s a promise.”
 
        “Kinky.” Sounds good. I like kinky promises. 
 
        He leans forward and nips at my wrist with his perfect teeth, I squeal pull away and his own hand comes up and smacks him in the face. His head jerks back and he yelps. I burst out laughing, tears stream down my face it’s just that funny but I soon sober when blood leaks from his right nostril. 
 
        “Fuck,” he winces and stands abruptly. He cups his face with his cuffed hand and turns so fast towards the bathroom he pulls me off the table. I scream and land with a thud, pulling him with me. I scream some more when his bloody nose drips on my chest. “Sorry.”
 
        “Get off me,” I laugh and shove him away. “I hate blood. It’s gross. Get these cuffs off me!” He climbs to his feet and helps me up before tugging me towards the bathroom. I sit on the counter and wipe his face with a damp flannel. He smiles and works the blood off my chest. I’m thrilled it didn’t get on my dress but I make him double check anyway. “Take these off. I promise I’ll wait.”
 
        He sighs but acquiesces. I flex my hand and grin before kissing him on the nose and skipping back into the office. 
 
    
 
        We finally make it to the club, only two hours late. The girls don’t mind. I smile and reintroduce them to my husband. Summer gives me a look that says, “You better tell me about this later.” 
 
        The men gather around our table while we take to the dance floor. It’s the same routine as always. The only time Chris gets up is when some guy is looking at Summer. The only time Tony joins Jessica is when a guy is touching her. He’s not as caveman. Marie and I are the only single ones. Scrap that, Marie is the only single one so she tends to go nuts.
 
        A little introduction of my friends, Summer is about five foot five, short bobbed black hair, blue eyes, really pretty. She reminds me of what I’d imagine a pixie to look like. She’s got a very petite frame but she’s not scrawny or too skinny. Her boyfriend Chris is my height with dark blonde hair, he’s cute in a prep boy kind of way. 
 
        Marie is also my height, maybe about an inch taller as her blonde hair is always back combed and boosted at the top. Her eyes a gray, she’s a classic beauty, her lips are thin and her nose a little too big for her face but it suits her well. It’s as if all of her not quite right features fit together perfect. No one could ever call her ugly because she’s not. She’s also crazy as hell, not as crazy as me but nearing the edge. Her bluntness is a marmite trait. You either love it or you hate it. She’s not mean, she never says anything to be mean, she just has no brain to mouth filter.
 
        Last but not least, we have Jessica, she’s platinum blonde, her hair almost white. Problem is she’s bleached it that much it ruined her hair so now its cut into a pixie crop atop her round head. Jessica is the quietest of our group, she’s a little shy until you give her vodka then she’s aggressive. It’s shocking at how fierce she is. We’ve scrapped one too many times after she’s had vodka. After the last time which was two years ago she stopped drinking hard liquor and now drinks wine. I’m grateful for the change of beverage. 
 
        Her boyfriend Tony is a stunning Asian man, he’s seven years older than us and worships the ground Jessica walks on. Literally. He completely loves her to pieces and she loves him. They met the summer after high school and have been together ever since. It’s sweet and romantic. They seem so solid together, so comfortable with each other.
 
    
 
        I dance with the girls on the dance floor occasionally glancing at the table where the men are. I’m not surprised to see a woman chatting to my husband, he is rather yummy. He looks tense and uncomfortable as the woman hands him a card. I watch as he shakes his head, showing his wedding band and she walks off looking dejected. 
 
    
 
   Take that whore!
 
    
 
   You used to chat guys up in bars.
 
    
 
   Yeah but I never got rejected.
 
    
 
   True dat.
 
    
 
        His eyes meet mine, I wink and go back to dancing with my girlies. This is the life. It’s not long until we attract males. I happen to attract a very cute Hispanic looking guy wearing a pink top with gold sequins across the neck and three quarter beige trousers, he immediately comes up behind me. I laugh and let him spin me out and in. He grins down at me and pulls me to him as we move together. He’s hilarious, emphasizing the word honey, whilst waving his hand around and shaking his ass. Telling me he loves my hair and his boyfriends a stylist and would also love my hair and how we’re the hottest thing in this club.
 
        I notice how his hands don’t feel right not only because he’s gay but they just feel all wrong like I want to physically reject them with something hot and deadly, I have a feeling if he was straight at this point I’d be hissing and spitting venom. A part of me is wishing they were James’ hands but he doesn’t dance apparently. He better not have ruined me for all other men. Yes our sex is great, yes our relationship is ok now, but this is ridiculous. The jealousy, the eagerness to see him and mess with him. I don’t want to want him. I don’t want to need him. I need and want no one but myself and my bank account. Yet after one night he already has me on a guilt trip and suddenly I’m all about him.
 
        “Your husband just left the building,” Jessica says in my ear. I glance at her for a moment before sighing and pulling away from my dance partner. “See you tomorrow?” she winks and takes over with Scott my little dance buddy.
 
        “I’ll be back in five,” I smile and rush towards the entrance. Why the hell has he left now? God it’s cold.
 
        “He just left in a cab,” Tony says from beside the door where he’s puffing away on a cigarette. “He was pretty pissed. Said the words, I don’t know why I deal with this shit.”
 
        “Thanks Tony,” I grumble, hating his honesty. “What did I do wrong?”
 
        “You were dancing with another man.”
 
        I roll my eyes, “That dude is gay. I thought it was obvious with the sequins on his top.”
 
        Tony shrugs and exhales a wave of smoke, “God its cold. Want me to call you a cab?”
 
        I shake my head and wave my phone at him. “Already done.”
 
    
 
        Tony stands with me as I wait for my taxi to arrive. Fortunately it’s there within ten minutes, I can’t believe how cold it’s gotten. I climb into the waiting car and call out my address to the old dude in the front. The car smells like vomit and cigarette smoke. Yuck. This is why I have a private car hire service, they actually sanitize their cars before and after every journey, unfortunately it would take them longer than a cab to get here. Or I just drive myself when alcohol isn’t involved.
 
        I throw the driver the cash and scramble out. This is the earliest I’ve ever come home. And it’s for a guy, a guy who’s angry, a guy who up until yesterday I really didn’t give a shit about. Now I’m chasing after him like a love sick puppy.
 
         You know what? I’m not going to chase him, he can chase his own tail, I didn’t do anything wrong. I’m going straight to bed. Goodnight world. 
 
        So yeah, I go up in the elevator, enter our apartment, and ignore the startled man who is sat on the couch watching TV, with a beer in his hand and head straight to our room. I strip down, pull on one of his tops, wash my make-up off and climb under the covers. It’s then I notice I’ve gone to his bed, his room. Annoyed with myself I huff, climb back out of bed and open the door. Then I slam into a solid warm chest.
 
        Without looking up I step around him, ignoring the sigh he lets out. I start to walk down the hall but a warm hand grips my arm. “Maya.”
 
        “Yes?” I say still looking straight ahead. 
 
        He sighs again and pulls me into his chest, his solid arms wrap around me, “Come to bed.”
 
        “That’s where I’m going.”
 
        “With me.”
 
        “No.”
 
        “I’m sorry for leaving you. I shouldn’t have done that.”
 
        I say nothing, I know I’m probably being childish. He started it. Now I’m grumpy. 
 
    
 
        “Maya. Tony texted me. He told me that guy was gay.”
 
        “Great stuff.” I meet his eyes, he looks at me intently, affectionately. “You honestly think I’m that much of a bitch that I would dance with another guy in front of my husband? We weren’t grinding, or barely touching. It was just silly.”
 
        “I wasn’t paying attention to his clothes, I just saw red and left.”
 
        I shrug, “I’m not bothered, and I’m going to bed. In my room.”
 
        “Look… I’m sorry. If it was the other way around what would you do? What did you do when you saw Claire?”
 
        “You mean bony blonde?” I snort. “For a start she was sat so close you could see up her cheap skirt and she was touching you. And you were smiling at her. Big difference to dancing with a gay guy.”
 
        “I didn’t know he was gay. I just reacted.”
 
        “Whatever, I’m going to bed,” I attempt to pull myself free but he only squeezes me tighter. “Let go of me.”
 
        “No, we’ve been getting on great, don’t make me get the handcuffs out,” he jokes and kisses my head. “Please. Come to bed with me.”
 
         I relent, not only because he sounds genuinely remorseful but also because I know he will most likely get the handcuffs out and I don’t want to have a marked wrist. “Fine. But you owe me sex.”
 
        “That I can handle,” he smirks and it looks beautiful. “Anything else?”
 
        I nod, “I want a bigger closet.”
 
        “Then maybe we should move, as I suggested before our wedding. Get a nice…”
 
        “If you say house in the suburbs I will hurt you. No, if we are going to move it is going to be a penthouse apartment with all the trimmings. Like this but bigger,” I interrupt. He laughs and kisses me softly on the lips. “And I need a proper closet. And a bar, we need a bar.”
 
        “I can agree with both of those.”
 
        I smile up at him, “Good. Then let’s go get number one off the list. I’m out of condoms.”
 
        “I don’t have any. You’re on birth control. Can we really not just…”
 
        I shake my head with a sigh. “Nope, no and oh yeah, nope. Let’s just sleep.”
 
        He grins mischievously and lifts me into his arms making me squeal in shock. “There are other forms of sex that don’t require me being in you.”
 
        “Hmm, I like the sound of that.”
 
   

Chapter Five
 
    
 
        After battling with the tentacle monster, going for a run and showering I search the full fridge and decide to make my sleeping husband a cooked breakfast. He certainly deserves it after last night’s performance. Who knew a man could use his tongue so efficiently? Christ I’m tingling all over just thinking about it.
 
        I place the sausages and bacon under the grill and smile a little. As much as I hate the thought of marriage and being tied to one guy I definitely got lucky. Girls like me just don’t get guys like James. Yet somehow I have him and I feel guilty. He deserves so much better than me. 
 
       I fry a few eggs in a little butter and follow it up with some mushrooms as the bacon and sausages sizzle under the grill. Once the beans and tomatoes are ready I fill a plate, place it on a tray with a round of buttered toast, two coffees and two glasses of OJ. I add the newspaper that I picked up on my run, wrap the cutlery in napkins and beam, completely proud of myself.
 
        Next, I skip into the bedroom and place the tray on the bedside table. He’s sleeping on his belly, his arm hanging off the bed. I smile and kiss his angelic face. With a loud groan he stretches and rolls onto his back wrapping his arms around me and pulling me with him. I giggle and pull myself free.
 
        “Morning,” I whisper and open the blinds by pressing the button next to the headboard. 
 
        The morning light spills in and James slowly awakes, he sniffs the air and grins when he sees the tray. “What’s this?”
 
        I climb in beside him and place the tray on his lap once he’s comfy. “Breakfast.”
 
        “It looks great.”
 
        I smile in reply and pick up a slice of toast. “So, what are your plans for such a fine day?”
 
        “Well,” he answers, swallowing a large bite of sausage and beans. “I was thinking we could do something. I dunno, go see a movie or something. It’s up to you. I’ve got that meeting at nine and then I’m free all day.”
 
        “Cinema sounds good. But we can do that tonight, there aren’t any good movies on during the day. Why don’t we go shopping?”
 
        He pulls a face making me giggle. “You serious?”
 
        “Ok, ok, no shopping. Paintballing?”
 
        “You want to go paintballing?”
 
        “You’re right, terrible idea.”
 
        “No its…” I slap a hand over his mouth. His green eyes twinkle with humor. 
 
        “What about the beach? Let’s go to the beach.”
 
        “What about the paps?”
 
        I shrug and feed him a piece of bacon. He smiles and kisses my nose. “It’s about time people see us out and about as a married couple.”
 
        “Really?” I note the excitement in his eyes and tone. “You’d do that? For me?”
 
        “I may come across as a bitch, but I do like you James. I actually want to make you happy,” clear my throat. “Sometimes.”
 
        “As I do you my stunning wife who can cook.”
 
        I giggle and feed him another mouthful. “See I can do romance.”
 
        “That you can.”
 
    
 
        When he leaves for work Marie comes straight in after him. They say a quick hello and goodbye. 
 
        “You’ll never guess who’s in town from Monday!” she squeals, jumping up and down. For some reason I join in with the jumping. Before I get a chance to answer she replies. “JACOB STONE!”
 
        “No fucking way!” I gasp and stop with the jumping.
 
    
 
   Don’t even think about it libido.
 
    
 
   Think about what? Screwing him… gimme him! Mine!
 
    
 
        “Yep, and guess who he wants to meet…” she wags her eyebrows and pokes me in the chest. “You lucky cow.”
 
        “Why does he want to meet me?”
 
        “Well according to Dave, Jacob was picked as the face of all your male shaving products for sensitive skin. He says he wants to speak to you about it first.”
 
        “Why is my assistant not telling me this? And how do you know this?”
 
        Ok, so Jacob Stone is… he’s gorgeous. He’s single, he’s the most sought out actor in the world. Everybody wants him, there’s a mob of women that follow him everywhere. Men want to be him! And he’s doing an advertisement for my company! AHHHHHH!
 
        “I know this because I’m screwing your head of advertising,” she giggles and I make a mental note to have a word with David Blake. “He says it took hardly any convincing at all as Jacob uses your products already. So for him it’s an honor.”
 
        “Holy hell, why couldn’t this have been decided before I got married.”
 
        “You are totally not going to screw him are you?” she snorts in disbelief. “So how are you and your husband?”
 
        How are we? How to explain… “I’m trying harder. He makes me feel… gah.” I throw my hands up in defeat. “Guilty. I feel damn guilty every time he is less than smiling.”
 
        “And that’s bad?”
 
        “Come on girl. You know me, the queen of freedom.”
 
        “Yeah but you practically grew up with James. You should care about his feelings. He’s still your friend and a good man.” She wags her eyebrows. “You sleep with him yet?”
 
        “Umm…”
 
        “God… you have! I’m so jealous! How is he? How big is he? Tell me everything.” So I do, as I always do. I give her a vivid description of our sexual encounters. “Please… threesome. I just want a taste of that man.” I ignore her and roll my eyes. “Does he know about Paul?”
 
        I splutter on my coffee and slam my fist against my own chest while frantically shaking his head. “No. And you should’ve seen his face when I told him I had sex a week before our wedding. Imagine if he finds out.”
 
        “Well girl, I aint gonna tell him.” Thank god for that. Bad subject for another time. A subject I’m not proud of now I’m married to James. Maybe I’ll tell you later.
 
    
 
        She leaves an hour later, we chat about Jacob, her most recent sexcapade’s and antics, more about married life. We put on a bet on whether or not I’ll screw Jacob. I won’t, I definitely won’t do that to James. No matter how badly I want to taste Jacob Stone. Nom, nom. 
 
        As soon as she leaves I quickly get changed into a white dress with an empire waist that reaches mid-thigh, and pair it with some strappy white sandals and a little turquoise clutch purse and matching beads that hang loosely round my neck. I braid my hair and twist it up before lathering on a little sunblock. 
 
        The bikini I’m wearing beneath is also white and leaves little to the imagination. I pack a bag full of towels and spare clothes and sun block and place it by the door. Now where is that husband of mine?
 
    
 
        I wait, and I wait, and I wait. It’s noon, hottest peak of the day today and to say I’m getting annoyed with waiting is an understatement. Yet I wait. And wait. My phone rings, I dart into the room and grab it from my clutch. It’s Summer, I ignore the call getting more agitated by the minute and I have a bad habit of snapping at people I care about when I’m agitated. As my dad always taught me, if you can’t say anything nice don’t say anything at all. For once I’m exercising this certain piece of advice.
 
        Do I call him? Yes I bloody do call him. It’s one in the afternoon. He should’ve been an hour.
 
    
 
        “Mr. Freeman’s office Carlson speaking.”
 
        “Carlson, could you put my husband on the phone please,” I snap. See what I mean. Snappy when angry. 
 
        “Certainly. Just a sec,” the phone makes a beeping noise and rings twice. 
 
        James’ frantic, panicked voice blasts through the speaker, “Fuck, Maya I’m so sorry I completely…”
 
        “Save it you asshole! Today was your idea, dammit, I could be out with Marie now but guess where I am. Sat at home on the couch covered in sticky sunblock checking my watch every two fucking minutes. Go fuck yourself!” and my thumb goes slam on the screen effectively cutting him off. I think that went well don’t you? 
 
        My phone starts to ring, I ignore it. Then again, and again, and again, sigh. A text comes through.
 
    
 
   James: I’m sorry baby. I’m on my way. Please wait for me.
 
    
 
   Maya: I’m going out… without you. Asshole. Remind me not to bother trying anymore. 
 
    
 
        And out I go, I grab my clutch and head into the city on foot, the day is too nice to spend driving plus the traffic is ridiculous. First stop I hit Costa coffee and get an iced caramel latte to go before hitting the park. There’s some kind of jazz band playing. They’re actually pretty decent and there are a lot of people crowding round on picnic blankets. I grin and skip over to a kiosk to get an ice cream cone.
 
        I lay in the shade of a tree, ice cream cone in one hand, my kindle in the other. I’m currently reading a book about immortals, some amazing guy called William who’s been dreaming of one girl for years has finally found her. My favorite supernatural trilogy of all time. 
 
        I lay on my belly, swinging my legs in the air, occasionally watching a group of kids play soccer as their families watch on. They look so happy. My thoughts drift back to my husband. He’s been trying to get me to go places with him for months and when I finally do he forgets. How does somebody forget something so soon? 
 
        What am I supposed to do with that? How do married couples react to being let down? Do they storm off in a huff or talk it out or what? This is so frustrating. The one person in your life who isn’t supposed to let you down and they do. 
 
    
 
   Just fuck him and forget. It’s not like you wanted to spend time with him anyway.
 
    
 
   Shut up libido. Not everything is about sex.
 
    
 
   If I didn’t know any better I’d think you just thought that not everything was about sex.
 
    
 
   I did just say that. (in my mind)
 
    
 
   So what changed? A month ago everything was about sex.
 
    
 
   Fuck.
 
    
 
   Glad I could help.
 
    
 
        I really need to stop arguing with myself. My mind is like a bad case of good cop bad cop. My libido being the bad cop. Or the naughty cop. I should invest in a sexy policewoman outfit. 
 
        With a sigh I check my phone, four texts, and twenty three missed calls. All from him and one from Summer. I know he’s probably called her to see if I’ll tell her where I am.
 
    
 
   I read my messages:
 
    
 
   James: Please baby, I’m sorry. We’ve still got a full day. Don’t be pissed.
 
   James: I’m sorry! We’ll do whatever you want. I’ll take tomorrow off as well.
 
   James: Please reply! Or answer your phone. 
 
    
 
   Summer: Hey chick, what are you up to? Fancy a coffee?
 
    
 
   Maya: Hey Summer. I’m not stupid. We’ll go for coffee tomorrow! Xx
 
    
 
   Summer: I told him you’d know it was him asking but he told me to try. Xx
 
    
 
   Maya: He’s an ass. 
 
    
 
   Summer: What man isn’t?
 
    
 
   Maya: True dat! Much love bitch xx
 
    
 
   Summer: See you tomorrow titface! Xx
 
    
 
   James: Answer your effing phone!
 
   James: Fine… be a fucking child! Christ Maya I fucked up, I’m sorry.
 
    
 
        Just for that comment alone I decide to answer the phone. “Who the hell are you calling a child?”
 
        “Just tell me where you are so I can come meet you,” the pleading tone in his voice is laced with a mixture of desperation and annoyance. Good. “I’m sorry.”
 
        “Sorry, I’m busy. I don’t remember where I am.”
 
        “Stop acting like such a child. Christ… why do I bother?” he groans.
 
        I let out a humorless laugh, “Yes, you’re right… why do you bother?”
 
        “Maya I didn’t mean…”
 
        “No, I know exactly what you meant. Even when I try it’s still not good enough for your high and mighty ass. Why don’t you just divorce me and get it over with. Rather than waste another four years ‘bothering’ with me!” I hang up again. I don’t know why his words affected me so much, he says them all the time. Maybe because I’m actually making an effort. It may be a crappy one but I’m trying. And you don’t see me complaining constantly like he does. Well, not out loud anyway.
 
    
 
        I wait another two hours before I head back home sweaty and feeling calm. I grab another caramel latte on my way back and power walk to my elevator. My energy levels are high so I take the stairs.
 
        When I enter my apartment I head straight to the living room. James is crouched over on the couch, his head in his hands. His hair looks tousled and sexy, he’s wearing nothing but beige shorts and a baby blue shirt, buttons open showing his golden chest of muscular glory. I push away my erotic thoughts and flop into the armchair. He looks up as I put my latte down and gives me a weak smile. I notice the concern in his eyes. 
 
        “I’m sorry for saying that I don’t know why I bother. I do know why I bother,” he mumbles and lets out a sigh. “I’m a dick. Will you forgive me?”
 
        I raise my eyebrows and laugh. “Everything about that apology was wrong. You refer to me like I’m a chore that you bother to do. It’s ridiculous.”
 
        “You know what I mean.”
 
        “We aren’t working.” I watch as his face falls even more. My heart twinges a little. I ignore it, eager to bring my point across. I’m still deciding what that point is. “Clearly, all we do is argue. It’s ridiculous.”
 
        “We are working. Don’t say that!” I see the panic evident in his eyes. “Don’t walk away from me now.”
 
        I rest back into the seat and take a deep breath. “I want a divorce.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

Chapter Six
 
    
 
        “I’m not giving you a divorce,” he scoffs and jumps up from the couch, his quick movement startles me but I keep my face impassive. “Over something so stupid.”
 
        “Too bad. I can’t deal with this anymore. I don’t know why I bother.”
 
    
 
        He winces at my words but I see the effect they have on him, pretty much the same effect they had on me. His eyes become round with hurt and the green dims a little. He looks his age, concern etching his features. A little fear tightens the lines around his eyes. “We aren’t getting divorced.” He begins to pace whilst his hands practically rip his hair from his scalp. “We can do this. I promise I’ll do better.”
 
        “Marriages aren’t supposed to be like this. I’m supposed to want to come home to you. I’m supposed to enjoy spending time with you.”
 
        “All marriages have problems. Maybe we should go see a couple’s therapist.”
 
        I snort, “No thank you. I don’t talk about feelings.”
 
        “Please, don’t end this now.”
 
        “At least you won’t have to bother with me anymore.”
 
        He growls, “You know I didn’t mean that! I’m sorry. I fucked up! You have no idea how excited I was for today… I got a call and lost track of time.”
 
        “What call?”
 
        He smiles a little and sits back down, “I’ve been trying to find my biological family. I was adopted at the age of five. I remember having a brother. I’ve had a team of private investigators looking into it.”
 
        “You were adopted?” I gasp, how little I know of my own husband. “But I thought…”
 
        “My birth mother died when I was two. My older brother and I were separated in the care system, he was five. I don’t know what happened to him. I’ve been looking for him and any other living relatives for years.”
 
        “Wow. That’s pretty big. Did they find him?”
 
        He shakes his head, “No, the only information they found is that he shared the same foster house as me for six months after our mom died before he was taken elsewhere. Seems his files are lost or something. They got his name though. It’s Lucas King. My birth surname is King.”
 
        I go to sit next to him and take his hand in mine, my anger from earlier forgotten, “That’s so great. It’s better than nothing right?”
 
        He nods with a grin, “Now I have his name I’ve been searching social networking sites and lots of other things. The problem is, I don’t have a clue what he looks like. I don’t even have a picture.”
 
        How can I stay angry at him now? “Dammit. You really know how to soften up a female with tales of lost brothers and missing information,” I giggle and rest my head on his shoulder.
 
        “You still want a divorce?”
 
        I sigh and shake my head, “I guess not. Just don’t let me down again. Or at least call and tell me. I would’ve understood. Hell I would have come and helped you. That’s more important than a trip to the beach.”
 
        “I promise,” he mumbles and wraps his arms around me. “I love you Maya.”
 
        “Hmm,” I say and snuggle into his neck. “Enough to screw me in the Jacuzzi?”
 
        His eyes light up with excitement and seconds later I’m on my back on the couch. In one swift move he lifts my dress off me and stares down at my bikini clad body. “Fuck… I’m the luckiest man alive.” He grins and lunges for me. I squeal as he growls, playfully biting my neck. Then things start to get serious, his tongue traces the curve of my breast and my entire body hums with ecstasy. I grip his hair and groan as he rubs his nose along the curve of my neck. His warm breath causing my skin to break out in little bumps. 
 
        “I need you,” I whimper as his hand reaches into my white bikini bottoms. “Now.”
 
        “No condoms remember,” he says and kisses a trail down my body. “You smell like sun lotion and fresh air. It’s intoxicating.”
 
        “God,” I moan and watch as he bites into my thigh. I cry out from the sharp pain that’s soon turned into pleasure as he presses his tongue to my core through my bikini bottoms. “James.” My voice is barely above a whisper as he pushes my pants to the side and enters me with a finger.
 
        “You’re so warm and wet,” he growls and sucks on that sensitive nub. “You taste fucking beautiful Maya.”
 
        I begin to pant and writhe beneath him as he works his magic, teasing and tasting. My body arches of the couch, my hands grip his hair and my hips bucks against him. So damn close. 
 
        Before I can climax he leans up onto his knees and tugs my bottoms off. I watch as he pulls his shorts down and his erection springs free. His eyes watch my face cautiously as he lowers himself to me, kissing my mouth with a passion equal to that of a wildfire. He’s consuming me, devouring me. Then slam. He thrusts into me with a loud cry. He hisses my name through his clenched teeth and presses his forehead to mine.
 
        The feeling is amazing, I’m so sensitive, it’s my first time without a condom and by god he feels amazing. I don’t want it to stop, I need him to move. My entire body is tense beneath him, waiting for him to begin pounding. 
 
        He leans up on his elbows and smiles down at me, “Intense. I need a moment.”
 
        I nod and squeal as he lifts me off the couch, my legs still wrapped around him and his cock still buried deep within. He walks out of the living room and into the bedroom where he rips the blanket back and lays us in the middle.
 
        “I want to do this my way,” he whispers in my ear causing me to shiver and my insides to tense. “Please. Let me make love to you.”
 
        “James,” I warn and grab his hair in one hand as my other pulls his hip closer to me. 
 
        His dark eyes soften, he smiles a little and kisses me gently, sweetly. I feel him move, his hips circle and my body sets on fire. He circles again and moans deep in his throat as he trails kisses down my neck and to my bikini clad breasts. I feel his hand undoing the tied straps and relish the cool air from the air con on my now bare breasts. 
 
        I raise my hips as he pulls out and slowly glides back in. “You feel amazing.”
 
        “Took the words right out of my mouth,” he murmurs sweetly in my ear before circling my nipple with his tongue and softly nibbling the hard nub. “I love you Maya. So fucking much.” Thrust, circle. “I always have.” Thrust, circle. “I need you.” He grunts and circles his hips again, his large member is hitting every important spot, effectively sending me into a haze of pure pleasure.
 
        I run my nails down his back and grip his hips with my thighs, wanting him closer. Needing him closer. “James,” I beg, I’m not sure what for. My stomach is clenching, my insides are tightening with each thrust, each circle, and each draw back. I’m on the edge of explosion but not quite tipping over. It’s amazing, even my feet are tingling.
 
        “Look at me,” he says and leans up on his arms. I don’t object, I stare straight into his eyes, my breathing hitches as I watch his gorgeous, beautiful face tense as his pleasure consumes him. Both of us connected in ways I’ve never felt or witnessed before. “Maya. Come with me baby.” I nod, my eyes never leaving his as the edge nears and I spill over into oblivion. Color explodes in my mind, yet I see his eyes clearly through the rainbow fog, I see his face relax as his own orgasm consumes him. I see his smile as I whimper his name. He throbs inside of my tight channel, I pulse against him. 
 
        Instead of flopping down on me he lowers his head and kisses me softly, his tongue and lips stroke my own, oh so gently they’re barely a whisper against me. “Thank you,” he sighs and finally flops down onto me and I wrap my arms tightly around his head which rests on my breasts. 
 
    
 
        Things are a lot easier after that. We spend the evening together, we’ve just been for dinner and now we’re going to the cinema to see some action movie with lots of half-naked men. Although none of them held a candle to my husband. He is still the god of male perfection.
 
    
 
        “Channing Tatum, fuck me,” I mumble as the half-naked man walks on screen, his chest all oiled and slick. Hubba, hubba, nom, nom, nom.
 
        “Will you stop obsessing?” my husband hisses in my ear.
 
        I shake my head, “Sorry, who are you? I’m too busy obsessing about Mr. Oiled perfection to pay attention.”
 
        “So you think he has a better body than me?” 
 
        “No, but he’s forbidden… so it’s much more enticing than you are right now.”
 
        He scoffs and elbows me in the arm, causing me to spill my popcorn.
 
    
 
   Who cares about popcorn? Channing Tatum… hello!
 
    
 
   Got it libido, thanks for the commentary.
 
    
 
        “Look what you made me do.” I sigh and push the popcorn from my lap. “Oh my god, he’s back.”
 
        “Shhh,” someone hisses. The cinema is relatively empty, save for about five people.
 
        “Yes Maya, shhh,” James grumbles, his body shaking with silent laughter.
 
        “Not a chance, I think I might go hump the screen.” 
 
        “You are vulgar. Seriously, I drew the short straw with you. Why can’t you be a normal wife?”
 
        “Sorry what was that? Channing is talking to me. You want me to get divorced Channing? And marry you! Oh, well, definitely,” I turn to James, my cheeky grin in place. “What was that about straws?”
 
        “I hate you.” He scowls playfully and kisses my nose. “Is my body seriously that defective?”
 
        “Hell no baby, your body is fucking golden. It’s just, I can look at that any time I want. Channing is my forbidden fruit.”
 
        “As long as he stays forbidden fruit.”
 
        “Yeah,” I giggle quietly. “Wouldn’t want to get kicked out of Eden. Eden being your bed baby. You being my god. Man Channing makes me horny. Will you spank me. Can I call you Channing?” 
 
        “I’ll spank her if you don’t,” someone shouts from the front making me and his friends burst out laughing. James grunts and folds his arms across his chest, “You may not call me Channing.”
 
        “What about Damon?”
 
        “Who the fuck is Damon?”
 
        I snort and point at the screen, “his character’s name is Damon asswipe. Aren’t you watching?”
 
        “I’m trying but unfortunately my short straw won’t stop talking.”
 
        “I know! You can call me Elle.”
 
        “Who the fuck is Elle?” he sighs, half growling in exasperation but I can feel his body still shaking with laughter.
 
        “The girl he’s screwing. Will you shut up and watch and maybe you’ll understand it.”
 
        “Worst movie buddy ever,” he gripes and I laugh. “If it’s any consolation, next time I promise to be quiet.”
 
        He turns to look at me, I see his green eyes round with disbelief, practically glowing in the dim light. “I’d like you to be quiet now.”
 
        “And I’d like Channing to jump outta the screen and saddle up but we don’t all get what we want.”
 
        “Incorrigible. Damn,” he chuckles and pulls me into his side. “Now shut up and watch the damn movie before I shut you up.”
 
        “With your willy?”
 
        “Oh, now that sounds like a brilliant idea Maya.”
 
        “Elle, Elle, call me Elle.” 
 
        He laughs and I decide to focus on the rest of the movie.
 
    
 
    
 
        “What the hell is this?” I wake to a male voice laced with disbelief. “Maya!”
 
        I peek open an eye and look at the poster I bought of Channing Tatum, stuck on the wall opposite my side of the bed. James is stood over me, his eyes furious. 
 
        “I got it at the cinema. It was too good to pass up.”
 
        “What are you… fifteen? Posters of other men do not belong in our marital bedroom. Staring at our fucking bed.”
 
        “Fine,” I sigh and climb out of bed before heading into the living room. I hear him call me, asking where I’m going but I ignore him as I head to the study where the photo albums are kept. I pull a dark red leather bound book out and stark flicking through it. Grabbing the scissors I cut out the perfect sized eyes. I grab the glue, head back into our room where James is still stood staring at the offensive poster. “I’m back.” I grin and begin sticking the eyes to the poster. Once they’re on I turn to my husband. “There you go. Now only you can see our bed.”
 
        “Did you just stick my eyes…”
 
        “Yep.”
 
        “Are you crazy?”
 
        “Yep.”
 
        “That’s not what I meant.”
 
        I yawn and climb into bed after placing the glue on the bedside table. “Yep.”
 
        “Little breaths James. Little breaths,” I hear him grumble as he slides in next to me. I don’t know why he doesn’t just rip the poster down. This must be his way of succumbing to my every whim for fucking up.
 
        I giggle a little and snuggle into his chest. “You called me crazy yet you’re talking to yourself.”
 
        “I’m soothing myself.” He grumbles like a petulant child but relaxes under my body. 
 
        “Allow me,” I wag my eyebrows and wrap my hand around him. He tenses and his breath hitches before stopping completely. “Let me soothe you baby.”
 
        “Long straw, totally got the long straw.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
        I still feel bad for saying we should get a divorce and for being such a bitch since our engagement. If I wasn’t trying before I certainly am now. First thing this morning I called in a few favors with a few special acquaintances I have in the city. After finding out the name of the foster home James and his brother shared I now have the best people in the city working on finding his brother and other living relatives. I haven’t told him though, I don’t want him to think I’m meddling.
 
        It’s annoying as hell when you want to make someone other than yourself happy. 
 
    
 
        So, its noon, and I’m stood outside my husband’s office three days after our lovemaking session holding a bag full of deli bagels and donuts and two coffees. I open the door, already knowing he’s alone, thanks to Carlson and smile at the shocked look on his face when he sees me. I hold up the brown paper deli bags and the coffees. He surprises me by grinning broadly and patting his lap. 
 
        “I’ll call you back Smith,” he says into the phone and hangs up. “Well, isn’t this a surprise.”
 
        I roll my eyes and place the food and drink onto the desk. “I just thought you might be hungry. You skipped breakfast.”
 
        “I’m starving,” he grins and pulls me onto his lap, his hand going straight for my breast. “What did you bring me?”
 
        I open the bag and hand him his bagel before opening my own, “its ham and cream cheese.”
 
        “My favorite.” 
 
        “Your favorite is a McDonald’s bagel with sausage, egg and cheese.”
 
        “How do you know that?” he almost chokes on his bite. I resist the urge to roll my eyes again. “Because it’s my favorite too. And whenever my dad would get me one on the way to work he’d get you one too.”
 
          “So he did,” he grins and kisses my cheek before taking another bite. A tiny bit of cream cheese sits at the corner of his mouth. Without thinking I wipe it off with my thumb and suck my thumb into my mouth. His eyes become heated and intense, his hand tightens on my breast then he shocks me by doing nothing more than kissing my nose. It’s all sickly sweet and affectionate. What the hell has happened to us?
 
        I’d already asked myself that question just an hour before when I sat in my office obsessing over whether James was hungry, if he was too busy to get something proper to eat. Something is definitely wrong with me. I’m constantly concerned with James, James oh yeah, and JAMES!
 
        “You ok?” he asks, bucking his hips into my ass. “Need servicing?”
 
        I giggle and shake my head, “Not right now. I have so much to do. I have another ten minutes before I need to go back.”
 
        “We could do a lot in ten minutes.”
 
        “You are insatiable,” I mumble and twist in his lap so I’m straddling him. “Just looking at you turns me on.”
 
        He grins his goofy grin and bucks his hips again so his evident bulge presses against me. His mouth claims mine, he tastes of coffee and bagel, and it’s actually pretty nice. “I want you. Over my desk. Now.”
 
        I scramble from his lap and my phone begins to ring. With a sigh and an apologetic smile I check the caller and kiss James on the lips. “I have to go and take this. I’ll see you tonight?”
 
        “That you will.”
 
        I dash from his office and answer. “Hello.”
 
        “Hi Ms. Johnson, I’ve got some great news.”
 
        “Give me two minutes, I’m just getting into an elevator. I don’t want us to get cut off.”
 
        Phelps says ok and waits as I go to my office whilst making casual small talk. “Right, we’ve done some research into Lucas Jones, with the help from social services and the senator, I believe I’ve located three potential matches. I’m going to follow them, do a little digging. See which one is the most likely choice.”
 
        “That is fucking fantastic Phelps,” I half scream. “Sorry… I just… wow.”
 
        “Don’t get your hopes up, I’d hate for it to be wrong.”
 
        “There’s nothing wrong with a little hope Phelps. Thank you so much. I trust the payment cleared? Let me know if you need more.”
 
        “Certainly ma’am. I’ll call you as soon as I know more.”
 
        “Hey Phelps.”
 
        “Yes ma’am?”
 
        “Be as quick as possible ok. He’s waited long enough.” I say, overwhelmed by giddiness. 
 
        “Of course.”
 
    
 
        I decide not to tell him yet, I want to be certain before I get his hopes up, because for some reason I care about him, a lot. It doesn’t take long for me to finish up, I have a couple of meetings with prospective new clients and have to oversee a couple of minor details where a new store is going up around the corner. Unfortunately I finish way before my husband. He takes on a bigger workload than me. I decide to speak with our interior designer and architect.
 
        “Hey Sophie,” I say with a warm smile. Sophie is a mid-fifties lady with impeccable taste in décor. She’s been an architect since she left college at the age of twenty. She designed my father’s home and our offices and a good portion of our stores. Don’t let her age fool you, she’s a firecracker with curly jet black hair and doesn’t look a day over forty five. “So, I was thinking my husband needs a bigger office.”
 
        “What did you have in mind?”
 
        “Well the conference rooms across from me, I was thinking we move them to the floor below, effectively getting rid of James’ office and moving it up here. Give him a different entrance so we aren’t constantly bumping into each other. I don’t know. I’ll let you work out the details.”
 
        Sophie chuckles and agrees to come in tomorrow to have a look and get the measurements up. I tell her he needs an attached bedroom and a better bathroom as he spends so much time at work. Another thing I have to look forward to. I tell her to keep it under wraps. Convert the office first so I can move him in as a surprise and then work on the downstairs.
 
        As soon as I hang up I get a text from Marie telling me to meet her at the bar around the corner. I’ve got a couple of hours before James gets home, why not.
 
    
 
        The bar we frequent is called Shades, it’s a nice little restaurant pub with friendly staff and a calming setting. As soon as I walk in the woman at the bar directs me to a private booth at the back. I smile and wave at a few of the locals and staff as I make my way through the rich red and gold restaurant to the back.
 
        “She’s here,” Marie says. I look up mid text and gasp. There, sat in the back of the booth is none other than Jacob Stone! “Looks like she’s pleased to see you.”
 
        “Shut up,” I giggle and hold my hand out. “Mr. Stone, what a pleasure to meet you.”
 
        “Likewise,” he grins showing perfect pearly whites and two cute dimples in his cheeks. He’s only three years older than myself and Marie, he has dark blonde hair, thick eyebrows and blue eyes so ocean like I could probably swim in them. And from what I’ve seen in magazines his body is rocking. Drool.
 
    
 
   Gimme, gimme!
 
    
 
   Settle down libido.
 
    
 
   Boring.
 
    
 
   Married.
 
    
 
   Exactly. Boring. I’d totally get a divorce just to screw this guy. I bet he knows how to work those plump lips.
 
    
 
   Married. Married.
 
    
 
        “Married,” I say out loud.
 
        “What was that?” he smiles looking confused.
 
        “Oh nothing,” I cover up my blunder and change the subject. “So, I hear you wanted to meet with me?”
 
        He grins and I melt. Damn my stupid ring. I find myself twisting it on my hand. “That I did,” his voice is like velvet to my ears. Like a sweet erotic melody. A voice I want to hear calling out my name.
 
    
 
   They get it.
 
    
 
    “I’ve been excited to meet you ever since I got this gig. I heard you created the shaving products yourself, fresh out of college?”
 
        I’m blushing, holy macaroni! “Yes, I did, it was my first ever creation.”
 
        “Yep, she was seeing this guy who kept getting awful shaving rash so she solved that problem,” Marie grins proudly. Why isn’t she trying to screw him? He’s totally up her alley. “She’s a chemical genius.”
 
         I smile at my best friend affectionately and order a drink when the waiter comes over. “I’m extremely honored that you trust my own product and want to represent it as well.”
 
        “Not at all,” he waves me off with his hand and shoots me with a cheeky grin. “I must admit, I’ve heard of you but when I was told about you, science geek, great with computers, works her ass off, parties hard. No known boyfriends until sudden marriage I half expected to meet a…”
 
        “Small chubby girl with glasses and greasy hair?” I giggle and he nods sheepishly. “Yeah I get that a lot.”
 
        “That she does,” Marie smirks and winks at me again. Does she have a tick in her eye? What’s with the winking? “So, how long are you in town?”
 
        “Until the commercial is finished. So approximately a week.”
 
        “That’s great, I usually oversee any advertisements myself. So I should see you there,” I smile and notice how his thigh is barely grazing mine. “So how do you and Marie know each other?”
 
        He tells me how she called him four nights ago and insisted she introduce him to me. Why you ask? He has no more of an idea than I do of what goes through my friends mind. Marie just shrugs and says it’s a perfect excuse to meet her favorite celeb. We leave it at that.
 
        We make small talk and share cheesy fries. He asks me about my life, I ask him about his. He’s incredibly funny and charming and laughs with the rest of us. A few times people come over to ask for his autograph, he obviously gives them one, even takes a few pictures. The man is gorgeous, funny, sexy, and sweet, he keeps absently playing with my hair. I need to leave before I do something stupid. 
 
        “Shit,” I scowl at my platinum, diamond studded watch, “It’s almost midnight. My phones dead. James is going to kill me!” 
 
        Marie snorts and downs her drink, “Come on. I’ll give you a ride.”
 
        “I’m sorry,” I say to Jacob as we stand to leave. “I was having so much fun I lost track…”
 
        “Don’t apologize to me, I had a great time.” He grins and leads me out of the restaurant with a hand on the small of my back. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”
 
        “You too,” I grin as he kisses me on the cheek. “I’ll see you this week.”
 
        “I’ll call you, we should go for lunch.”
 
        I nod, quickly giving him my number and wave him off as he climbs into a waiting car. Then I follow Marie back to hers.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
        “James is going to go ape shit,” I grumble as we pull out onto the street. “Seriously, seriously, ape shit.”
 
        “Yup,” she giggles and flips off a honking driver. She’s crazy on the road, it freaks me out. Now I’m hoping she’ll crash so I have an excuse for being late, which is ridiculous. “So, isn’t he amazing?”
 
        “Yes, which brings me to my next question… why did you want him to meet me so badly?”
 
        She shrugs and clears her throat. A nervous tick she has so I know she’s concocting something in that devious mind of hers. “He likes you. I wanted to see who he reacted better to tonight. I hate that when I get a date and they end up fancying my friends more.”
 
        “Shit Marie, I’m sorry.” 
 
        She rolls her eyes with a little laugh, “It’s no big deal. There are plenty of men who prefer my skinny ass to your blimp buns.” I throw my head back and laugh. Blimp buns, ace.
 
        “I hate being married.” I sigh once I calm down. “If I wasn’t I totally would have tapped that.”
 
        “Get a divorce.” She shrugs as if it’s no big deal.
 
        “I can’t do that.”
 
        She frowns a little, “Why not. It’s not like you love him. Or want him.”
 
        “Actually,” I say my voice rising in defense. “He’s the best sex I’ve ever had. He’s sweet, he’s kind, he’s understanding.”
 
        “He’s boring.”
 
        “He’s not boring he’s just,” I sigh struggling to find the right word. “Centered. He knows what he wants.”
 
        “And never strays from that path. Aka boring.” Marie giggles.
 
    
 
        I’m not getting a divorce, I will see this marriage through until the day he decides I’m not worth it. Why do I suddenly feel panicked? Do I not want him to divorce me? Damn me and my stupid mind. What will I do if he does get tired of me? What if he realizes what a disaster I actually am and decides he wants nothing to do with me?
 
        All of this goes through my mind over and over as I head up to my apartment. Praying the elevator gets stuck so I can delay the inevitable. Of course it doesn’t, it’ll only ever do that when I’m on my way to a very important meeting or I’m in labor or some shit. Typical sods law.
 
    
 
        Taking a deep breath I open the door to a dark hallway. There is a light at the end of the hall under the living room door. I dump my bag and keys on the desk by the door and kick off my shoes before opening the door slowly. 
 
        The first thing I see is James face as he jumps up from the couch. It’s relief, nothing but concern and relief as if worrying I’d been abducted or something. He darts over to me and wraps his arms around me tight, burying his face in my hair. 
 
        “I was so worried!” now he’s angry and holding me at arm’s length. “Where the hell have you been?”    “I…”    “No, forget it. I don’t want to hear your excuses.”    “But…”     “I was freaking out. I thought you’d been hurt, or abducted! Why didn’t you call?” 
 
        “James,” I say stifling a giggle and then wrap my arms around his waist. “I’m sorry. I got sidetracked. I finished two hours early and met Marie at Shades.”
 
        “Oh, that restaurant place?”
 
        I smile with a nod. “Yes, you’ll never guess who she had with her. Who wanted to meet me! Me! Of all people! Who is doing a commercial for my very own sensitive shaving solutions!”
 
        “Who?” he laughs at my excitement. I love the smile on his face, it’s beautiful.
 
        I clear my throat and commence a drum roll on the back of the couch, “Jacob Stone!” It comes out as a pathetic squeal. “We were talking and had a few drinks. My phone must have died because before I knew it, it was midnight. I’m so sorry.”
 
        The smile on his face falls to a blank mask. His fists clench at his sides. “Let me get this straight,” he seethes in a low tone through his tightly clenched teeth. “You forgot to call me because you was with… Jacob Stone?”
 
        I nod because what he just said sounds worse from that view.
 
        “Fine,” he says and takes a deep breath to calm himself. “Did anything happen?”
 
        “Umm… we traded numbers, we’re going out to lunch before I oversee the commercial shoot,” I say carefully, not wanting to lie but not wanting to anger him further. “It was completely harmless.”
 
        “So he didn’t touch you, kiss you… did you fuck him?” here we go.
 
        I huff a little and head towards our bedroom with him close on my heels, “Don’t be ridiculous. We just sat next to each other and talked. Marie was there.”
 
        “I’m not being ridiculous. Christ Maya, I’m jealous, it’s a normal feeling. Why didn’t you invite me?”
 
        “You didn’t cross my mind baby,” I say soothingly but apparently it’s the wrong thing to say because he turns and punches the door before glaring at me. “You just put a hole in the door.” I stare at the crack and hole.
 
        “Sometimes, sometimes…” he says flexing his bleeding hand. “Forget it. I’m sleeping in the other room.”
 
        “Are you serious?” I scoff. “What did I do now?”
 
        “I just can’t be near you right now.”
 
        My anger flares, “Sometimes what James? Sometimes what?” I grip his arm to stop him from leaving. His dark eyes get darker with fury. It’s actually making me a little nervous. 
 
        “Sometimes I really fucking hate you, you’re a heartless bitch!” he screams in my face before storming out of the room and slamming the door behind him. Ouch. That hurt.
 
        I sink to the floor in a daze, his words playing in my head like a broken record. You’re a heartless bitch, sometimes I hate you. You’re a heartless bitch. A heartless bitch. Heartless bitch. He didn’t just say sometimes I hate you. He said sometimes I really fucking hate you. That’s like hating with a passion. 
 
        I’m shocked at the wet trail on my cheek. My eye just leaked. Dammit, I will not cry. I didn’t mean to upset him. Why do I screw up so bad where he’s concerned? I’m trying, I really am. 
 
        Deciding I need to clear my head I grab my jacket, pull on my shoes and grab my car keys. As soon as my hand grips the door handle James steps into the hallway. He looks at the floor and scuffs his toe against the ground, his hands in the pockets of his trousers. 
 
    
 
        “Where are you going?” he asks, his voice barely above a whisper. 
 
        I search his tired eyes before shaking my head and pulling the door open, “Out.”
 
        His eyes narrow in anger again. Yay, more abuse. “You off to meet him?”
 
        “Him who?” I sigh pinching the bridge of my nose.
 
        “Jacob Stone.”
 
        “Yes,” I lie shoving his hand away as it goes to close around my arm. “Yes, I’m going to meet Jacob Stone and fuck him and then I’m going to come home and tell you how much better at it he is than you because I’m such a fucking whore. Happy now?”
 
        I don’t wait for his answer I just leave and slam the door on his shocked face before darting towards the elevator. 
 
    
 
        I was pretty sure I’d end up here. It’s the first time I’ve been since the funeral. The earth is still slightly raised. I kneel and place the white roses in front of the gorgeous headstone. It’s shaped like a book, it even has carvings of test tubes and other scientific instruments on the left page. He’d love it.
 
        “Hi daddy,” I say and touch his name gently. “So, things aren’t that great as you probably know. My husband thinks I’m a whore and all we do is argue.” Sigh. “It’s my fault, I keep messing up. Really bad. I don’t mean to… I just… God,” I groan and rub my eyes. “This is stupid. You aren’t here.” I whimper and pull the petals off one of the roses, feeling the silky texture beneath my thumb and forefinger. “I miss you.” A lone tear falls down my cheek and then the sobs come. I can’t help them, I can’t stop them. They fall and they fall. I miss my dad, I need him here to cuddle me and tell me everything’s going to be ok. I just can’t cope, I don’t know what I’m doing.
 
        I sit there and wait, for what, I don’t know. My phone is still at home so I can’t call anyone, not that I would anyway. My skirt is damp from being sat on the ground for so long. The breeze is picking up and causing me to shiver a little. So I decide after however many hours that it’s home time. I get up, get in my car, and drive away. 
 
    
 
        The apartment is quiet and dark. I’m hoping he’s asleep, I can’t take anymore arguing tonight. Too much for one week. I’ve never argued with someone so much in my life. I creep into the room feeling a strange sense of Deja vu. Especially when I see a stricken looking James sat in the armchair, head buried in his hands.
 
         He looks up, his eyes swollen and red, I feel awful for making him feel such a way, “Maya, I’m…” 
 
         I place my hand over his mouth and fall into his lap. He sighs and wraps strong arms around me as I nuzzle my face into his neck. I’m home, I’m safe, I’m warm and I think I’m in love. I fall asleep to the feel of his breath against my neck, to the sound of his heart pounding beneath my ear and to his strong male arms holding me tight. The last words I mumble are words I never thought I’d hear myself say to another man, “I love you.” I’m not even sure if he hears them but I know I’ve said them and that is step one to our relationship recovery.
 
    
 
        “I’ll let you take over, however you want it just do it,” I say to Sophie. She grins with excitement and shuffles out of the door, my phone alerts me to a text. 
 
    
 
   I smile as I read.
 
    
 
   James: I love you… come suck me off.
 
    
 
   Maya: I can feel the love… truly. That vulgar text really hits the spot.
 
    
 
   James: Blowjob, blowjob… in case you can’t hear there’s an entire roman empire chanting the word.
 
    
 
   Maya: Christ, that’s a lot of people who want a blow job!
 
    
 
   James: You aren’t funny… 
 
    
 
   Maya: Brb, the first man in the queue is waiting.
 
    
 
   James: Grrrr!
 
    
 
        I open his office door and lock it behind me. His eyebrows shoot up in surprise. “Mr. Freeman. I do believe you requested my presence.”
 
        I watch his delectable throat bob as he swallows and nods a little, “I did Mrs. Freeman. Please come join me.”
 
        “Of course Mr. Freeman,” I smirk and drop a cushion from the couch to the ground in front of him. His entire body shudders when I run my hands down his thighs and to his belt. “Mm… somebodies excited already.”
 
        “All I have to do is think of you and I’m in a constant state of arousal,” he groans as I free his erection from its prison. “Fuck, Maya.” His hands go straight to my hair as I slide my tongue around the tip. “Oh god.” I realize this is most likely the first ever blowjob I’ve given him. From what I can recall. I decide to make it the best he’s ever received. I want to ruin him for all other women.
 
        I take his base in my hand, squeeze his balls with my other and take him to the back of my throat. He tastes and smells divine, like every other inch of him. He moans again and bucks into my mouth, holding my head down for a moment as he pulses in my mouth. “You feel so good,” he whispers and runs his fingers over my scalp. 
 
       I look up at him as I suck him hard into my mouth. His face is scrunched in pleasure, his eyes shut tight, and his lips are parted slightly. I watch in awe as he bites his lower lip, turning the pink flesh white as I suck him into my throat once more. A moan escapes me and he matches it with his own.
 
        “Oh god Maya,” he hisses as I move faster, my eyes never leaving his face. I want to see him as he comes but I also want to swallow all of his pleasure, both might not be possible at the same time. His hands are tight in my hair, he’s close I can tell by the little moans in his throat and occasional shudders of his body and the way his length thickens making it almost impossible to keep in my mouth. “Fuck. Maya…”
 
        I push down further, he tries to pull my head up by my cheeks. His eyes are wide and his hips seem to be moving of their own accord. Green eyes reach mine. He’s trying to be a gentleman, trying to pull out, I can see he doesn’t want to. His body is screaming for me to keep him in my mouth. So I do even though his large throbbing member is making my jaw ache. 
 
        The first twitch of his orgasm rips through him with an animal like roar of my name. His hands fist in my hair and he forcefully pushes my head down, the opposite way to moments before when he realizes what I want to do. I manage to swallow without spilling and slowly release him with a little popping noise. 
 
        I grin up at him triumphantly but it’s only for a second. His face is dark, dangerous, as he lifts me up and slams me face down onto his desk. He makes quick work of my skirt, pushing it up to my hips and ripping my black lace panties from my body. I yelp a little when he thrusts his red hot length into me. Pushing me and the desk forward.
 
        “Dear god Maya,” he groans slamming into me again, how he is still hard I have no idea. “You make me fucking crazy.”
 
        “Don’t stop,” I beg and grip the edge of the desk. He slams into me again and again, his hard length reaching so deep I’m not sure whether I’m delirious from pleasure or pain. There’s too much of both and he’s relentless. Like an animal as he fucks me hard over the table. I’m screaming, I’m sure of it but reality is blurring as my orgasm rushes forward. His solid body leans over mine and his hand comes around my hip to play with my clit. All bets are off. I thrust back to meet him and come with a cry. He joins me and collapses his sweaty body on top of me.
 
    
 
        “Are you ok?” he asks as he peels himself off me. I’m vaguely aware as he cleans me with a warm wet cloth and readjusts my skirt. “Do you want to move?” I think I respond with a grunt of some sort supposedly meaning no. Hell I don’t know where I am right now. I don’t want to move, I never wanted that to stop. He chuckles and sits in his chair. I’m aware that his head is level with my ass. I don’t care. “Christ you are stunning.” He sighs as he massages my inner thighs.
 
        I fall back into his lap and relax against him. “Hmm.”
 
        “What’s one add one?”
 
        “Giraffe,” I reply snuggling into his neck as he shakes with laughter.
 
        “What country are we in?”
 
        “Heaven.”
 
        “That we are,” he chuckles and kisses my temple. “Come on princess. Work time.”
 
        “Chico time.”
 
        “Do you even know what you’re saying?”
 
        “I want more sex over your desk.”
 
        He laughs out loud and lifts me to my feet, “Come on my little sex kitten. Let’s get you back to your office.” My office, Sophie! He can’t see Sophie or he might suspect what I’m doing.
 
        I jump up and brush my hair from my face. “No, it’s fine. I’m good see? I’ll see you later.” I give him a chaste kiss on the lips, a seductive wink and dash from his office. It’s when I get into the elevator I realize I’m not wearing any panties. Damn. 
 
    
 
        I step into my office feeling lighter than air. Sophie comes in and shows me her plans. A few decent drawings for his new office. To say I’m excited is a complete understatement. It’s going to look great, nicer than mine. I call Carlson and ask him what he thinks to having a new space. He will essentially have to share with Margie but he says it’s fine. It’ll apparently be fun having a little gossip buddy. Their desks are far enough from each other that they’d have to shout across but at least they can share the break room.
 
        “Phelps on line one,” Margie calls through the intercom.
 
    
 
        “Phelps, please tell me its good news,” I sit at the edge of my seat gripping my desk with my free hand. “Give it to me!”
 
        Phelps lets out a little chuckle but beginning, “I’ve narrowed it down to one contestant. He’s none of the original three but he is the double of your husband. His name is Lucas Drake. He was never officially adopted…”
 
        “Why do I feel like you’re about to tell me a heart wrenching story that’s going to keep me awake at night?”
 
        “Because I am.”
 
        I grab the tissue box ready.
 
        “He went from foster home to foster home as a child until he turned eighteen and made it on his own. Got a scholarship, went to university and fell in love. He married a girl called Candice Drake, deciding to change his own name as it held no weight for him I assume. They had two little girls, Amelia and Annie.”
 
        “That’s not so bad.”
 
        “Turns out, Annie who was the eldest died with her mother in a car accident just over a year ago.”
 
        Jesus fucking Christ. “Oh god,” I groan and slam my head onto the desk. “How old was the kid?”
 
        “She was born July two thousand and eight so she would have been four. Her little sister was just two at the time. She’s Almost four now.”
 
        “Thanks Phelps. Can you email me his address and contact number, whatever you have on him? Pretty please. And don’t stop getting me info.”
 
        “Already done. I’d recommend doing a DNA test, just to be sure.” Phelps starts coughing up his lungs, a reason I never smoke. “You don’t want to get either of the parties’ hopes up without solid proof.”
 
        “Good point. Thanks so much Phelps, there’s a bonus coming your way,” I say and hang up. Opening up my laptop I quickly scan through my email. What do I do with all of this information? Do I tell James or do I keep it on the down for now? Get a DNA test done first. Yes, that is the best course of action. 
 
    
 
   My phone startles me out of my thoughts by alerting me to a text:
 
    
 
   Jacob: Fancy grabbing some lunch??? Meet me at the same place as last time
 
    
 
      Oh dear. What do I do?
 
    
 
   Text the husband.
 
    
 
   Maya: Just got a text from Jacob, he wants to go to lunch before the shoot… your thoughts?
 
   James: I don’t like it, but I trust you.
 
   Maya: Thanks pudding, see you at home tonight xxxx
 
   James: I love you
 
   

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
        “Thanks for coming,” Jacob grins and pulls my seat out for me. “I ordered you the rib eye.”
 
        I match his grin with my own, “Perfect. How’d you know?”
 
        “They said it’s your usual,” he motions to Su behind the bar. I laugh and nod. It certainly is my favorite here. “Rib eye steak, medium well with a side of potatoes.”
 
        “Why thank you very much.” I smile and order my usual amaretto on the rocks. Nom, nom. “So, what are your plans for the week? Any family in town?”
 
        “I have a few friends in the city but they’re too busy for me. Most people don’t like going anywhere with me because of the mob of photographers and fans,” he shrugs but I can see the sorrow in his eyes. “And then others only want to be near me for that reason.”
 
        “That must suck. I’ve always had my name and photos splashed about on occasion but I’ve always been too low on the scales for anybody to really care. Plus I’m a little on the crazy side. Hence the fact I got photographed surrounded by men after fleeing for Vegas two months after my wedding and one month after my father’s funeral,” I snort and sip my drink. 
 
        “I’m sorry for your loss.”
 
        “I had a lot of time to prepare. It sucks but the fact I got a good few months to say goodbye. Not many people get that chance.” 
 
        “That’s a very positive outlook,” he smiles slightly and grips my hand. “But it couldn’t have been easy, watching your father wither away.”
 
        My eyes are burning, I refuse to cry. I let out a little laugh and clear my throat, “Should have been a therapist Jacob.”
 
    
 
        We go to the shoot and I wait as hair and make-up get Jacob ready. It’s a pretty good setting, the place is packed full of people preparing for just the one shoot. Everyone greets me like royalty which is annoying so I tell them to pretend I’m not here while I hover over the snack table.
 
        “What do you think?” Jacob grins and steps out in nothing but a pair of tight boxers. Hubba, hubba. 
 
        “I think you should ask someone that isn’t my wife,” James’ amused voice startles me from my ogling.
 
         I giggle and turn towards him, “I want one.” I point at Jacob.
 
         “No,” James sighs and throws Jacob a towel.
 
         I stick out my bottom lip, “But…”
 
         “Sorry Mr. Stone, I’m afraid my wife has an obsession with half naked males. I figured this out during an action movie the other day,” he chuckles and kisses my forehead before sizing Jacob up. Yes Jacob has a great body but my man is leaner, taller, and broader. And shinier, if that makes sense, his golden tan makes him glow. Jacob has a nice tan but it’s not as golden and definitely not natural. 
 
        “And that doesn’t infuriate you?” Jacob grins eyeing us both curiously. His head is cocked a little like what a dog does when hearing a strange noise. 
 
        James pulls me to his side and smiles down at me affectionately, “Hell yes it does. How would you like it if your wife insists on having a poster of Channing Tatum next to your bed?”
 
        I slap his chest and giggle, “Hey, I put your eyes on him.”
 
        “That’s just creepy.”
 
        “Whatever,” I roll my eyes and turn back to Jacob who is smiling warmly at us. “So this is my annoying husband James who has come to mark his territory. One second while he pisses on my leg.”
 
        “You are vulgar,” James grumbles in my ear and pinches my backside. “But yes, I came to size up the man who my wife has been obsessing about…”
 
        “I haven’t been obsessing, Marie has been obsessing. I just asked for a divorce and then a remarriage after bumping nasties with the fine man specimen,” I wink playfully at Jacob who bursts out laughing. “Nothing wrong with that.”
 
        “See what I have to put up with, how would you feel if I said I wanted to screw Rihanna?” 
 
        I shrug, a smirk toying with my lips, “Threesome? That girl is ho- AHHH!” He lifts me up over his shoulder, cutting me off midsentence. 
 
        Everybody starts laughing as he marches me towards the door, “Somebody get Rihanna on line one!” I pound his back, my body convulsing with laughter. “Ok, ok. My bad.”
 
        “You guys are great together,” Jacob chuckles whilst wiping tears from his eyes. “Did you actually put his eyes on a poster of Channing Tatum?”
 
        “She did,” James snorts his nose scrunches in mock disgust. “I should be worried but I’m not.”
 
        “Nah, unfortunately I may be a complete commitment-phobe but I’m a loyal one,” I grin a toothy grin and kiss him on the cheek. 
 
        Jacob shakes his head, not understanding what I mean I assume. He voices his thoughts to James. “How’d you get a commitment-phobe to marry you?”
 
        James clears his throat, “Well, our marriage was…”
 
        “I fell head over heels in love, he popped the question I said, why not. Pretty boring.”
 
        “Sounds about right,” James beams down at me but the look in his eyes shows he knows I’m lying. 
 
    
 
   Are you lying?
 
    
 
   I have no idea.
 
    
 
    
 
       So that went well. James showing up and marking his territory so to speak. He was extremely quiet on the way home, it was a little unnerving. Not that I said anything or plan to. In fact, I plan to go home, finish up my work, have a bath and fall asleep. 
 
        For the tenth time since I pulled out my laptop James makes a huffing noise, an exaggerated sigh whilst shuffling every few minutes. I roll my eyes. I’m so not going to ask.
 
        Sigh. From James… AGAIN
 
        Huff. From James… AGAIN!
 
        Sigh.
 
        Huff.
 
        I slam my laptop closed and look at him with a raised eyebrow. “What?”
 
        “You fancy him.”
 
        “So?” I say with another eye roll and reopen my laptop.
 
        “You aren’t denying it?” he lets out a humorous laugh, his eyes widened in disbelief.
 
        I shrug, “Not going to deny the truth.”
 
        “If you were single, would you fuck him?”
 
        I nod with a small irritated, thin lipped smile. Why is he torturing himself? Really? “Yes. Most likely.”
 
        “If I gave you permission to screw him would you?” he says with a scrunched brow.
 
        I place my laptop on the coffee table. “Are you giving me permission?” I turn to him, tucking my legs beneath me and lean my elbow on the back of the couch. 
 
        “Are you serious? I can never tell with you,” he frowns.
 
        My smile widens, “I’m being deadly serious. Are you giving me permission to fuck Jacob, that’s if he even wants to?”
 
        “No, like hell I am!” he snaps.
 
        I laugh out loud at the injured look on his face, “Then why are you asking ridiculous questions? You can clearly see he’s an attractive man. But honey you are ten times better. Would I screw him if I didn’t have you waiting for me at home with that monster dick of yours? Yes I would. But I’m not going to.”
 
        “I just, needed to know.” He replies but I see the softening of his eyes at my words. 
 
        I reply, “No honey a need is something you can’t live without. A want is something you don’t need or require but desire. So you most definitely didn’t need to know this did you?”
 
        He shrugs and turns back to the TV, I can see the cogs working in his head. It’s amusing, his face twisting into a new expression every few seconds. Like a kaleidoscope of emotions on that pretty head of his. 
 
        Huff. Shuffle. Sigh. Huff. DAMMIT.
 
        “What now?” I grind out and wait as he turns towards me. His expression neutral. “How many people have you slept with Maya?”
 
         “Five, you are my fifth,” I reply honestly and cross my arms over my chest. The look on his face is priceless. 
 
        “I thought.”
 
        “I know.”
 
        “I’m sorry.”
 
        I wave him off with another tight lipped smile. My face probably seems more psychotic than understanding.
 
        Sighing, I say, “Can we drop this now.”
 
        “I’m sorry,” he mumbles and wraps me in his arms. I sag into his chest. “Thank you for being honest with me. Even if it fucking sucks.” This makes me giggle. “Not funny.”
 
        “You are baby, you are.”
 
    
 
        “Paul, Jeremy and Kyle are coming over tonight to watch the game,” James says to me down the phone. I’m working from home, he’s at actual work after refusing to spend the day in bed with me due to ‘too much to do today’. Pfft. “I completely forgot.”
 
        “That’s fine, we’ll order in. Bring some beer on the way home.” I hang up and flick through my magazine. Work can wait. 
 
        Paul, Jeremy and Kyle were James’ groomsmen at our wedding. Kyle was his best man, he’s a great guy but has the most shocking red hair I’ve ever seen. Jeremy is a bear of a man, has his own security company. He looks like Morpheus off the Matrix, I tell him so on occasion. 
 
        Now Paul, that’s a tough subject. Paul is the guy I lost my virginity to at the age of nineteen. He’s been James’ close friend for years. We had a, umm, casual relationship for a couple of years before just fucking on sight, meaning we stopped seeking each other and just literally fucked when we crossed paths for e.g. in a club I’d go home with him. On the street, I’d go home with him. Etc. The last time was two weeks before the wedding, though I gave him a blowjob two nights before when he came round begging for me to not marry James. He was drunk and insisted he was in love with me, that he was just waiting for me to decide I wanted a steady relationship.
 
        It sucked, like really sucked. I always had a soft spot for Paul, not only is he a black haired beauty but he’s also kind, considerate, a great lay and came whenever I called. If I wasn’t so up my own ass for the duration of our relationship I would have noticed the looks, the sweet touches and caresses. Worst problem, I haven’t seen him since my father’s funeral. And before that it was James’ stag do when he showed up on my doorstep pleading with me to take him instead. So I have no doubt in my mind tonight is going to be an awkward affair.
 
        I just have to remember to keep my hands to myself. My body is familiar with Paul, even though we kept our affair a secret, I know my hands could easily betray me. Our connection is strong seeing as he was my first. Most girls give their virginity to guys with zero experience putting them off sex or making them believe it’s always going to be mediocre. 
 
        Let’ just say Paul gave me at least four orgasms before even prodding me with his stick and when he did by god I came apart at the seams. He’s very talented and was very gentle. 
 
        The question is… do I tell James about me and Paul or shall I just leave it in the past? 
 
    
 
   Definitely the past.
 
    
 
   Libido, you are a coward.
 
    
 
   We both are dearie.
 
    
 
   Definitely agreeing with you. Keep trap shut. Don’t say nothin’. 
 
    
 
   Agreed. Or we may not get sex for a while. 
 
    
 
        I nod once, confirming my own thoughts and read through the magazine. There are pictures of me and Jacob Stone a few pages in. Having dinner with Marie, him leaning over and playing with my hair. It looks intimate but I was there, it wasn’t intimate at all. 
 
        I ignore the captions, I never read them for fear my heart would break. My personality may give an “I’m totally impervious and unbreakable” vibe but it’s not true. Words affect me as much as the next person, I just don’t let them get to me. Nobody can make you feel inferior without your consent. 
 
    
 
   Maya: You seen our pictures in Gossip Times?
 
    
 
   Jacob: Lol, looking at them now. You look prettyful.
 
    
 
   Maya: You’re a doll… anyway just thought I’d warn you in case you hadn’t seen them. Don’t tell me what they say.
 
    
 
   Jacob:They say how we’ve been photographed out and about. Just that I’m the new face for your advertising. Nothing bad
 
    
 
   Maya: Jacob Stone doesn’t speak English… I said DON’T tell me asshat!
 
    
 
   Jacob: So you did… What you up to?
 
    
 
   Maya: Laid naked in bed whilst Channing Tatum stares at me with my husband’s eyes. NOM!
 
    
 
   Jacob: So erm… I was just passing through. Wait ten minutes, don’t move and soon you’ll have Jacob Stone staring at you naked with his own eyes.
 
    
 
   Maya: Sounds fun! Will he be naked too?
 
    
 
   Jacob: He can be!!!! 
 
    
 
   Maya: Dammit… I’m useless. My husband checks my phone every night when I go to 
 
   sleep. I really shouldn’t have put that! Even if I was just playing. Gah! You are a bad influence Mr. Stone!
 
    
 
   Jacob: Promise me you’ll call me that whilst I’m naked and standing over you. HI JAMES!!!
 
    
 
   Maya: PMSL! I’m going! Get back to work! Go milk your face or something you do to make yourself so pretty.
 
    
 
   Jacob: Milk my face…??? Da fuq
 
    
 
   Maya: Bye Jacob.
 
    
 
   Jacob: Bye Maya ;)
 
    
 
        Completely truthful. James checks my phone every night. He thinks I don’t notice but I do and I leave everything for him to find. I’m pretty sure he’s put some kind of tracker on there so he gets every text straight to his computer. Talk about paranoia. 
 
        I don’t mind though, maybe now he’s found out how many people I’ve actually messed around with he’ll stop thinking I’m such a whore that spread eagles for any hot man with a dick. Although I wasn’t lying about Jacob, I would totally screw him if I was single and the fact Jacob would most definitely screw me is a fucking hard temptation. Get it? HARD temptation. Wink, wink, nudge, nudge. No takers? Ok then whatever.
 
         Now as I was saying, so James has zero trust for me and I don’t care what he does. That’s bad right? I’ve felt jealousy of seeing him with another woman but that’s only because I believe his world should revolve around me, it’s true, I can’t help feeling that way but I’ve never denied being shallow and a little self-centered. Something I shall work on… ah, maybe tomorrow.
 
    
 
        “Hey baby,” James says softly as he walks in, two crates of beer in his arms. I raise my eyebrows and follow him into the kitchen where I’ve set out snacks ready and have a few menus spread out. “Good day?”
 
        “Yep, I spent the day using your bank card to buy new clothes online, maybe a couple of bags and stuff and then I sat and read magazines while ignoring the TV,” I grin and kiss him on the lips before wrapping my arms around his waist. “I hope you don’t mind.”
 
        He shrugs, “No problem baby.” Gah, what’s with the baby? “What’s mine is yours.”
 
        “Even though I have a hundred times more money than you?” I snort and then my eyes widen in realization. “Oh my god. Eleven times. I totally forgot. You never asked me about Vegas.”
 
        He frowns a little before pulling away to load the bottles into the fridge, “Yes I did.”
 
        “No, you asked me if I fucked anyone. You never asked me about my actual adventures.”
 
        His shoulders sag a little, “How much did you lose?”
 
        “What makes you think I lost?”
 
        “The mischievous glint in your eyes when you do something naughty.”
 
        “Naughty? What am I… a child?”
 
        He grunts and rolls his eyes as I pass him bottles from the crates.
 
        “Fine, how much did you win?”
 
        I place a hand over my heart, “Why baby, I’m so glad you asked. I started off with a budget of five hundred grand.”
 
        “You fucking set yourself a budget of half a million?” he practically squeals. “Fuckin hell Maya. Are you crazy?”
 
        “Yep… so I played a little poker, black jack, and craps. I lost on all of them. I was down to a hundred and fifty grand.”
 
        “Oh god.”
 
        “Then I went on the roulette and within a few hours I’d quadrupled my money. I played craps again and won seven mil in total!” I grin and start a little victory dance. “I was totally rolling in it. The manager asked me to stop. Said he’d give me the executive suite if I stopped. That’s why you saw men around me coz I was winning and everyone was watching. I never even spoke to them. They tried to speak to me but I was too busy winning cash.”
 
        “You do realize, I only earn just under five hundred grand a year running your fucking company.”
 
        “Hey,” I snap and slap his arm. “That’s good money.”
 
        “Yet you just inherited everything without barely working a day in your life.”
 
        I know he’s sore because it seems I spend my money willy nilly but I’m actually good with money. Very good with money. My anger soars at his grumblings. “Fuck you James. I work my ass off. Just because I take time to have fun doesn’t mean I don’t!”
 
        “I know baby, I just hate the fact I can’t treat you to half the shit you do.” He says, looking resigned and tired. “I love you, I want to spoil you.”
 
        “Well, I wasn’t lying when I said I used your bank card earlier. Yours was right there on the table, I couldn’t be bothered to get up and get mine,” I giggle and kiss his cheek. “I’ll pay it off tomorrow.”
 
        “Don’t do that, I don’t want you to,” he frowns and lifts me onto the counter, opening my legs with his hands so his body slots between them. 
 
        I raise my hand to his cheek and look intently into his green eyes. “Trust me baby, you will want me to pay it off when you see how much I spent.”
 
        “How much?”
 
        “Umm… I shouldn’t say. You may beat me,” I joke and kiss his lips. “I’ll sort it in the morning.”
 
        Before he can reply my phone starts ringing. I scoot away from him and grab it noticing the name on the screen before running out of the room. “Hi Margie. Everything ok?”
 
        “It’s Sophie, my phone is on the blink. I was calling to see if you were ok to start construction in the morning?”
 
        “Hell yeah,” I grin, totally excited. “Sounds fab.”
 
        “Good, I’ll see you tomorrow,” I hang up and do another little victory dance. Things are going to be awesome.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

Chapter Nine
 
    
 
        James answers the door as I set the snacks out on the coffee table. I’m stalling, I don’t know how to act around Paul. Or more importantly, I’m worried of how he’ll act around me. 
 
        First in is Jeremy, he pulls me in for a hug, earning him a slap round the head from James before walking to the snack table chortling. Next in is Kyle with his shocking red hair that would put and orange flame to shame. He nods at me and flops onto the couch. I hand them both beers, another diversion from the inevitable.
 
        “So how’s married life?” Kyle asks as I sit in the armchair by the TV, facing them. Paul walks in with a beer and sits on the couch. His jaw is tense but he doesn’t acknowledge me. 
 
        “It’s fucking fantastic,” James grins, winking at me. I roll my eyes and pick up my magazine. “How’s Trevor?” Trevor is Kyle’s nephew I think. I’ve never met him, although he was at my wedding. There were a lot of kids there.
 
        Kyle nods, “He’s good. Driving my sister crazy. “Paul, pass me the remote.”
 
        Paul launches the remote at him without saying a word. I turn to James who’s frowning, clearly wondering why his friend is being so hostile. “Hey baby, I’m going to call Sammy. I’ll probably go out for a few. Let you boys have a night alone.”
 
        “Baby?” Paul snorts and Jeremy elbows him roughly. James doesn’t seem to notice, “Don’t. Please stay here with us.”
 
        I glance at Paul who is now staring straight at me, the pain in his eyes is clearly evident. “Fine.” I relent and Paul closes his eyes for a moment before turning back to the TV.
 
        “How’s the business?” James asks Jeremy and the banter begins. They talk and laugh until the game starts, nobody seems to notice Paul’s silence but unfortunately I do. When the game starts and the screaming starts I go to answer the door for the food. I pay for the pizzas and place them on the kitchen counter. 
 
        “So,” Paul says making me jump. I turn to look at him, his black hair, caramel skin and brown eyes. “You seem happy.”
 
        “Nothing fazes me Paul. You know that. I make the best of a situation I’m handed.”
 
        “You chose this, you chose him.” He hisses as I place the pizza’s onto plates. “Didn’t fuckin matter bout the fact you and I were fucking around up until your wedding day. Apparently I never meant fuck all.”
 
        “We’ve been over this,” I snap quietly and lift two plates. “Stop this. Let it go.”
 
        “Findin that real fuckin hard baby,” he whispers in my ear from behind, his southern accent pronounced with his frustration. “I miss the sweet taste of your skin. Miss the fuckin feel of your ass in my hands. Miss your fuckin mouth when you talk dirty to me.”
 
        I ignore him and carry the plates into the room. He follows close behind with the other two, his eyes never leaving me as I place them on the coffee table. The men on the couch shift sideways to look around me. I giggle as they thank me, waving their hands to get me out of the way.
 
        They roar in cheer, their mouths full of pizza as apparently their team scores. Paul doesn’t watch the game, he watches me with a pained expression. Especially when James comes over to me, lifts me from the chair and carries me back to his seat. He cradles me in his lap, between his legs and rests his chin on my shoulder as he watches the game. 
 
        “Fuck this,” Paul snaps and jumps to his feet. All eyes turn to him as he stands glaring at James. “You’re a fucking asshole.”
 
        “Paul,” Jeremy growls and stands bracing for a fight. “Not here.” Oh crap, he knows.
 
        “What did I do?” James says as I climb off his lap. He stands and Kyle stands with him. I plead Paul with my eyes but he’s looking directly at James. “Paul. Mate…”
 
        “Mate?” Paul laughs. “Yeah, mate. We’re mates, that’s why you forced me through your fucking wedding. You forced me through tonight. Mates, what a fucking joke!”
 
        “Paul please,” I say quietly and James glances at me. 
 
        “No Meme,” he says with pursed lips. I gasp at the use of my nickname that I haven’t heard for so long. “Why don’t you tell him Meme?” his eyes are soft on me but the way he says that stupid nickname is menacing, angry and its freaking me out. Jeremy slaps his hand to his forehead, Kyle looks as perplexed as James. 
 
        “Wait,” James lets out a laugh, completely humorless and turns to me disbelief all over his face. “You’re Meme?”
 
        “Oh fuck,” Kyle snorts and sits back on the couch. Jeremy face palms again, I cringe at the angry glare from James. “She’s Meme. This is too fucking much.” 
 
        “Shut up Kyle,” Jeremy hisses and sends James an apologetic smile. The team scores again but nobody responds. All eyes are on me and Paul. Fuck, fuck, fuck.
 
         “You’re Meme?” James breathes and takes a step away from me. He looks at Paul and then to me. “Fuck. Paul, mate. I’m sorry, I didn’t know.”
 
        “Nobody knew,” Paul practically shouted. “I fuckin waited, and waited. Thinking she’d settle. Fuckin joke. Especially when she settles for my best friend.” He waves his arm at me and then James. “Mark my words James, she’ll chew you up and spit you out.”
 
        “Hey,” I cry but it falls on deaf ears. I will not chew him up and spit him out. I’ll chew him up and keep on chewing. In a good sense.
 
        Paul glares at me, “She’s a cold heartless bitch.”
 
        I shrug, “We had an understanding Paul. You never let me know otherwise.”
 
        “Like fuck I didn’t! I fucking begged you to make it exclusive. I did everything for you!”
 
        I close my eyes briefly, “Yes, two days before my wedding.”
 
        “Would it have changed anything? No, it wouldn’t. I could’ve told you months before but you would have called it off! Just like you did with Frankie.”
 
        “You fucked Frankie?” James seethes and I can see this going downhill real fast. 
 
        “I’m gonna go,” I mumble and go to step around James but he stops me with a hand on my arm. “Or not.”
 
        “Come on Paul. It was ages ago man,” Jeremy whispers but we all hear it.
 
        “You fucking knew! And you didn’t tell me?” James shouts and Jeremy’s hands go up in surrender, “It wasn’t my place to say.” This is going from bad to fucking terrible and fast.
 
        “Ages ago, yeah right,” Paul snorts and I’m ready to launch myself at him to protect what dignity I have left. “Why don’t you tell him Meme? How long ago was the last time we fucked?”
 
        “Paul,” I beg and shut my eyes. My entire body is tense. “Please. Don’t do this.”
 
        “Do what? Admit that two weeks before your wedding I had you bent over the hood of my car while you screamed my name?” he laughs humorlessly and pushes Jeremy’s soothing hand away. “Or two nights before your wedding when you had my dick in your mouth? Which one shouldn’t I say?”
 
        “Dammit Paul stop doing this, you’re hurting your fucking friend,” Jeremy hisses. I glance up at James through my lashes. He looks devastated, on the verge of tears devastated, angry devastated. Purely fucking devastated. My heart wrenches for him.
 
        “Sorry James, thought you deserved to know,” Paul snaps and looks at me once more. “I fuckin loved you. Christ I still do. Yet I fucking hate you at the same time. You’re a selfish bitch Meme. Always was, I was too fuckin blinded by your sweet side that I lost my fuckin balls on the way. Not anymore.” He grabs his jacket off the back of the couch and we watch as he leaves the apartment. Jeremy exhales deeply and Kyle sits on the couch with a grin as if watching an episode of Jerry Springer.
 
        “James,” I mumble and reach for his hand. He’s stood, motionless, staring at the spot Paul vacated. “Baby.”
 
        “Is it true?” he hisses still not looking at me. I stay quiet, I really don’t think this is a great time to be having it out. “I said is it true?”
 
        “We’re going to bail, we’ll call you,” Jeremy says and drags Kyle off the couch. “I’m really sorry guys.” They both leave. I release James’ hand and go to the bedroom. 
 
        He follows silently behind and watches as I sit on the bed and bury my face in my hands. “Is it true?”
 
        “Yes,” I mumble and look up at him. “We had an understanding for a while. I didn’t know how he felt.”
 
        “Would you have married him?” he says and sits beside me. “Would you have married him if he’d told you before?”
 
        I shake my head, “No, I just wouldn’t have been so quick to marry his friend.” I ignore the hurt look in his eyes. “He’s right. I’m a bitch.”
 
        “How long have you both been seeing each other?”
 
        “We were fucking since I was nineteen,” I gulp before telling him the next part. “He was my first.”
 
        I watch as his eyes close and his nostrils flare. His hands fist on his lap and suddenly my lamp is flying at the wall. “FUCK!” he screams and launches the bedside table after it. I watch them both shatter, all of my muscles frozen stiff, my eyes wide in horror as he trashes the bedroom. “Fuck! Fuck! He always used to go on about Meme, fucking Meme. How fucking perfect and great she is. How awesome in bed. How much he loves her. How long he’ll wait for her to settle down. No other girl in the world for him but her!”
 
        “I didn’t know.”
 
        His angry glare turns to me, “Two days before our wedding you had one of my best men in your mouth. What the fuck Maya?” I watch as his anger turns to hurt. “You were fucking my best friend. You were… god. How could you be so fucking cold?”
 
        “I warned you, I’ve never lied about who I am,” I say but my voice breaks revealing my sorrow. “I’m sorry.” I am sorry, I’ve never felt ashamed of my past until now.
 
        “You warned me but I never knew what a bitch you could actually be! And you let me rub it in his face!” he grips his hair in his hands. “You’re sick. Completely fucking sick.”
 
        His words cut me deep but I know I deserve them. “I’ll go to the other room.”
 
        “You don’t get to do that!” he shouts and grabs my shoulders with an almost bruising force. “You don’t fucking get to do that! Run away, every single time we have a spat. Every single time I get angry and you walk away like I’m the dick! This is all on you! All on you!”
 
         I nod and sit back on the bed saying nothing.
 
        “Say something!” he shrieks at me and starts pacing. 
 
        I drop my head and sigh. “I can’t say anything. You’re right, I’m a cold heartless bitch.”
 
        “Now you’re just feeling sorry for yourself.”
 
        “Now you’re trying to cause an argument. I’m sorry, I mean it. I didn’t know until it was too late and I wasn’t going to tell you. I’m selfish, I hate conflict and right now I feel like a bitch because you’re hurting and contrary to what you believe I do care that you’re hurting and I don’t know what to do to make it better!” I rant and look up at him. “I’m sorry baby. Just tell me what to do.”
 
        “You were fucking Frankie as well?” he says and slides down the wall onto his ass.
 
        I nod and look at the wall above his head, “Yes. About six months after I lost my virginity I started with Frankie. About four months into it Frankie begged me to be with him properly. He knew I was screwing Paul, Paul knew I was screwing Frankie. I ended it with him. I just wanted fun I didn’t want to be tied down.”
 
        “Why did you tie yourself down with me?” James looks straight at me. “The truth.”
 
        “We both know how you deal with the truth,” I grumble and inhale a calming breath. “You know why. I married you because my father was dying and he begged me to. He pleaded with me, said he trusted you and you’d make a great husband and father and CEO of our company.”
 
        “That’s the only reason?” he roars and jumps to his feet. “The only fucking reason you married me is because your father was dying. So if he wasn’t dying you never would have?”
 
        “Considering he begged me for almost six months I’d say no. I never would have if he hadn’t have told me at the same time he told me his chemo failed.” I shout back. “I’m sorry but it’s the truth.”
 
        “So if your dad told you to marry Paul or even Jeremy you would have?” 
 
        I take another breath, wishing the air was suddenly whiskey. “Yes. I would have done anything to make him happy on his death bed. Anything.”
 
        “Fuck,” James gasps and stumbles back as if I’d punched him in the gut. “Shit. Shit. Shit.” He grips his hair again and I notice the shine in his eyes from unshed tears, it cuts through me like a jagged knife. “What about now? If I gave you a divorce would you take it?”
 
        My eyes scan his face, “Are you giving me a divorce?” Please don’t say yes.
 
        “Answer the question.”
 
        “Are you?”
 
        “If I say yes how will you react?”
 
        I sigh and start pacing the room, “James. If you give me a divorce I’d accept it and move on.”
 
        I hear his sharp intake of breath, I hear the sob that tears through him. He drops to his knees and looks up at me as if I’d just torn his world in half. “Just like that? You wouldn’t fight for me?”
 
        “I would respect your decision.” I say giving him an apologetic smile. “Maybe you’re asking the wrong questions.”
 
        “I can’t deal with this right now,” he murmurs and his shoulders sag. “Are you ever going to love me?”
 
        I look at him in the eye, “I do love you.” 
 
        “But not like I love you.”
 
        I roll my eyes, “No, I love you. A lot actually. But if you wanted a divorce I wouldn’t force you to stay. I’ve always said you were too good for me I’m just waiting for the day you realize it. If that day is today why should I chase you? I’d rather sit at home with a broken heart then try and keep a man I love so fucking much tied to me after all the shit I’ve done to hurt him. You deserve better than me James. I’ve always been honest with you. Right now I’m being honest. I don’t know when it happened or how but I fucking love you. More than I love myself.”
 
    
 
        James is up off the floor in less than a second and his hands cup my face, “You mean that?”
 
        I nod with a sheepish smile, “Wouldn’t say it if I didn’t.”
 
        A smile breaks out over his face and suddenly his lips are on mine. I whimper as he devours my mouth, his hands crushing my face and every inch they grab. “I love you,” he says against my mouth whilst coming up for air. “You’ve just made me the unhappiest and then the happiest man alive. Christ Maya. You’re so fucked up but I love it, I love you. You’re mine.”
 
        I fold into him and allow him to drag me onto the bed. He doesn’t fuck me, he doesn’t screw me, he doesn’t even make love to me he just holds me, as if I’m the only anchor keeping him to the earth. We fall asleep tangled up together and I’ve never felt more content since before my dad died. 
 
       But one thought lingers, he has forgiven me yet again. I really do not deserve him.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

              Chapter Ten
 
    
 
        I run with music this morning, it’s shocking to me. It’s been a week since Paul made his announcement. Luckily Kyle and Jeremy hold no ill will over me but Paul is still devastated and apparently won’t speak to James. 
 
        My office is a mad house, builders and dust everywhere. It’s revolting. James thinks there’s problem with the piping as do most people in the building. I’m grateful that he doesn’t suspect me at all. But I’m an honest person, I don’t lie, he knows this. He has no reason to not trust me over trivial things.   Luckily it should only be another couple of weeks until the renovations are done.
 
        So tonight, my plans you ask? Tonight I am meeting my mother in law, (Aka Sylvia the sinus blocker, I call her this because every time she invites me anywhere I suddenly get a cold), for dinner. She doesn’t favor me much I don’t think. Even though she’s the one who made my wedding dress, which was bloody beautiful. I don’t care in all honesty, I get why she doesn’t like me. I’m practically ruining her son’s chance at happiness. She’s his mother, if I had a mother I imagine she’d be protective over me as well.
 
        “You look absolutely stunning,” James smiles as I straighten his tie. I’m wearing a lilac, silk dress with an empire waist and white heels with matching bag. My long hair is twisted up with a few loose curls dangling around my face. 
 
        Considering the news he found out concerning Paul and his friend Frankie he’s been great. Says he can’t blame me as I have been honest with him and as much as it hurts him and pisses him off, our relationship wasn’t official until we got married. Of course after that night he tore me a new asshole, metaphorically speaking and then he fucked his aggression into me and by god it was beautiful. 
 
        He’s disappointed in me but we’re getting there. Now I just need to settle the matter of his brother. Phelps called about two hours ago with more information regarding Lucas. He says I’m good to go that all arrows are pointing to him. 
 
        “You look rather nice yourself,” I grin and kiss him on the lips. He grins down at me, “Tell me again.”
 
        I roll my eyes but give him what he wants. “I love you.”
 
        “Again.”
 
        “I love you.”
 
        He groans as if I’m giving him sexual satisfaction and clutches my head to his chest. “Damn baby. I’ll never get tired of hearing that.”
 
        I giggle and slap his chest before pulling away. “Come on, let’s go handle the dragon lady.”
 
        “She’s not that bad.”
 
        I raise an eyebrow at him.
 
        He relents, “Ok, I agree if it was my mother versus Godzilla, she’d win hands down. But still…”
 
        “But nothing cutie. How much time we got? My libido is screaming for a little tickle.”
 
        He laughs once and kneels in front of me, “I definitely drew the long straw.”
 
        “My libido was just thinking the same thing,” I giggle as he slides my dress up my hips. 
 
    
 
        “Here she comes, get the priest,” I hiss in James’ ear. His body shakes with silent laughter. “Dammit, where is that waiter with my holy water? Hi Sylvia!” I say the last part in a high pitched tone, deafening to dogs ears. 
 
        “Maya darling, how is my wonderful daughter in law and my gorgeous son?” she smiles as she kisses both of us. James pushes her chair in and comes to sit back beside me. She goes on, “So sorry to hear you’ve been ill. We did miss you at the charity lunch on Monday.”
 
        James frowns, a perplexed look coming over his face, “Maya hasn’t…” He grunts when I boot him under the table.
 
        “Yes, I was ever so sick.” I recover and take James’ hand in my own, digging my nails in for extra emphasis on the SHUT YOUR BLOODY MOUTH vibe I am currently giving out. “I will come to the next one.”
 
        Sylvia runs her fingers through the ends of her short silvery bob and smiles deviously at me. “Thank you for the check you sent. Two hundred thousand was it?” James splutters a little and gapes at me. “That was a very generous amount. James, you look a little pale.”
 
        He releases my hand and dabs at his mouth with the napkin, “Sorry. I didn’t realize we’d donated such a large sum.”
 
        “Yes, that’s just under half a year’s wages for you isn’t it?” I see the calculating smirk but ignore it and down my vodka and cranberry. “I thought you knew. So far in the past three months alone you’ve donated just under a million dollars to different charities.”
 
        “Is there a problem with the amount Sylvia?” I say, my teeth clenched. “I was under the impression the charities needed money. Besides, I haven’t donated in over a year so I splurged this month.”
 
        “I understand you are a millionaire but you should watch what you spend Maya.” Sylvia chastises, a frown wrinkling up her face. “Especially when my son isn’t aware. What will you do if you go bankrupt?”
 
        “I agree,” James sighs and smiles apologetically at me. “The business is doing great but the spending needs to stop.”
 
        “Contrary to your beliefs,” I clear my throat and glare at my husband and his mother. “Neither of you know of half what I get in a month. You just assume to know because your son watches the books on his part of the business, which is the American part and only the pharmaceutical side. I’ve been building up this company since I was seventeen and my father gave me my first million. In eight months I turned that million into twelve successful stores in France. In the next year I branched to England, including three factories for new drugs that help reduce the effects of Dementia. By twenty I earned my first half a billion.” I ignore both of their shocked faces and continue, “On top of my dad’s money and the companies’ stocks and shares I am now worth a net worth of just under four billion. Even if the company does go south. Which it won’t. But if I do have to sell and liquidate I will still be a billionaire. So excuse me if I want to spend my hard earned cash on charities.”
 
        “How do you run it all?” James’ face is a picture.
 
        I shrug, “I have a lot of well-trained guys in my place. The company that is mine is in my father’s name but I assure you it is mine. He only left me his company and money. His is less than mine. Only twenty eight percent I believe.”
 
        “I didn’t know,” James gasps and grips my hand. “Your father told me you were successful but I didn’t realize it was you that created the international side of things.”
 
        I shrug and wave the waiter over, “I agree he needs a raise. Although I told him my money is his when we got married.”
 
        “I thought you’d be getting the same amount as me, your father split his profits with me,” James scoffs in disbelief. 
 
        I notice how Sylvia is looking at me blankly. Her attempts at making me look bad completely thwarted. “I apologize Maya, it seems I have misjudged you. And your intelligence.”
 
        “Apology not necessary,” I grunt and pick up the menu, it bloody was necessary. “James will have the T-bone steak, medium rare, side of potatoes in garlic dressing. Salad, dressing on the side. I’ll have the rib eye but I’d like my steak medium well. No blood whatsoever.” The boy scribbles on his notepad as mummy dearest orders. “Thanks.”
 
        Sylvia smiles at me and glances at James who looks gob smacked. “Shut your mouth boy. You’ll catch a fly.”
 
        “Yes,” I sigh knowing his question. “I have actually paid attention over the years.”
 
        “I know nothing about you,” he grumbles and rubs his hands over his face. “Absolutely nothing.”
 
        “So Sylvia,” I say, effectively interrupting the James depression. “When is the next lunch?”
 
        She blinks and taps her chin in thought. “It’s on Monday. Will you be there or are you planning on getting sick.”
 
        “Actually, I’m pretty sure I’m washing my hair on Monday,” I joke. She rolls her eyes. “I’ll be there. Message me the details. I promise to join this one. Nothing I like more than listening to Charlene Petal blabbing on and on about how her daughter married a black man.”
 
        Sylvia laughs, a real full on laugh, I realize it’s the first time I’ve heard her laugh, “They’re vultures, the lot of them but it’s a good way to get contacts in our world.”
 
        “I’m glad you two can go to lunch,” James smiles appreciatively at me. “It’s nice to see you both making an effort to get on.”
 
        “Yes, when can I expect grandchildren,” Sylvia grins excitedly whilst rubbing her hands together. It’s my turn to splutter on my drink. “I’m not getting any younger.”
 
        “Maya has agreed we will start trying in five years,” James sighs solemnly and I’m wondering why the hell the vacancy of my womb is being discussed at the dinner table. Wait a minute, did he just…
 
        Sylvia frowns. I quickly chirp, “Ten years, we agreed ten.”
 
        “You want ten, I want right now, five years is a good compromise,” James says and kisses my knuckles. 
 
        I raise my brows in defiance, “Umm… no. I can barely look after myself. I’m reckless, heartless, cold and uncaring. I’m shallow and a bit of a bitch. Kids are not my thing. Kids need a loving mother who will give them her entire world. I know for a fact I’m not that person.”
 
        “Nonsense,” Sylvia says with a sympathetic glint in her grey eyes. “You’ll be a wonderful mother. You put yourself down too much.”
 
        I’m shocked by her compliment. “That’s not true. You know better than anyone how irresponsible I am. It’s a shock your son hasn’t filed for divorce yet.”
 
        “You really think that?” James sad eyes meet mine. I shrug and reply, “Yes. Because it’s the truth. Me and kids, not a good idea right now. I’m messed up, grieving and selfish. Ten years minimum. Maybe when I’m thirty I’ll have a better handle on life.”
 
        “I never realized how insecure you are, you always seem pretty sure of yourself,” Sylvia says and pats my hand. “What’s worse is I think you genuinely believe so little of yourself.”
 
        What the hell is going on? Are they staging some kind of intervention? And I am not insecure. Just realistic. “Baby, you’re a wonderful person. Don’t think I haven’t noticed, you cry every time you watch those adverts on dying children.”
 
        I wave them off, suddenly feeling embarrassed and a little awkward. “We’ll agree to disagree. I told you I’d try and be better and I am trying. I promise. But don’t try and fill my head with nonsense, I’m a failure as a person and we all know it’s true. How many people congratulated you on our engagement?”
 
        James’ lips pinch together, “They don’t know you…”
 
        “You my dear,” Sylvia smirks. “Are one of a kind. You don’t wrap anything in a pretty ribbon you deal with things as they are. Of course you can be rather disrespectful but you say what’s on your mind. You are marmite, you’re either loved or hated. And the people that do know you love you fiercely. That should tell you something.”
 
        “Ok, I’ll take your word for it but still, no babies,” I say with a small smile, she just used my marmite comment that I use to describe Marie. “Not yet. I’m twenty three, I may be married but until I get my act together I’ll just be another young mother in society’s eyes.”
 
        They both nod and say nothing else on the matter. Food arrives shortly after and conversation flows easily. I decide not to dwell on our conversation earlier about babies and my personality and what not. It is officially locked away in my brain box and won’t be opened until my run the next morning.
 
        “Please, don’t forget Monday. I’d love for you to join me. I know the others can be sharks but it will be nice having someone who agrees with some of my opinions,” Sylvia says and I’m shocked to see she’s genuine. Like I said, I’m selfish. All I care about is whether I wanted to go, not whether my mother in law actually wants me there.
 
    
 
   Hey, save it for the run.
 
    
 
   Fair point. Forgot.
 
    
 
   Now lock it up.
 
    
 
   But there’s so many things I…
 
    
 
   Lock it!
 
    
 
        I sigh inwardly at my ridiculous brain arguments and hug the silver haired woman with a promise I will make it on Monday and I shall. This is another effort I shall add to my list, the effort of bonding with my in-law. 
 
    
 
        “You look deep in thought baby,” James says softly as we sit in the back of the limo. 
 
        I don’t know why but ever since I was little, when I’ve gotten in a limo I’ve always pretended it was a spaceship. The memory is fuzzy but I think it’s something my dad used to do. He used to make blast off noises and such when he took me places. The thought makes my lip tremble. My dad was the greatest, he always made me feel so special. He accepted my attitude, never moaned at me. Never shouted, just voiced his disappointment when I did something outrageous and occasionally grounded me. 
 
        When I was a child as soon as he finished work he’d play with me, even though I had a nanny he always made time for me. Always. 
 
    
 
        “Hey,” James says and touches my thigh. His green eyes glowing with concern. “Are you ok?”
 
        I nod and realize I’m clamming up again. So I talk. “I miss my dad. Seeing you and your mom, so at ease. It just made me remember a few things.”
 
        “Is that why you were making noises again?” he smirks and pulls me into his warm chest. 
 
        Face palm. “Why do I always do shit out loud without realizing. Is there some kind of medical condition for that?”
 
        “It’s called being crazy,” he laughs and kisses my forehead. “So, tell me what’s on your mind.”
 
        I cringe, “come on James. You know I hate talking about my feelings.”
 
        “Just try.”
 
        “I don’t even know where to start. I miss him, I miss him so god damn much.” My voice is barely a whisper but James hears me. He doesn’t say anything he just holds me. “I guess with everything that’s going on… Notice how everything I say starts with I this, I that. Being married to you has really opened my eyes to what a selfish, self-centered, shallow bitch I am.” I laugh once and sniff. “Nothing I’ve ever accomplished has ever amounted to anything because I’m such a bitch. No one even paid attention. Even you and your mom thought it was my father that tripled the business when it wasn’t, it was me. And him obviously but I was the one that took that chance, I was the one that gambled. My father believed in me. He’s the only person that ever has.”
 
        “I believe in you.”
 
        “You shouldn’t, I’m a shit person.”
 
        “Stop saying that.”
 
        “Why? It’s true. Look at all the shit I’ve done. The only reason the paparazzi ever follow me is because I’m so damn quirky and stupid.”
 
        “That’s not true. Christ Maya, why do you think I’m head over heels in love with you? You have a light about you. You glow. When you walk in a room everyone notices, the power and grace that emanates from you is scary as hell and enticing all the same. It’s like you have your own gravitational pull. The stuck up bastards stay away because you’re intimidating and they don’t know how to handle you. The let loose people go towards you because you are sweet, funny, honest, caring. You have a heart of gold hidden under a steel barrier.”
 
        “You think Paul will agree with that?” I mumble and feel him tense beneath me. It’s the first time we’ve actually brought the situation with Paul up.
 
        James sighs and relaxes a little, “Do you love him?”
 
        I look up at him through my lashes and slide onto his lap. My legs straddle him as my hands cup his face. “I can honestly promise you I do not love Paul. Yes, there will always be a connection. A deep sort of bond between us. He did take my virginity after all.”
 
        “If you’d known how he felt sooner would you have still married me?”
 
        “Why do you ask ridiculous questions? I don’t know James. It’s in the past now, I can’t go back and find out. I can say yes to make you feel better. Or no to make Paul feel better. This is the reality now, we’re married. I hurt a very good friend. I suck. The end.” I say and kiss his lips softly. “But if it’s any consolation, I’m glad I married you because I do think I love you.”
 
        “You think?” he scoffs, shifting in his seat. “That’s a big difference to actually loving me.”
 
        I wince and speak my words carefully, “Sometimes I want to ring your neck and kick your ass. Sometimes I look at you and can’t believe how lucky I am that a man like you puts up with me. Then I think how I’d rather kill you than spend another moment with you. Then I look at you and laugh at something you’ve done and all the bad seems worth it. When I think you might leave me for some stupid shit I’ve done my lungs constrict, my stomach aches. I can’t even imagine. Yet other times all I can think of is signing those damn divorce papers.” I giggle and kiss his lips again. “One thing I’m certain of though is before you I used to fantasize about different men all the time. I had three boys on the go at once. Paul, Frankie and Kaden. Now, I can’t imagine being with anyone else, the thought makes me ill. So if that’s love, then yes I love you.”
 
        “What a speech,” he chuckles as I exhale slowly. “And yes that’s love. To a certain extent.”
 
        I slap his arm and slide off him as the car pulls up outside our building. “So, find when you have time off, we’ll go house hunting.”
 
        “House?”
 
        “Apartment,” I blurt to correct myself. “Not house, apartment. I meant apartment.” I grip his hand as I climb out of the car. “Damn you look hot. I can’t wait to fuck you in our apartment and then start planning to look for a new apartment. Notice the extra emphasis on the word apartment.”
 
         “You said house, I’m going with that,” he winks playfully at me. “Definitely said house.”
 
        “You are an ass. A baby loving, house wanting, stability hogging, female male ass!”
 
        “I have no idea what you just said.”
 
        Eye roll, “You’re an ass. Plain and simple.”
 
        “It’s a good thing you love my ass.”
 
         Sigh. 
 
   He pinches my backside, I squeal and giggle before taking off for the elevator.
 
    
 
    
 
        “Hey baby, what are you doing here?” James smiles as I pad into his office carrying my laptop and other essentials. I plant them on his desk and squish in beside him. One of the builders follows with my spinney chair. Can’t sit at my laptop without a spinney chair. “Umm…”
 
        I open my laptop and plug it in before turning to my perplexed husband, “Too noisy upstairs. I’m borrowing your space. Carlos says you don’t have any visitors planned for the day and I need quiet. Our clients can’t hear me over the noise up there.”
 
        “That’s fine with me,” he grins and kisses my cheek. We work side by side until home time. 
 
        My stomach burns, I hope I’m not coming down with something. Probably all of the dust upstairs. 
 
        “Hey,” James says as we enter our apartment. “Are you ok?” I nod, not trusting my mouth to projectile vomit on opening it. “You sure?”
 
        “Ill,” I say and curl up on the couch clutching my stomach. Shit that hurts. “Hungry. Sick.”
 
        “Babe,” he says softly and kisses my forehead. “You have a temperature.”
 
        I wave him off, “I’m fine. I think it’s just bad period pains. This stupid implant, I haven’t had a period in over a year and it’ll probably be bloody painful when I do.” I crack a smile. “Get it, bloody painful. Coz of the bleeding.”
 
        He rolls his eyes and walks away from me. Returning minutes later with chicken soup and a glass of water. I drink the water but dash to the toilet after a few spoonfuls of soup. My head is over the basin as I retch up the contents of my stomach. “Babe,” James says softly as he holds my hair back. “Maybe it’s something you’ve eaten.” 
 
        I shake my head. Definitely not food poisoning, I’ve had that twice before due to my old roommates crappy cooking and it was nothing like this. My lower stomach hurts, it’s throbbing and the nausea I feel is awful. I know I’ll be ok in the morning so I get James to take me to bed with a bucket. 
 
        The poor man stays with me, he doesn’t leave my side the entire night. Only to wash the puke bucket out. Now that is love.
 
    
 
        As suspected I feel much better the next day. My stomach still aches but the nausea isn’t as bad. I can actually eat and enjoy two slices of toast before heading to work. Tomorrow we are speaking to an estate agent to find us the perfect apartment. James is grumbling because I won’t stay in bed and let him look after me but there’s too much to do. The office is half done and I need to go in to check on things. Keep the builders on their toes.
 
    
 
        Margie has a coffee waiting for me but it brings on a wave of sickness. Even she notices how sick I look. Stupid implant. That must be it. I got sick last time I had my first period after a long length of time. 
 
        My skin does have a yellowy tinge to it. Is yellowy a word? Must be, I just thought it. So therefore it is a word. Like flabbergasted. Hell of a word, still not sure whether it’s real. Must check dictionary later.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
        “This is perfect,” James says as we walk through a huge penthouse apartment. It has four bedrooms, a huge kitchen and dining room. The living room overlooks the city and river. It’s perfect, absolutely perfect. It’s also the first place we’ve seen. How lucky is that?
 
        The décor is modern, and classy. All it needs is furniture. Another job for my wonderful interior decorator. 
 
        “I can’t afford this,” James hisses as I announce the fact we’ll take it.
 
        I roll my eyes, “Baby. Please. I want this. I promise you can spend all of your hard earned wages on the interior if you allow me to buy the actual place.”
 
        “That seems like a brilliant compromise,” the kind woman smiles at us. Clipboard in arms. James shots her a glare that makes her cower. “This is a sought out location, you are first to see it and I guarantee it will be gone if you don’t buy it before the next lot.”
 
        I put on my puppy dog eyes and pout my lower lip, “What’s mine is yours baby. Please. Please. Please. Your mom will love it to!”
 
        He sighs and nods, “Fine. We’ll take it.”
 
        I scream and throw my arms around his neck. Ignoring the throbbing in my stomach as my body stretches. “Thank you!”
 
        “Let’s get this paperwork sorted.” The woman grins and we get on with the boring details.
 
    
 
        “Hungry?” James asks as we walk down the street. I need to sit. Man my stomach aches. I shake my head and follow him into Starbucks. “You ok? I really think we should go to a doctor.”
 
        I shake my head again, fighting down the urge to vomit, “I’m fine.”
 
        “Ok, let me grab a drink and we’ll go. You want anything?”
 
        Head shake. Hurry up, I’m gonna hurl!
 
        “Don’t forget you have lunch with my mom tomorrow.” I nod in response and he orders his beverage. “And Marie is coming over later with Summer.”
 
        Nod, nod, nod.
 
        “You really look like shit,” he sighs and grabs his drink. I don’t even have the energy to call him a name back. My knees wobble and I double over to grip my stomach. “Fuck, baby. I’m seriously taking you to the doctor.”
 
        “No, I’m fine.” I say and head into the bathroom. He sighs and follows, waiting outside the door, ordering me to keep it unlocked just in case. I head to the toilet and sigh with relief, I just got my period. “Told you so,” I grumble on the way out. He shakes his head in amusement and follows me to the car. 
 
        I take a couple of pain killers when I return home and slowly the pain subsides whilst I soak in the tub. James sits by me, he’s worried. It’s nice that he’s worried but he’s smothering me a little bit. He only leaves when Summer and Marie arrive, being loud as they are. 
 
        “Hey Summer, be a little louder! I don’t think China heard you yet,” I shout and smile as the girls giggle. “James,” I call and he bursts into the bathroom. “Help me out.”
 
        “If you aren’t better in the morning I’m calling the doctor. I don’t care what you say.”
 
        “Not to worry,” I say as he helps me out and wraps me in a fluffy towel. “If I still feel like this tomorrow I will go willingly.”
 
        He nods seeming satisfied and helps me dress. Not because I need it, just because he wants to. 
 
        “Ladies,” I smile at the two females on the couch as I enter the room in nothing but my fluffy white bath robe. “So, give me the gossip.”
 
        “Oh my god, you’re never going to believe who Marie fucked last night,” Summer giggles and gulps down her wine. She waves her empty glass in the air. Marie, who is staring at her phone refills it without even looking up. James is shocked to say the least. He’s watching the multi-tasking capabilities of my friend with a gaping mouth. I reach over and shut his mouth without even looking. My skills rock too you know.
 
        “Stan Jacobson,” Marie blurts and slams her phone beside her. “Fuck me he was shit in bed.”
 
        I screech, “No way! But he’s so hot.” I ignore my husband’s grunt of protest. 
 
        Stan Jacobson is the lead singer of Marie’s favorite band. She’s been trying to bag him for months. This is quite an accomplishment as the dude has a wife. I frown a little at that. Being a married woman I can now empathize with other married women and I can’t help but feel a little ashamed of my friend. “He’s married though,” I say quietly. “That’s…”
 
        “Nah, they got divorced last month. Haven’t you been watching TV?” she smirks and picks up her beeping phone. “He was totally rubbish. All rough and lazy with a stupid grin. He was done in two seconds and then acted like it was the best sex I’ve ever had. Arrogant bastard, it’s safe to say that band is not my favorite anymore.”
 
         Me and Summer burst out in a fit of giggles. “Totally feeling you,” I wag my eyebrows a few times, giving them a mischievous smile. “Before I married him you know how scared I was he’d be a shit lay.”
 
        “Hey,” James groans, his head peeking from behind his laptop. I wink at him, “Don’t worry baby. You’ve totally ruined me for all other men.” He beams at me, flushing a little and I turn back to Marie. “So, how’d you manage it?”
 
        “I got him alone and threw myself at him. He’s called me like twelve times since. Yuck,” she cringes and sips her wine. “Even sent me flowers this afternoon.”
 
        Summer snorts and picks up her own phone, “My Chris was like that. Do you remember?”
 
        “Yes,” we both announce in chorus, praying she doesn’t go into detail on how they both met for the millionth time. “Christ yes we know. We were there,” Marie adds and refills her own glass. “You guys totally need to get single again. I miss our man hunts.”
 
         “Hey, sitting right here,” my husband laughs. We all look at him, “Go away,” we say together and giggle loudly. James rolls his eyes, packs up his laptop and kisses me on the forehead, “I’m going to bed. Try to keep the cackling to a minimum.”
 
        “Whipped,” Marie announces and flicks her arm in the air at James. “Totally whipped. Good girl Maya, at least you got your man where you want him.”
 
        “I’m not whipped.”
 
        “Baby, can you get me a glass of water,” I whisper and rub my stomach. He nods and rushes off. The girls cackle, literally cackle as he comes back into the room with a glass in hand. “Thank you handsome.” He rolls his eyes, accepts my kiss and disappears into the bedroom to finish his work in silence.
 
        “We just bought a penthouse apartment in the Preston building,” I grin and the girls gasp.
 
        Of course Marie screams, “HOUSE WARMING PARTY!”
 
        I raise my eyebrows at her, “After the last one? Are you out of your fucking mind? The apartment cost me two million!”
 
        “What I’d do to have your bank account,” Marie sighs, her eyes rolling up as if dreaming. Summer nods in agreement, humming a little. “So. House party?”
 
        “No!” I hear James shout from the bedroom and we cackle once more.
 
        I shrug, “James wants a baby.” Marie chokes, I nod, my face grim. “That was exactly my reaction.”
 
        “I want a baby,” Summer says dreamily and presses her hands to her belly. “Chris wants to wait a few years.”
 
        “Hey James!” I shout. He grunts in response. “How do you feel about a wife swap?” He doesn’t answer. Marie throws her head back and laughs with me. Summer scowls playfully and snacks on a celery stick dipped in humus. “I want to wait ten years.”
 
        Marie nods thoughtfully, “If you get pregnant, you can kiss your freedom goodbye.”
 
        “Why don’t you just hire a nanny?”
 
        I shrug, “If I’m going to have a kid I don’t want a nanny constantly. My kid deserves a parent that wants to give them all of her time you know?”
 
        “Umm…” Summer says with a smile. “I get it. You want your freedom. I’m honestly bored with the whole partying scene. I just want Chris to get a ring on my finger. His mum is really putting the pressure on him.”
 
        “It’s about time,” I say and they both look at me totally shocked. “What?” I laugh defensively. “I know I was on Marie’s page a year ago but things have changed. I thought getting married was a death sentence but I see the appeal now. Hell I experience it daily.”
 
        “Don’t listen to her,” Marie begs playfully and throws her hand over my mouth. “She doesn’t know what she’s saying. James and his mother have poisoned her brain.”
 
        I roll my eyes and swat her hand away, “Shut up.” I giggle and sip my water feeling the nausea coming back on. “Let’s order in. I’m hungry.”
 
        The girls agree on Chinese food. We eat, chat, laugh and drink the night away. They both leave around two in the morning and I crawl into bed with my sleeping husband. He looks so peaceful, so angelic. I kiss his eyelids and watch him for a few minutes before finally dozing off.
 
    
 
        I choose a suit dress for my lunch date after convincing James I’m much better, which is only half of a lie. My stomach aches but my nausea is gone and my energy is back. My outfit consists of a blue pencil skirt, white shirt with a tied collar and a matching blue fitted jacket. I match it with black heels and black handbag. 
 
        I let my hair loose so it hands in natural waves to my waist and put on a pair of stylish sunglasses. James’ eyes darken when I walk into the room. It’s not my normal attire but I actually want to make an impression at the women’s club. No men allowed.
 
        “Wow,” he grins and kisses me on the nose. “You look very… sexy yet sophisticated.”
 
        I exhale in relief, “Thanks baby, I have to go. I’m going to be late for tea and crumpets with the league of extraordinary snobs.”
 
        He chuckles and sees me to the elevator. I wink at him and am on my way.
 
    
 
        When I step into the hotel I shudder a little at the sight of the women in the dining room to my left. Sylvia waves me over as I walk through. All eyes are on me and silence has descended over the long table. They’re like a bunch of vultures. With their beady old eyes and stiff postures as if ready to face a lion.
 
    
 
   ROAR!
 
    
 
   Yes libido. Thank you for your input.
 
    
 
        “Sylvia,” I smile and air kiss her cheeks. A man comes over and pulls my chair out for me as I sit beside her and she begins with the introductions, I hardly pay attention. In reality I should be at the end of the table as I’m the wealthiest but I don’t contest it. I just avoid the twenty pairs of eyes on me. “How are you?”
 
        “Fabulous my dear. And yourself? James says you’ve been under the weather.” She raises an eyebrow thinking I’m fibbing like the many other times I’ve rejected an invitation due to many illnesses. 
 
        I smile sheepishly, “Definitely the truth this time. I’m ok now.”
 
        “You look a little peaky dear. You aren’t on one of those ridiculous celebrity diets are you? My granddaughter insists on starving herself. It’s ridiculous.”
 
        I shake my head and smile at the brown eyed woman opposite me as the chatter of the table restarts. “No, I don’t diet. I eat healthily but I love chocolate and pastries too much to diet.”
 
        “James tells me you run every morning,” Sylvia says with a proud smile. “It’s good to see young people caring about their health.”
 
        “Yes, I enjoy running. I run about eleven miles daily. It’s a fantastic way to escape the reality of life. Wouldn’t you agree?” Although I’m pretty sure none of them can run anymore. Being old and all.
 
    
 
        There’s a chorus of agreements as a tea cup and scone is placed before me. I’ve never been one for scones so I ignore that and sip my tea wishing it was coffee. The table has a wide range of foods, fancy foods, caviar and finger sandwiches and what not. I choose not to eat for fear of vomiting. That would be disastrous. It’s bad enough the pain in my stomach has come back with a vengeance.
 
        “I threatened to cut him off,” my ears perk up at the sound of the old hag Charlene Petal who is sitting at the end of the table looking regal with her dyed black hair pulled into a bun so tight her wrinkles stretch across her face. Her pink suit dress is rather similar to my own. “It’s ridiculous. A daughter who marries out of our circle and now a grandson who’s so confused he thinks he’s gay.” I roll my eyes. Then she targets Sylvia. “Of course, Sylvia knows the feeling. Her nephew is a homosexual isn’t he?”
 
        Sylvia nods, “Yes and he and his life partner have just adopted a gorgeous little Ethiopian boy. They have named him Clayton. Stunning little boy.”
 
        I snort and Sylvia winks at me. “James showed me pictures in his attempt to convince me to open my womb.” I say quietly. Sylvia chuckles and pats my hand, “I’m sure you’ll be ready when you’re ready.”
 
        “Are you planning a family?” Charlene asks me, a conspirator gleam in her almost black eyes.
 
        I shake my head and sip my tea, “Not yet. Plenty of time for that. I’m far too busy with my business.”
 
        “And partying in Vegas,” Charlene’s friend to her right mumbles but the entire table hears her.
 
        I smirk, “Yes, that was a fun trip. Vegas is an amazing place.”
 
        “Was it your honeymoon?” Charlene asks, she seems polite but she’s not. She’s a crow. 
 
        I change the subject, “Oh I forgot. James and I just purchased the penthouse apartment in the Preston building and it is divine.”
 
        Sylvia beams and clasps my face in her hands, “That sounds fabulous. Charlene, you had your eye on an apartment there didn’t you? Such a beautiful building. Not like some of the awful high rises that are going up all over the city.”
 
        Charlene scowls a little before nodding, “Yes. We were going for an apartment on the seventh floor. We decided on something a little less high maintenance.”
 
        “Yes, can’t be easy riding elevators and climbing stairs at your age Charlene. I don’t know how you do it,” I smile and a few people stifle or choke on their laughter. Charlene scowls and harrumphs before turning to her friend and chatting animatedly to her friend about her gay grandson. “Scandal. He’s gay,” I hiss with feigned anger whilst rolling my eyes. 
 
        “It’s vile and disgusting,” Charlene says loudly, giving everyone a pointed look. Most of them roll their eyes, the rest nod in agreement. “It shouldn’t be allowed.”
 
        As normal I voice my opinion, “I think it’s wonderful. In all honesty why are you complaining? It is the twenty first century. The majority of the world agreed with letting them marry, letting them be. There are clubs specifically for gay people. There are parades, fashion shows, parties, lunches, and high end fashion all supporting gay people. There’s gay pride and so many other things. Why can’t you accept it? What is so vile about two men or two women falling in love?” I clear my throat and continue. “Did you know there are fifteen hundred species of animals that display homosexual behavior? Tell me honestly what’s more natural? The fifteen hundred species or the few humans who can’t be open minded enough to give them a shot. I don’t see a group of whale’s gay bashing their fellow gay whales. Now that is something to think about.”
 
        I don’t realize I have the entire table’s attention until I’m finished with my rant. Charlene is gaping at me, rather un-lady like with her mouth hanging open. “Well said,” the woman opposite me smiles. “I completely agree. It’s not like they can’t have a normal life now adoption and marriage is on the table. It is time for change.”
 
        “Agreed,” a younger woman a few years older than me smiles from the other end of the table. I recognize her to be Charlene’s daughter. The one that married the black person. “Don’t you mother? Equality is important in this day and age. What with racism being so high and crime rates are through the roof.”
 
        “What is with that?” I scoff. “I visited a school a few months ago for this ‘behold your future event’ and there was security at the doors, like airport security terminals. I had to walk through a bloody metal detector and have my bag searched even though I was a guest speaker. It was horrendous.”
 
        “That’s because so many kids are in gangs these days and too many are getting shot or stabbed on the playground. It’s awful,” Sylvia says beside me. “When we adopted my James…” she shudders a little. “The house he came from. I had no idea people lived like that.”
 
        “Me too,” Charlene says with a wave of her hand. “It’s frightening how bad things are getting. Just last month our neighbors were mugged in the street only two blocks from their home. That’s the main reason we are moving. These gangs are targeting the nicer areas.”
 
        The conversation stays on crime and people’s experiences yet none of them, myself included have actually experienced the true crime which I’m grateful for. Yet how many people out there rely on the welfare, send their kids to run down schools, for fear their kids will get mugged, shot, stabbed or even raped because they said boo to the wrong person. Just thinking about it makes me sad.
 
        The pain in my stomach intensifies to an alarming rate and the nausea returns. We still have forty minutes left but I don’t feel like I can make it. “Sylvia,” I whisper and clutch my stomach. She pulls herself to look at me mid conversation. “I think I need to go to a doctor.” I groan a little as the throbbing flares and my nausea builds.
 
        She gasps and presses her hand to my forehead, someone asks if I’m ok but I can barely hear anything over the buzzing in my ears. “Hospital,” I say and double over panting, ouch it hurts so damn bad, and it’s come on so suddenly. There’s a scuffle of movement and a set of strong arms are lifting me from my chair. “Ouch,” I whimper as my stomach convulses.
 
        Sweat beads on my forehead and my skin feels like it’s on fire. I vaguely hear Sylvia shouting for James as I’m laid back on a comfier seat. Everything seems surreal, like I’m looking at my life through a lens not through my own eyes. I feel distant, like the ground is pulling me to its core yet pushing me out at the same time. And god the pain, it’s unbearable.
 
        I don’t care if I’m embarrassing myself I curl into the fetal position on the soft couch as people crowd me and a damp cloth is pressed to my forehead. There’s a popping feeling in my stomach, I cry out and the world goes black.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
        “What’s wrong with her?” James… my James. He’s here. Wait, where’s here? So much pain.
 
        “She was fine one minute, the next she just dropped,” Sylvia sounds sad. Why’s she sad. Where’s my James?
 
        “Surgery now,” I hear someone demand and I feel my body vibrating as it moves. I’m on something soft and I can’t open my eyes. Using sheer will I peek them open a little, my eyelids flutter. James is running beside me, his hand gripping mine. He looks down and I see his green eyes brimming with tears. “You’re going to be ok,” he croaks and squeezes my hand. “I’m so sorry.” Why’s he sorry?
 
    
 
        “Mr. Freeman, wait out here,” the male voice from before shouts. I must have blacked out again. 
 
        “Please, don’t let her die,” I hear James beg, his voice breaking around a sob as I’m wheeled away and darkness consumes me again.
 
    
 
        “Her appendix burst. Luckily we got to it in time but the poison spread. It’s going to be touch and go for a while,” a female says softly. “The poison caused an infection called peritonitis. We got it all we hope. Now all we can do is wait.”
 
        I can hear, I hear James. His hand is gripping mine. “Baby, please don’t leave me. Please.”
 
        “She’ll make it,” Marie says. I hear a sob that can only be Jessica. I want to comfort them, tell them I’m here but my body won’t move. “She’ll make it.”
 
        The pain, my stomach burns. My entire body burns. Yet I feel detached from my body. Like I’m not there yet I am. “Baby,” James says and I feel his forehead rest against mine. “I love you. Damn, I’m so sorry. So sorry.”
 
        “She’ll get through this,” I hear Sylvia say soothingly. “You know she will.”
 
        Darkness claims me.
 
    
 
        “NURSE!” I hear and there’s a bustle in the room. Something is pulled from my throat, I gag and choke, wanting to open my eyes. “Is she ok?”
 
        “Yes, she’s waking up. This is normal.” A female voice says. “She’s going to be ok Mr. Freeman. Her vitals are fine, her fever has broken and she’s responding well to treatment.”
 
        There’s a whimper of relief and James lips are pressed against my forehead. It takes me a few minutes that feel like hours but I manage to open my eyes. The room is dark, only a lamp above my bed lighting the room. My eyes find James immediately.
 
        “Oh, Maya,” he sighs and a tear falls down his cheek. “Maya. God I…”
 
        “Hey,” I say softly and touch his hand with what little energy I have. “I’m going back to sleep now.”
 
        He nods and kisses my nose, “I love you. So much.”
 
        “I know,” I give him a small smile and fall back into darkness.
 
    
 
        Light causes my eyelids to glow pink. There’s a light breeze on my face and the sound of a fan humming somewhere to my left. I peek my eyes open and smile. The entire room has flowers and cards and gifts on every surface, it smells divine, a little like Febreze actually. The sunlight pours through the open blinds. I’m in a private room, I know this because it’s similar to the room my father was in.
 
        “Hey,” James soft voice caresses my ears. I smile weakly and look at him. He’s disheveled and still in his suit from the morning before this incident. A shadow of a beard is across his face, it suits him. “I missed you baby.”
 
        “I missed you too,” I say and grip his hand. My voice sounds croaky from lack of use. “Are you ok?” He lets out a laugh, a genuine smile showing, “Am I ok? Are you crazy?”
 
        I nod a little, “I think we’ve established the fact that I am.”
 
        “How do you feel?”
 
        “Like I’ve travelled through hell and back,” I groan and blink the sleep from my eyes. “How long have I been out?”
 
        “It’s Thursday, you’ve been out three long torturous days,” he says and his eyes shine. I never want to see him cry again, its heart breaking. “God. We lost you baby.” His shoulders shake and his head rests on my hand. “You died, for two fucking minutes. They took you into surgery and then you… your heart… you started having a fit and then you just…” I run my fingers through his hair, barely able to hold up my own hand. 
 
         “I was probably just keeping them on their toes, you know how much of a prankster I am.” I say and he rolls his eyes. “So how long until we can have sex again?”
 
        He grins a wide sexy ass grin and peppers my face with wet kisses. I grin with him and watch as Sylvia comes into the room with two coffees in hand. She sags with relief, places the drinks on the desk and comes straight to me. Her eyes are tired and sad, I wonder if she’s been here the entire time.
 
        “Maya,” she says and kisses my forehead. “This is a classic case of the boy who cries wolf.”
 
        “Mother,” James hisses but I laugh twice. It’s painful to laugh but god I need it. “You’re right. Definitely Karma as well. What are the chances? I lie to get out of the lunches by saying I’m too sick to get out of bed and the one time I go I actually end up so sick my heart stops.” I turn to James. “I wonder if I’ll be able to see dead people now!”
 
        “See, I told you so,” Sylvia chuckles. “Nothing keeps our girl down for long.” Our girl… I like that.
 
        James grunts and sips his coffee. I sniff at the air and my nose crinkles. “Baby, you stink. Go home.”
 
        He frowns, “I’m not leaving you.”
 
        “Go on, I’ll stay with her.” Sylvia smiles and pats my hand. “Go, she’ll probably fall asleep again anyway.”
 
        “I am feeling tired. A little out of it.” I motion to the two drips going into my wrist. “One of these morphine?”
 
        “Yep,” James smiles and strokes my cheek with his fingers. “Are you in any pain?”
 
        I reach for the morphine button, my dad had the same one so I know how it works. “Nope.” I grin mischievously and press the button. “I’m off to the pub.” I press it again and sigh as the cool liquid floats through my veins, almost instantly making me float. “You go, get a shower, get some sleep and bring me back a toothbrush and toothpaste. Oh. Don’t come back until you look alive. But keep the beard it’s sexy as hell.”
 
         “Yes mistress,” he chuckles and looks at his mom. “I’ll be a couple of hours.” 
 
         “I don’t want to see you until tonight. Well rested, clean, and happy.” 
 
         He groans and cups my face in his hands, “I’ll be back in a couple of hours.”
 
        I kiss him goodbye and watch as he leaves the room before turning to Sylvia. “So. What happened?”
 
        “Scariest day of my life is what happened,” she sighs and holds my hand. “You were fine one minute, then suddenly you were ghastly white, so white you looked gray. You started sweating and your body kept convulsing. A waiter came over and lifted you onto the couch by the bar. We called an ambulance, shockingly my son got there before they did.” She rubs her face with her hands. “I’ve never seen him so… scared. Nobody could console him. Not even you. You tried but,” she lets out a laugh. “Half of what you was saying didn’t make sense. Something about a pigeon and some rice and how funny it was. Then you kept telling him if he stopped crying you’d let him take down a poster.”
 
        I cringe but giggle. I don’t remember this part but I know what she’s talking about. What I can’t believe is the fact he cried. James doesn’t cry, he only almost cries. 
 
    
 
        “Your appendix exploded, we all heard a pop. It was awful, you blacked out and woke up when James arrived for all of a minute, you mumbled a load of stuff and then you fainted again. The doctors immediately started prodding you with needles, as soon as we got to the hospital a whole team was waiting for you. They took you in and operated immediately. It was three hours before they brought you out. You were out for an hour, you woke up and then you started convulsing. Your heart stopped Maya,” she whimpers, taking a deep breath. “James… he… he was sobbing, begging. I’ve never seen him so heart broken. So angry, so lost. When they took you back away to surgery again he just collapsed and didn’t get up until you were brought back out. He cried again.” She laughs again, dabbing at her eyes with a tissue. “He called you quite a few names. Some of which I’ve never heard in my lifetime.” We both laugh at this. “You gave him the middle finger. Completely comatose and you gave him the middle finger. Your friends were in hysterics, Marie is it?” I nod. “She was… not well. She stayed until midnight last night. I don’t doubt she’ll be back soon.”
 
        “Marie is flaky but she hasn’t much family, we’ve always been closer than most.”
 
        “I have to admit I didn’t like the girl at the wedding but seeing her like that… she cares very deeply for you.”
 
        “My girls are special. Thank you Sylvia, for helping me. Just for the record, I blame your bloody tea party,” I joke making her laugh. “You should go get some rest. I’ll be fine. This morphine is sending me off.”
 
        “I’ve been home since yesterday afternoon. I got back an hour ago,” she smiles and motions to the room. “Most of these are from James, some from the ladies at the tea party as you call it. The bottle of whiskey is from Marie.” I glance at the Jack Daniels on the windowsill between two bunches of wildflowers and laugh a little. If it wasn’t so painful I’d probably be cackling as James calls it. “Go to sleep, your eyes are drooping.”
 
    
 
        I must have dozed off on her command because I don’t remember willingly falling to sleep. Got to love morphine! 
 
        “She’s ok,” Marie’s voice cuts through my peaceful floating in the dark. “I told you she would be.”
 
        I crack an eye open, “Oh god. I’m in hell right?” I joke and squeeze my eyes shut after glimpsing, Summer, Jessica and Marie. 
 
        There’s a chorus of squeals and three sets of arms hug my legs which are hidden beneath the blanket. I chuckle silently and open my eyes. James is glaring at the girls and I watch as they back up with their hands raised in surrender.
 
        “Hey,” I croak and run my tongue around my furry mouth. “I need a drink and a toothbrush.”
 
        “The doctor wants to see you first, she’s angry because we didn’t come and get her earlier,” I look over at Sylvia who is sat on her phone in the corner as she speaks. “Marie, could you?”
 
        Marie nods and disappears out of the room.
 
        “Oh, the pipe work in your office is almost finished,” Sylvia says with a little wink. “Margie informed me that someone needed to oversee it. She’s doing that and keeping me informed. I’ve also notified everyone of importance on your side of the business that you have been ill and they’ve been handling things rather efficiently.”
 
        “That’s fantastic,” I say and smile at James. “See. And you said your mom was just here in life to make you miserable.”
 
        “I did not say that!” James laughs incredulously and looks between me and his mom a little panicked. “Honestly mom…”
 
        “I’m pretty sure you said something along the lines of get the holy water and the priest,” I lie and reach up to ruffle his hair.
 
        He grunts and kisses my hand. “Definitely got the short straw.”
 
        “Let’s not tell lies. I’m the longest straw of the batch,” I wink and watch as Sylvia chuckles at our banter. 
 
    
 
        The doctor comes in, fills me in on what I already know and tells me I’ll have to stay a few more days just to be sure. She shows me the incision on my stomach, its low enough that a bikini will cover it but about four inches long. Yuck. It’s also yellow from iodine and bruised and swollen. Double yuck.
 
        “Totally going to tell people I was stabbed by a samurai,” I grin at Marie who is watching me with sad eyes. “Come here girl.”
 
        The doctor leaves after instructing James that I’ll be allowed to drink and brush my teeth but only small sips and all the other boring stuff. 
 
        Marie comes over to me and very carefully hugs my shoulders. “You scared me you dumb bitch.”
 
        “Hey,” I laugh and shoulder bash her, its weak it’s feeble but she pretends I’ve thrown her a good foot. “I’m sorry guys. I should have gone to the doctors. I just thought it was because of my implant.”
 
        “I should have forced you, I could see how sick you was,” James sighs.
 
        Summer slaps him on the back of the head, “Don’t say that because then it’s our fault too. We saw how ill she was. Nobody could have known it would’ve been so serious.”
 
        “Somebody get me Bruce Willis,” I announce and everyone looks at me. “Tell him to bring his tape recorder. I died right? I could be able to see dead people like the kid off the sixth sense. How freaky would that be? I mean, I’ll just be casually laid in bed when my dad walks in for a little chat or to tell me off for gambling in Vegas.”
 
        Everyone watches in amazement as I rant on. It’s my way of diffusing, being stupid is like a safety mechanism I think. I just can’t help myself.
 
        “Did she hit her head too?” Jessica giggles and checks the monitors. Jessica is a nurse so she knows what all the little numbers and squiggles mean. 
 
        “Reckon they’ll let me have the whiskey?” I say whilst wagging my eyebrows at James. He doesn’t roll his eyes, he just smiles and rests his forehead on my shoulder as if he is just happy to see me alive and well. “No? No takers… damn. Ok, well I need to brush my teeth. I think my tongues turning into a caterpillar.”
 
        “Nice,” Marie laughs and Jessica rushes to fetch me two glasses, one filled with water, the other empty and my toothbrush prepped and ready with a healthy dollop of minty paste. 
 
        “Thanks chick,” I grin and raise the bed so I’m sitting up a little more. The strain on my stomach causes me to hiss and everyone in the room jumps to attention. “I’m fine, just sore.” They visibly sag with relief.
 
        I brush my teeth, not embarrassed in the slightest and James helps me wash my face with baby wipes. Best they can do seeing as I’m not allowed out of bed. I need a shower so damn bad.
 
        The girls keep me company and make me laugh. I don’t even care about the pain as I laugh I’m just happy they’re happy. Summer and Jessica leave after a couple of hours as they have work in the morning. Marie stays, she’s looking extremely forlorn. I know it’s because we’ve been like sisters for years, I’m literally the only family she has and if I didn’t have James it would be the same for me as well.
 
        She sits beside me and watches Lord of the Rings on the flat screen opposite my bed. 
 
        James is brushing my hair for me and braiding it as a knock sounds at the door. Sylvia gets up and answers it.
 
        I feel James tense beside me as Jacob Stone walks in holding a huge bouquet of lilac roses in a crystal vase and a large box of very expensive chocolates. Nom. “Hey you,” he says softly and places the flowers and chocolates on the windowsill. “I’m sorry I didn’t come sooner I only just heard.”
 
        “Don’t be silly, you didn’t have to come at all, thank you,” I smile and beckon him in. “We’re just watching Gandalf kick some orc ass.”
 
        He smirks and sits beside Marie, “So. What’s the diagnosis? The rumor mill is ridiculous. People are saying you’re pregnant, others are saying you got hit by a bus.”
 
        “Neither,” I giggle and shuffle up the bed a little. “My appendix popped and my insides got poisoned. Hey, I died for like two minutes apparently.”
 
        “She seems to think now she’s died she’ll be able to see dead people,” Marie snorts. 
 
        Jacob glances at James, “That’s some scary shit.  Bet you were going out of your mind with worry.”
 
        James nods and laces his fingers through mine, careful to mind the tube coming out of my arm. “I don’t think I’ve ever lost it so bad. Scariest day of my life. She didn’t die in surgery. She’d just come out of surgery, her body convulsed and then her heart stopped.”
 
        “I think it’s safe to say it was totally dramatic and definitely something only I would do,” I joke. “I’m extreme, what can I say? I don’t just get ill with the flu, I die for two minutes from a horrible infection after something inside me explodes. Extreme until the end you see.”
 
        “Unfortunately she didn’t leave her sense of humor in the afterlife,” Sylvia sighs playfully. I sip my water and dribble at the sight of the chocolates. “No. No solids yet remember.”
 
        “Somebody call security there’s a chocolate Nazi in the house,” I grumble. James laughs and stands up to stretch I watch the beautiful V dip in his abdomen as he stretches his shirt rides up.
 
        “I’m going to go get some food, you coming mom?” he asks and kisses my forehead as Sylvia agrees. “I won’t be long princess.”
 
        “I’ll try not to cause any trouble while you’re gone,” I grin and finger wave them out of the room. “Notice the word try. I’m making no promises.”
 
        They both sigh and shuffle out of the room, they can’t hide their smiles from me. I turn to Marie and Jacob, “Sorry nobody told you Jacob. I only woke up this afternoon. If I could have texted you I would have.”
 
        He waves me off, “It’s no problem, don’t apologize. I’m not family or anything.”
 
        “No but if you was in hospital for something so serious and nobody told me,” I give Marie a pointed look. “I’d probably be pretty pissed.”
 
        “I forgot, I was totally freaking out. I called him as soon as you woke,” she says and turns the TV down. “So Jacob. When are you expected back in Hollywood?”
 
        “Not until next week. We finished the commercial but I have to wait for the boss lady to watch it and approve it.”
 
        “Marie,” I say and she nods. I turn to Jacob, “Marie will have a look. She’s better at that stuff than me anyway.”
 
        “So… why’d you come to the shoot?” he says with narrowed eyes and cute smirk toying with his lips. 
 
        I grin, “Dude, to ogle you. Did you not get that when my husband showed up to piss all over me?”
 
        He throws his head back and laughs, “Your husband must be a very patient man.”
 
        I nod, “That he is. He knows I’m harmless, I’d never cheat on him. Nothing wrong with staring though.”
 
        “She’s incorrigible,” Marie snorts. I scoff, “Says you.” “Yep,” she agrees. “Says me.”
 
        I roll my eyes and tap Jacobs arm, “So, Los Angeles huh?”
 
        “Yep, you should come down some time. My house is amazing. I have my own private beach.”
 
        “Oh! You’re not going to be here for my house warming. We just bought a house in the Preston building. The penthouse apartment top floor! It’s fucking beautiful,” I sigh at the thought of my perfect new home.
 
        “So you are going to have a party then?” Marie grins excitedly. I nod and reply, “Hell yeah. Nothing like a near death experience to make you want to dance.”
 
        “You are so weird,” Jacob laughs. “I’ll try my best to be here.”
 
        I touch his hand, “Don’t worry if you can’t make it. We’ll send you pictures and rub your nose in it.”
 
        Eye roll, pfft, why does everyone always roll their eyes at me? I know I’m a div but seriously, I’m surprised all the loved ones in my life haven’t lost their eyes from the amount of rolling they do. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

Chapter ThirteEn
 
    
 
        “You guys ok?” James asks as he walks in with Sylvia. They watch as we stop laughing at our ridiculous antics. Marie cracks me up, which isn’t great at the moment but I’d rather be laughing in pain than crying in pain. “You look happy.”
 
        “Yeah, Marie was just telling us of her most recent antics,” I say and wipe my eyes. “You shaved off your beard.”
 
        “I looked like a woodcutter.”
 
        “It was sexy as hell.”
 
        Sylvia waves her hand, “Mother in the room. Seriously.”
 
        “So did you find out from the doctor how long until we can bump the nasties?” I add for extra gross effect. Sylvie puts her hands over her ears and says la, la, la, la whilst Marie cackles like a witch. “Only you could still have a libido at a time like this.” She snorts and nudges Jacob whose laughing so hard no sound is coming out of his mouth. 
 
        “I’m so totally not talking with you right now,” James grumbles and hides his face in my neck. “Sorry mom.”
 
        “Has she stopped?” Sylvia asks and uncovers her ears.
 
        “And then he said four fingers? Are you crazy? You’re going to be gaping by the time your thirty,” I say with mock horror pretending to continue a non-existent conversation. “And then I said…”
 
        “La, la, la, la,” Sylvia chants her hands back over her ears and Marie and Jacob laugh so hard Jacob falls off his chair. James’ body shakes with silent laughter, his warm breath tickles my neck. 
 
        “Gaping…” gasp, “Thirty,” Jacob pants as he climbs back on his chair. “Christ James, how do you handle this?”
 
        James kisses me on the cheek, “There’s never a dull moment when she’s around that’s for sure.”
 
        I try to press my morphine button discretely but of course they all see. “Sorry, it’s starting to hurt.”
 
        “I’ll get going so you can rest,” Jacob smiles and stands from his chair. He reaches over and shakes James’ hand. “Can I give anyone a lift?”
 
        “No, I’ve got my car, I’m going to drop Sylvia off and go home myself,” Marie smiles and give him a hug. 
 
        He kisses my hand and winks, “You get better soon.”
 
        I nod and squeeze his warm fingers, “thanks so much for coming Jacob. I’ll see you soon.”
 
        I say goodbye to the three of them and snuggle into my bed. James stays, I notice there’s a bed in the corner where he’s probably been sleeping. It brings me a little relief to know he’s not sleeping in that awful chair. 
 
        “I’ll be off in a minute babe,” I say quietly and stroke his hair. “You should get some rest.”
 
    
 
    
 
        When I wake up James is nowhere in sight. There’s a kind Indian woman, my new doctor for the day I assume. “Hello Mrs. Freeman. How are you feeling?”
 
        I use the button to sit me up a little, “I’m ok. I actually have a favor to ask.”
 
        She looks at me from over the chart. “What’s that dear?”
 
        I point to the underside of my left arm, “My implant. I’ve had it in nearly three years. Any chance you can take it out. I’m supposed to be going to the doctors next week.”
 
        She smiles and nods, “I’ll have someone come and do it for you shortly from family planning. Eager to start trying for a family?”
 
        I shake my head a little frantically, “Oh no, definitely not. Not for another ten years. I’ll be swapping it for something else, possibly the injection or the pill. Though I’m a little hare brained at times, I doubt I’ll remember the pill.”
 
       “Oh, my mistake,” she smiles. “It’s good to see a young girl with her head on her shoulders.”
 
       “That’s what I said, my husband wants a baby. It’s like he’s the female in this relationship,” I giggle and she laughs with me. “Thank you, doctor…?”I drag the word out in question.
 
        “I apologize,” she slaps her hand to her forehead. “Call me Amelia. If you need anything at all just press this button. It’ll notify me personally.”
 
        “Thanks,” I smile and she waves before leaving. 
 
    
 
        I pick up my phone which is charging on the desk beside me.
 
    
 
   Maya: Where are you bitch? I’m hungry, thirsty and my male slave has disappeared.
 
    
 
   James: On my way up now princess. Who you calling bitch…? Bitch.
 
    
 
   Maya: Sorry what was that bitch? I was too busy thinking how much of a bitch you are to pay attention to the text.
 
    
 
   James: You aren’t funny…
 
    
 
   Maya: The pain in my side when I laugh disagrees.
 
    
 
        The door opens and James saunters in, he’s clean shaved, wearing light blue jeans and a white button up. His dark hair is waxed back and he smells divine. My favorite aftershave.
 
        “Oh god, you can’t come I here when I’m ill looking like that!”
 
        His eyes widen and he looks down at himself, “What? Do I look stupid?”
 
        I narrow my eyes at his idiocy, “Baby, you look too fucking edible. Christ I’d fancy you if you’d rolled around in shit. Nom. How long until we can have sex again?”
 
        “Until you’re better.”
 
        “Hey I was thinking,” I say to change the subject. “I’m going to get a tattoo over the scar tissue when it’s fully healed. What do you think?”
 
        He shrugs and sits beside me in the chair, “Whatever you want baby.”
 
    
 
        I grin and a blonde haired woman walks in in green scrubs. She has a tray with her. “You wanted your Implanon removed?”
 
        James eyebrows shoot to his hairline. I know what he’s thinking so I quickly add, “And I want the injection straight after.”
 
       The woman chuckles and holds out her hand, “I’m Doctor Roth, unfortunately we can’t put you on the injection immediately, we’ll give your body time to adjust. Have you thought about the pill? You can start that as soon as your next period starts.”
 
       I shrug, “The pill will be fine.” I turn to James. “You’ll just have to wear a jacket for the next few weeks.”
 
        He grunts but says nothing as Dr. Roth gets to work. I look away as she cleans my arm, cuts and pulls the little clear rod out with tweezers. She stitches the tiny hole and cleans it again before wrapping that part of my arm in a bandage and leaving with a smile. Not forgetting to provide me with the pill and directing me on how to use it. 
 
        “We can’t have sex for the next few weeks. Or do you keep forgetting?”
 
        I wink at my husband, “Oh baby, trust me. I’ll find a way that doesn’t hurt.”
 
    
 
        Ignoring my husband’s protests I work from the hospital, I use his laptop to check my emails and make all the required calls. My interior designer has visited our new place and has given us an estimate on the price. When I show James he nods but says he wants to oversee it, make sure it’s tasteful. I tell him to go nuts, as long as he keeps his shit out of my closet.
 
        Sylvia, Marie, Summer, Jessica, Tony, Chris and Jacob all visit. They arrive during visiting hours at six. I can see my husband doesn’t like Jacob very much. Not that I blame him, I wouldn’t like him hanging out with someone he said he would sleep with. Yet as little as I know of Jacob I can see us all becoming great friends.
 
        They leave at about ten after watching a movie, I feel too drugged up to pay full attention. I ended up giggling at almost everything.
 
        James is sitting in the corner of the room on his laptop. I watch him work for a while, loving the way he holds his tongue between his teeth and the way his brow furrows as he concentrates. He looks up and sees me watching, smiles flirtatiously and gets back on with it. He’s done within an hour and plods back over to me.
 
        “Hey baby,” I say softly and press my button for the wonderful drug. “I’m really sorry for scaring you.”
 
        He looks at me with sad eyes, “From now on. Even if it’s just a twinge in your finger. Promise me you’ll take it more seriously. The doctor doesn’t understand how you was walking about. She says you must have been in serious agony. Most people collapse before the appendix ruptures.”
 
        “I’m stubborn as a mule,” I sigh, attempting to lighten the mood. “It was pretty bad but I genuinely thought it was my period because I hadn’t had one in so long. When I actually got my period that kind of confirmed it for me so I just dealt with the pain not wanting to make a fuss.”
 
        “You could never make a fuss, I almost lost you,” his voice is a low whisper and his green eyes are dim with sorrow. “Promise me. You’ll tell me next time, if anything is making you feel even a little uncomfortable.”
 
        I nod and pull him to me for a slow kiss. “I love you.”
 
        “Say it again.”
 
        “I love you.”
 
        “I love you too,” he whispers and turns out the lamp. “Get some sleep.”
 
        “Babe, go home. Sleep in bed, get back to work. I’ll be fine here.” I say through the darkness.
 
        His hands cup my face and his lips touch my own with such sweetness it brings tears to my eyes. “I’m not leaving you. Not now, not ever.”
 
    
 
   

Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
        Its two whole weeks before I can go home. Two fucking weeks! The infection made me a bit ill and vomiting when your stomach has been mauled by a bunch of doctors is bloody painful. Fortunately the antibiotics are working, I still feel a bit iffy but my wound is healing brilliantly. I just had my stitches out and it’s actually not as big as originally thought now the swelling has gone down. They say if I’d gone in before it ruptured they could have done it so small I would barely have noticed the mark. Keyhole surgery or something like that.
 
        Sylvia was not impressed when I asked if I could take my appendix home in a jar. The doctor thought I was funny. James’ eyes rolled as per usual.
 
        I’m constantly being pampered, constantly in bed. James won’t let me walk anywhere until I’m one hundred percent. Marie got me a little bell and she’s been staying with us to help out. In reality I think she’s just scared to lose me and this is her way of coping. I keep her busy by sending her shopping for me and she’s been going into the office to check on works progress. It’s apparently finished and ready so she’s sneaking me out now while James is at work so I can surprise him. 
 
        Work has begun on my new house, I’ve looked at the plans and cannot wait to see the ending result.
 
        “You ready?” Marie says as I hobble out to the car. I nod and she helps me into the passenger seat before running around to her side. 
 
        I’m terribly excited, like bursting at the seams excited. I’ve gotten all dolled up as it’s the first time since the explosion in my stomach that I’ve gone anywhere and I want to look beautiful for my husband. Marie chats, and chats, and chats, all the way to the building. She’s so funny at times.
 
        As soon as we step onto the sidewalk the security from inside the building rush out to greet me, asking me if I’m ok and congratulating me on a full recovery. I wave them off and cling to Marie as we hobble to the elevator. I’m knackered already.
 
        “Watch this,” she giggles and holds the close doors button and the number floor my office is on. “The doors won’t open for nobody.”
 
        I laugh as we sail up without stopping at a single floor. When I step onto my floor I squeal at the sight of the desk to the left, it’s Carlos’ workspace. I follow it round and there’s a small waiting area with plush leather couches and a few potted plants strategically placed. The gray blinds are open and light is spilling into the small space. 
 
        I touch the door leading to my husband’s office, there’s a gold name plate on the front. It reads James E. Freeman.
 
        “Oh my god,” I squeal and pull out my phone as Marie gets to work sticking a huge red bow to the door right above the name plate. “James.”
 
        “What’s wrong?” he says sounding a little out of breath.
 
        “Nothing baby, can you come to my office for a moment? I need your help with something.”
 
        “What the hell are you doing out of bed?”
 
        “I… umm… Just come here,” I stammer and hang up. If I could bounce painlessly I’d be bouncing right now. My nerves are ruling over all other emotions. “What if he doesn’t like it? What if he prefers his office?”
 
        Marie rolls her eyes and puts her arm around my shoulder, “He’ll love it. I guarantee it.”
 
        The elevator dings a few minutes later and I hear James calling my name. We step forward so we’re in sight next to Carlos’ desk and James eyebrows shoot up. “What’s going on?”
 
        I hold out my hand and he steps forward, encasing my hand with his large palm and fingers. “Follow me,” I grin and tug him around the bend. He releases my hand and gasps, I watch him nervously as he steps to his office door and touches the nameplate with his fingertips. “Maya,” he breathes and turns to grin at me. “What’s this?”
 
        I hand him the gold key, it comes with a key ring housing a picture of us on our wedding day. I’m scowling at him for pinching my ass. He laughs when he sees it and puts the key into the lock. It makes a tiny click and swings open slowly under the pressure of his hand.
 
        “Fuck,” he murmurs as he steps inside. I haven’t seen it yet but jealousy just reared its ugly head.
 
        “Oh hell no!” I yelp and lunge for the key. “We’ll swap!”
 
        He laughs and walks around the large open space, “Mine. I can’t believe you did this!”
 
        I smile affectionately and frown at the huge room with a gorgeous desk at the far end. There are bookcases, shelves, fancy wooden filing cabinets, gorgeous artwork on the walls. The windows are like mine but his seem better because I’m totally jealous right now. There’s a set of switches on his desk like mine but better. I motion for him to follow and flip a switch, the blinds close. I flip it back and they open. Another switch drops a large projector screen from the ceiling. There’s one for the temperature as well and a built in intercom for Carlos. Even his computer is brand spanking new!
 
        I lead him to the door by his desk where the second key goes and reveal a room with a fancy double bed and a small closet. He grins and follows me through the last door which leads to a shower room with toilet and essentials. Already loaded up with his favorite soaps and such.
 
        “What do you think?” I smile and sit on the couch by the window. “You like?”
 
        “Baby,” he breathes and sits in his new leather spinning chair. He spins twice, and stops himself by slapping his palms on his new desk. “Thank you. It’s… absolutely perfect.”
 
        He rushes to me and wraps me gently in his arms. “I’m glad you like it. We’re turning your old office into the conference rooms that were here before.”
 
        “Why though?” he says curiously and sits us down. “Why’d you do this?”
 
        I shrug, “Well, you spend so much time here and your office is small and not very comfortable at all.”
 
        Marie steps in and swears. “Fuck, this is ace. Sorry you two have had your moment, my turn to ogle.”
 
        I giggle and turn to James, “Check your top drawer.”
 
        He smiles, it speaks volumes, he’s saying, “What have you done now?” Without even talking. I can see the excitement in his eyes as he crosses the room and pulls open the drawer. He gasps and flicks through the stack of papers. “What’s this?”
 
        “Well, you run my fathers portion of the company, it’s thirty percent of the company. If my father didn’t have you that’s the sum of money he’d be receiving. It’s only fair you get that,” I smile and slowly make my way to him. “You’ve been underpaid for too long and you don’t have the rights you should have so it’s your new work contract. I trust you to make bigger decisions where the company is concerned. It also means you can hire someone to take your place so you can have more time off. Just a thought.”
 
        He blinks up at me and starts mauling me, smothering me with kisses and hugging me tight. I laugh and push him away. “I should get home, I hurt,” I tell him honestly and rub my stomach. “I’ll leave you to it baby.”
 
        “Maya,” he says as I drag Marie away. I stop and look at him behind his desk. “Thank you.”
 
        “Go nuts,” I grin. Just as I step out of the door I click my fingers and turn back to him. “There’s a mini fridge under your desk as well.”
 
        I laugh as he dives for the cupboard under his desk and starts rifling through it.
 
        “You did good girl,” Marie grins and we head home.
 
    
 
    
 
        At lunch time I’ shocked to see my phone light up with a text from the in law. 
 
    
 
   Sylvia: Just been to see my son’s new office. To think you did this before you were ill. I really misjudged you. What you’ve done and the extra trust you’ve put in him is an amazing thing Maya. Thank you.
 
    
 
   Maya: I’m still not having a kid :P
 
    
 
   Sylvia: Sigh…
 
    
 
        I laugh and relax back in bed with Marie both of us eating popcorn and watching the vampire diaries. I’m proud of myself for relinquishing power of thirty percent of our business to James capable hands. My father would have wanted it, it’s what he’s been training James to handle. I’m still nervous though, he has free reign now even if I do own the company he can make drastic changes but I trust him to come to me first. James is one to gamble.
 
        The screams that come from me and Marie are ridiculous when we see my new male model come on TV. Our sensitive shaving foam and other products for men are advertised. Me phone beeps.
 
    
 
   Jacob: Did you see me? Did you see me?
 
    
 
   Maya: Yep! It’s perfect. Thank you Mr. Stone!
 
    
 
   Jacob: Ha, my mom called me when it came on… screaming. I hung up and texted you. She’s calling now. Blast my bleeding ears.
 
    
 
   Maya: Dude, this is smalltime compared to most of the stuff you do. I dread to think how she reacts when you star in a movie.
 
    
 
   Jacob: It’s not pretty… trust me. So how are you feeling?
 
    
 
   Maya: I’m so much better. Still hurts to walk and I tire easily but I’m great otherwise.
 
    
 
   Jacob:That’s good. As soon as I’m back in the city I shall come see you!
 
    
 
   Maya: I look forward to it xx 
 
    
 
        “Why does he like you so much? You’re married!” Marie sighs, pouting like a petulant child. 
 
        I shrug, “Maybe that’s why. I’m a female that doesn’t want to use him. A female he can trust.”
 
        “I reckon he wants in your knickers,” she says with a determined nod. I giggle and nudge her, “Don’t be ridiculous. Although he does like to play with my hair. I don’t think he realizes he’s doing it. Did you see him in the hospital and when we went for dinner the first time?”
 
        Marie shrugs, “I wasn’t paying attention. Seems like an odd thing to do.”
 
        I snort and nod, “Yeah but it’s so relaxing.”
 
        “He’s really nice though. I mean, he barely knows you yet he came to see you.”
 
        “Definitely a nice guy.”
 
        “What are you two talking about?” we both look up at James stood in the doorway smiling at us.
 
        I scowl and tape my watch feigning anger, “What time do you call this?”
 
        His eyes widen, “I was…”
 
        “Don’t give me excuses, you are late! Are you fucking somebody?”
 
        “What?”
 
        “Don’t lie to me! Where the hell have you been?” he stumbles back from the anger of my tone and the glare aimed for him.
 
        “I was…”
 
        “Let me guess, in the office. Yeah sure you were,” I say but can’t keep my face straight any longer. A smile breaks through. “Hey baby good day at work?”
 
        He blinks a few times, “Are you… but you? Did… wait what?”
 
        “He’s losing his mind in his old age,” I mumble to Marie who has her face buried in a pillow, her body convulsing with laughter. “Hey baby, want to eat popcorn and watch Damon eat some people?”
 
        He shakes his head and kisses me on the forehead, “No, I’m going to order food. You staying for dinner Marie?”
 
        “Nah, I better go. Got a hot date, see you tomorrow,” she smiles and hugs me before skipping out of the room. James follows her out as I press play on the hot vampire series. 
 
        James returns a few minutes later. I watch with drool down my chin as he strips down to his boxers and dives on the bed next to me. Reaching over with my hand I tickle his back. He peeks up at me, a crooked grin on his face and releases a relaxing sigh. 
 
        “Is it safe to say that even though everything bad that’s happened I’m so fucking happy,” he smiles and throws his arms over my thighs. “You make me happy Maya.”
 
        “I’m glad,” I say so quietly he doesn’t hear. Truly I am glad, he deserves better than me and I’m hoping I’m giving him at least a small portion of that better if that makes sense. He means a lot to me, a hell of a lot and it’s sad knowing that there’s someone out there so much better for him than I am. 
 
        “I was thinking,” he says and rests his chin on his crossed arms. “I’m going to do what you’ve done, train a couple of people up. Then I want us to go on a month long vacation. Our belated honeymoon. What you reckon?”
 
        “Hmm,” I say thoughtfully before smiling a little. “I think sun, sea, your golden body between my legs sounds bloody amazing.”
 
        He leans up and kisses me sweetly. “Thanks for trusting me. I know it can’t be easy for you but I promise to discuss anything major with you as I did before.”
 
        “I trust you,” I say softly.
 
        “I’m very grateful for that.”
 
        “Don’t be, you shouldn’t need to prove yourself to me. I just regret not making this decision sooner. You deserve so much more than how I’ve treat you.”
 
        “Does this mean I can pay you back for the apartment?”
 
        “Stop being an idiot, what’s mine is yours and all that. We paid for it together.”
 
        “If you say so,” he sighs and lifts his back a little, telling me to continue stroking him. I laugh when he purrs like a cat. Ooh a cat.
 
        “Can we get a kitten when we get our new place?”
 
        He hums, I don’t think he’s listening.
 
        “Can I do you up the bum with a strap on?”
 
        “Hmm…”
 
        “Can I set your hair on fire?”
 
        “Hmm…”
 
        “Is it true you used to lick willies for fun?”
 
        His head pops up, a mischievous grin on his face, “Who told you?”  I throw my head back and laugh and slap him on the back. He grunts and reburies his head in his arm. “Keep going.” I sigh and lightly tickle his smooth back with my nails.
 
    
 
    
 
        The next two weeks fly by without incident. Sylvia and I have come to an understanding, we are actually getting on and speaking every couple of days. We have plans to host a charity ball when I’m feeling up to scratch.
 
         Our new house should be fully furnished soon, I’m feeling almost perfect. Marie and I are even closer than before whereas Jessica and I are drifting apart a little. I don’t see her much. Every free moment has been spent with my husband, Marie and Summer. It’s safe to say we are going strong. Me and James I mean. When I’m not driving him crazy with my crazy humor.
 
    
 
        I sit and eat my fruit and yoghurt whilst James rushes around. “Where are my damn keys?”
 
        “On the dresser in the bedroom,” I say around a mouth full of food.
 
        He disappears and I hear a jingle, “Thanks gorgeous,” he kisses me on the forehead and runs out the door faster than if the hounds of hell were snapping at his heels. I giggle and dump my empty bowl in the sink.
 
        I have a mission, a mission involving my supposed brother in law. My bare feet pat on the cool wood as I head to my cave, aka bedroom, where all of my stuff is located. I scan the email Phelps sent and call Marie.
 
    
 
        She arrives half an hour later, I fill her in on the situation. “So you’re just going to go round there and demand for him to do a DNA test? Don’t you think James should be there?” 
 
        “No, I want him to be the guy before James knows,” I say with a small smile. “He spoke about him just last week, the private detectives he has hired are fucking morons. I found Lucas in just a few days with the help of the senator and a few ties in social services.”
 
        “Ok, I get that, just be careful. You don’t want to stir up something.” She says with a smile as we weave through traffic. I fluff up my hair in the mirror and apply lipgloss. I’m wearing a black business suit with a tight skirt. So I don’t seem threatening when I approach him. Damn, what am I going to say? I kind of wish I’d told James but at the same time I feel like I’m doing the right thing.
 
        “Remember, you need to order the DNA test, I can’t have people finding out and it getting back to James,” I say with a small smile. Marie grins wickedly, “I feel like an FBI agent. This is so cool!”
 
        “Turn in here,” I say as we pull into a middle class neighborhood. The houses are only two story and not very easy on the eye. I see a boy stood with five older teenagers, all of them with their hoods up and cans of beer in their hands. Kid included. “Jesus.”
 
        “If he is your family, let’s hope he’s not like the others round here. I’ve heard of this neighborhood, it’s really bad.”
 
         “I’ve not, Christ. Lock the car,” I hiss as eyes follow my fancy car down the street. There’s a white, well grey house that should be white on the end with a low chain link fence surrounding it. Marie pulls into the drive and I notice birthday banners in the window and pink balloons tied to the metal gate. There’s a pickup right ahead with my little pony stickers on the back. Definitely at the right place.
 
        “Let’s go,” Marie smiles.
 
        I shake my head, “I should do this alone.”
 
        “Boring,” she sighs and I notice a curtain twitch. I climb out of the car and walk across the gravel to the front door. 
 
         As soon as I raise my hand to knock it opens. A man stands before me, he’s stunning and the double of my James. Same dark hair same shocking green eyes.
 
        “Can I help you?” he says, that familiar smirk on his face. I realize I’m gawking.
 
        “Are you Lucas Grant?” I say and he nods. “I’m Maya. Umm… can I come in for a moment?”
 
        “I’m not in the habit of inviting strangers inside,” he says and steps outside.
 
        “Right,” I inwardly cringe, I’m such an idiot. “Umm…”
 
        A little brown haired girl comes darting out of the house. She cuddles her father’s leg, she’s the double of him. “Daddy, who is it?” She says in the sweetest voice I’ve ever heard.
 
        “Amelia, this is Maya. She’s a stranger, go back in the house.”
 
        The girl sizes me up, “It’s my birthday. Have you got me a present?”
 
        “Amelia,” her father chastises.
 
        “Umm,” I stammer and reach into my pocket. I pull out a fifty dollar bill and hand it to her. “Sorry it’s not much, it’s all I have on me.”
 
        “Money!” she squeals as her dad looks at me like I’m crazy.
 
        “I’m sorry, if I’d known it was her birthday I would’ve put some in a card,” I realize I’m mumbling. The little girl thanks me and disappears inside. “Anyway. This is going to sound odd but do you remember having a younger brother? Called James?”
 
        “I don’t have any family, I was raised in care. Why?” he says and shuts the door. “And was that a real fifty dollar note. Normally you give five bucks or summin. Not fifty dollars.”
 
        “I got an apartment for my last birthday, I’m no good at this. I’m what you call a spoilt bitch,” I giggle and his lips quirk. “So you don’t remember having a brother?”
 
        He shakes his head, “I don’t remember much. I had a err,” he turns and shows me a half moon shaped scar hidden under his thick hair on the back of his head. “I was in an accident last year. My memories before then are a little fuzzy.
 
   

Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
        “I’m terribly sorry to hear that. In a way it gives me hope. James, he’s my husband.” I say and he opens the door again. With a sigh he motions for me to follow him in. I step over a Barbie car and follow him into a tiny room with little to no furniture. I sit on a wicker couch and smile at the little girl playing with a toy kitchen. “So, yeah. That’s why I’m here. He’s been looking for his brother for years.”
 
        “Well, I don’t have much to offer…” he starts to say but I hold my hand up.
 
        “Actually, he doesn’t know I’m here. I’ve been doing some searching of my own. I wanted to make sure you are the guy before telling him.”
 
        “You want to make sure he doesn’t get his hopes up. I get that,” he says with a nod. “So what is it you need?”
 
        “I was hoping you’d agree to a DNA test. To see if you are related.”
 
        “What’s elated?” the little girl says, standing right next to me.
 
        “Related, is like you and your daddy. People in your family who have the same blood. Mean related,” I try to explain. She nods and disappears into her kitchen again. I look back up at Lucas. “I would make it worth your while. For the trouble. All it would be is a swab on the inside of your mouth and a couple of weeks wait. I’ll pay for it, you wouldn’t have to do anything.”
 
        He sits back and steeples his fingers under his chin, “I don’t want your money. This benefits me as well. If it turns out he is my brother…”
 
        I grin, unable to contain my excitement, “That is absolutely fantastic. Umm… we are still waiting on the test so. Can I call you? When it arrives.”
 
        “Sure.”
 
        I hand him my card, he pulls out his phone and sends me a quick ‘hi’. 
 
        “Do you have a picture of him?”
 
        I pull out my own phone and show him a picture from our wedding day. His eyebrows shoot up. “You look just like each other,” I say and he laughs whilst nodding in agreement. “Well, thank you for your time. I’ll get out of your hair now.”
 
        “We are doing the cake,” Amelia says and tugs on my sleeve. “Stay for the cake.”
 
        “It’s her birthday, you better do as she says,” he grins and I shrug, “I’m not very good with kids, I umm… never really had any kids in my family. It was just me and my dad growing up so if I mess up I apologize.”
 
        “Don’t worry about it,” he says and pulls the curtains closed. I send a quick text to Marie telling her to come back in a bit and I hear my car vacate the drive. “Guessing your friends gone? You could have invited her in.”
 
       “It’s fine, I’m already enough of an intrusion.”
 
        He laughs and it sounds so familiar and warm, “You’re not. I promise.”
 
        “Have none of her friends come?” I say as he lights four candles on a pony cake.
 
        “No,” he replies a little curtly. “I couldn’t afford to do food so just me and her. Her mother didn’t have any family either and we’ve never had any real friends that have been there.”
 
        “I know about your wife, I’m terribly sorry for your loss. It came up in the investigation,” I say quietly and touch his arm. 
 
         He nods and his sorrowful eyes turn into smiling eyes as completes lighting the candles. “You ready baby girl?”
 
         “Yeah,” Amelia squeals from the front room. I’m just sad that he couldn’t even afford a buffet. It’s so sad. “Huwwy up daddy!”
 
        “You ready?” he says. I nod and follow him in singing happy birthday. Standing in the corner I clap and watch as the green eyed angel blows out her candles. 
 
        When she’s done he cuts it up and I have to take a slice apparently it’s none negotiable. 
 
        “Thanks for her, birthday money,” he says after a minutes silence. 
 
        “Trust me, it’s nothing. Are you sure you’re ok with this? A stranger showing up demanding your DNA. How do you know I’m not going to clone you and do naughty things to your double?”
 
        He throws his head back and laughs, “I’d say that’s a very lucky double.”
 
        “Daddy, can we go to the park. Pleeease?”
 
        “No,” he replies and glances at me. “The park here, it’s not even a park anymore. They put new equipment in, the next day it was trashed and covered in graffiti.”
 
        “I tell you what,” I say and prod the kid in the stomach. “If you’re a good girl I’ll come back and if it’s ok with your daddy we’ll go to the playhouse and have some dinner.”
 
        “Really?” 
 
        “Yup, but you have to ask your daddy.”
 
        “Daddy, can we?”
 
        “I don’t have a problem with it,” he gives me an appreciative smile. “We’ll have to wait though sweetie.”
 
        “My treat,” I add and pull my phone out. I have two missed calls from James, I ignore them for now. “So, what is it you do for a living? You’re in construction?”
 
        He shakes his head, “No, I lost my job last month. Company went bust. Now I’m working at Walmart. Stocking shelves, it’s a glorious job. What about you?”
 
        Christ, this family is breaking my heart. “I own Johnson’s pharmaceutical company. We make…”
 
        “No shit, I knew I recognized you,” he lets out a laugh and shakes his head before reaching under the couch and pulling out Gossip magazine. He flips a few pages, looks at the pictures and then up at me, back to the pictures. “Maya Johnson partying it up in Vegas with unknown males two months after getting married and a month after burying her father.”
 
        “The males were there because I was winning,” I grumble suddenly embarrassed by my actions. “And I was in Vegas to take my mind off things.”
 
        “I’m sorry to hear about your father,” he says softly. I nod and smile. “Did you win much?”
 
        “Huh?”
 
        “Vegas, did you win?”
 
        “Six million… or was it seven,” I say absentmindedly. He chokes on air, I laugh when Amelia goes over and pats his back. 
 
        “Fuck me,” he gasps catching his breath. 
 
        “Fuck me,” Amelia mirrors and I snort laugh, it’s totally unattractive and is what I imagine a pig would do when finding something funny. 
 
        “I’ll give you another fifty dollars when we go to dinner if you never say that again,” I say with a playful stern face. “Now slap daddy’s hand. Tell him not to say those words.”
 
        “Ok,” she grins and slaps her fathers hand. Her face scrunches up in anger. “Don’t never say dose words again!”
 
        “Sorry baby,” he grunts and kisses her rosy cheek. “Go play.”
 
        I text Marie. “I should go, I’ve taken enough of your time. I’m working tomorrow. We’re moving into our new apartment but I’m free the next day. Call me.” 
 
        It’s only a few minutes before Marie pulls up. I turn to Lucas, “If you need anything at all. Please don’t hesitate to call ok?”
 
        “We don’t take charity,” he grumbles looking annoyed and proud.
 
        “I’m not saying you do. We could be family and if we’re not I’m now friends with Amelia. I look after my friends and family,” I give him a pointed look. “Anything at all. Just call.”
 
        He nods but says nothing as I walk away.
 
    
 
        As soon as I get in the car I call James, “Hey baby.”
 
        “What’s going on? Where are you?”
 
        “I’m with Marie. Coming home now.”
 
        “You didn’t think to let me know? I’ve been worried sick. What if something…” I cut him off with a sigh.
 
        We argue for about ten minutes, him moaning that he was worried and stuff. He lets it go in the end and allows me to hang up. 
 
        “How’d it go?” Marie asks as soon as I hang up. 
 
        I shake my head, “Awful. He was lovely, the kid was lovely. And they’ve been dealt a very shitty hand. He won’t take money for my rude interruption in his life. Says if he has a brother I’ll be doing him a favor.”
 
        I tell her everything that was said, and about the birthday cake and how apparently five dollars is a normal amount. She reacted like I did, her face wide with shock. We go through the drive through of McDonald’s and treat ourselves before heading to mine. Marie as usual drops me off and robs my car for the rest of the day. 
 
        James is sat on the couch drinking beer and watching TV when I get in. He pulls me onto his lap and hugs me tight.
 
        “What did you and Marie get up to?”
 
        “Just went to Starbucks and McDonald’s and to see if her car is fixed yet,” I lie hoping he doesn’t see right through me. 
 
        He nods seeming satisfied but there’s a glint behind his eyes. A spark of mistrust. “Is it fixed?”
 
        I shake my head, “Nope, so she’s taken mine.”
 
        “Ok, you looking forward to the big move tomorrow?”
 
        I grin and kiss his lips, “So totally excited!”
 
        “Are we just keeping this place as it is?”
 
        “Yeah, it can be a guest house. For family out of town or something. I don’t want to part with it.”
 
        “Yeah, me too,” he smiles and wraps his hands around my boobs. I sag into him and we lay on the couch until we’re both nodding off. As usual he carries me to bed and snuggles up to me, effectively pinning me in his strong arms. “I love you,” are his last words before sleep claims us.
 
    
 
        I sit and watch as movers pack up my things, the majority of our stuff is staying here. We’re leaving some clothes, you never know when you might need an emergency set and all of the décor is staying. The house keeper is going to come in once every couple of weeks to dust and stuff so that’s sorted. Now I just have to wait for James to finish up at the office so we can go together. I’m itching with excitement.
 
    
 
        I decide to double check everything, make sure there’s nothing important we’ve missed. The photo albums are packed apart from one of our many wedding albums. I leave that, Christ that man is obsessed with our wedding.
 
        The fridge is completely empty, the electricity is turned off at the mains so we aren’t wasting any. Come on James! My knees bounce as I sit on the couch, I ignore the slight pain it causes in my stomach. 
 
        Marie and Summer text me, wishing me luck with the move. I thank them both and start pacing. When in doubt that the clock is not ticking, pace. Unfortunately it reminds me of running, how I’ve missed running.
 
        “Honey I’m home,” James calls. I give him no time to settle I rush forward, grip his hand and drag him out of our old apartment. He laughs but follows without complaint. “I can’t wait to christen every surface.”
 
         “Hmmm,” I grin and kiss him on the neck. “Me neither. Now get your ass in gear. Let’s go.”
 
        The car journey is the longest effing journey I’ve ever been on. It seems to take hours when in reality it is only minutes. I honk James’ horn for him about ten times until he slaps me on the thigh. 
 
        I rub the red area and stick my tongue out at him. Come on, move it you stupid drivers. “GET OFF THE ROAD!” I scream and James laughs. “Can you believe these people? Ridiculous.”
 
        “I’ve never seen you so agitated,” he snorts as we finally pull up in front of the gorgeous Preston building. 
 
          The doorman calls out a greeting, so does the lobby staff but I only grunt in response. James is struggling to keep up, it would be comical if I wasn’t so focused. We pile into our own private elevator, using a keycard and wait eagerly as it speeds up faster than any elevator I’ve ever been in.
 
        “I can’t wait to do naughty things in here,” he chuckles before the doors open. I grab his wrist and yank him out after me before stepping up to the door. He pulls the key from his pocket and presses it into the lock. It gives a satisfying click and the door swings open.
 
         “SURPRISE!” a chorus of voices shout. I scream and fall backwards into James who’s laughing at my reaction. Everyone is here, Marie, Jessica, Chris, Tony, Sylvia, more friends and family and even Jacob. 
 
        The place is beautiful, the couch is a large U shaped grey fabric with touches of black and lime green on the cushions. Photos line the walls. A huge TV takes up the wall opposite the couch. There are black glass bookcases and shelves to the left. To the right is a hall leading to the bedrooms and other rooms, like the gym, study etc. The bathrooms are en-suite there’s also a guest bathroom off the dining room which is very fancy, all creams and gold’s with a huge wooden table. It even has a crystal chandelier. 
 
        Everyone watches as I look around, taking in the amazing apartment. “I love it. I love you guys. Thanks so much for coming,” I grin and the party begins. 
 
        “Remember I was bragging about my house?” Jacob says with a shy smile. “I take that back, this totally tops mine in every fucking way. Can I move in?”
 
        I laugh and give him a hug before moving on to mingle. Sylvie comes up to me and air kisses both cheeks, “The second bedroom next to yours would make an excellent nursery.”
 
        “Really,” I gasp with mock interest. “It’s a good thing I’m pregnant then.”
 
        Her mouth drops open and I burst out laughing. I squeal as she hits me on the arm with her clutch purse and dart away to a group that isn’t so violent. James is chatting with Kyle, Jeremy and Jacob. I laugh as Kyle gets Jacob’s autograph and a picture. James winks at me at exactly the same time Jacob does, I laugh and wave them both off. Neither of them notice what the other did.
 
        Marie comes up to me, she’s wearing a silver dress with no back to it. It’s hot, as always she looks the flashiest here. “Totally digging your new pad.”
 
        “Thanks babes,” I smile and wrap my arms around her. “Can you imagine movie nights here? I’ve got my own cinema in my room.”
 
    
 
        I don’t drink, I’m not allowed due to the tablets I’m on. So watching everyone get drunk around me… it sucks ass. I want to drink. Instead I pout like a petulant child and eat a bag of nuts. Sophie thanks me for giving her the opportunity to expand her profile. Because of the work she’s done she’s fully booked for the next six months. She’s ridiculous, I thank her for working with us. She’s an amazing woman.
 
        I find myself checking my phone often. I’m worried about Amelia and Lucas, I feel guilty for sitting here while my friends drink six hundred dollar wine when he can’t even afford to buy party food from the supermarket. 
 
        “Hey,” Lucas says as the last of the guests leave. “Are you ok? You look a little lost in thought.”
 
        I squeeze his hand that’s resting on my shoulder and give him a reassuring smile, “I’m ok baby. Just tired. I miss running.”
 
       “The doctor said you’ll be able to soon,” he grins and leans down to kiss my cheek. “Let’s go to bed.”
 
        Fortunately we don’t make it to bed, we make it to the hall where we have hot sex up the wall, then again in the living room, then again in the kitchen and finally sleep in our bed feeling satisfied and content. Talk about orgasms. Wow.
 
    
 
    
 
        I spend extra time at work today, I want to make sure everything’s done so I can take a couple of days off. There’s a lot more to do than anticipated and unfortunately I may have to travel to France next month. 
 
        I get my period and start my pill, hopefully I’ll be able to start sex again soon. A wave of relief washes over me when I get a text from my future brother in law asking me if I’m free. I immediately say yes and tell him I’ll pick them both up at six. 
 
        I text James.
 
    
 
   Maya: Going to meet up with Marie for a few. I’ll see you when I get home later xx
 
   James: Ok baby, you want me to come?
 
    
 
        Ah crap, more lies to tell.
 
    
 
   Maya: Not tonight babe, need girl talk
 
   James: Ok beautiful. See you later.
 
        I sigh with relief and dart out of my office as soon as the clock hits five thirty. Traffic is shit but I make it there just in time.
 
        “Hey,” Lucas smiles, he looks nervous. “Thanks for coming.”
 
        “It’s no problem,” I grin as he buckles Amelia into the back. She’s blabbering on about something to do with her class mates. I don’t really pay attention. “So, how is everything?”
 
        “It’s good,” he replies. “You?”
 
        I nod, “Good. New place is amazing. It has a waterfall in the dining room. It’s so tranquil and amazing. The water takes up an entire wall and lights up.”
 
        “Wow,” Amelia gasps. “Can I see it?”
 
        “Amelia,” Lucas admonishes.
 
        I smile at her in the rearview mirror, “I promise one day in a few weeks I will bring you to see my waterfall.”
 
        “What if the DNA test proves negative?” 
 
        I glance at Lucas, “I won’t let her down, don’t worry.”
 
        He grins at me like I’m the most amazing thing in the world. It’s touching. I hope he never finds out what a mess I actually am. 
 
        We drive to the Playhouse which is a restaurant with a huge kids play area. I park near the entrance and climb out. Amelia is off before we reach the desk. I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do so I shove a bunch of notes into Lucas’ hands and cringe as I step around screaming kids to find a table. The only free table is by the window, I prefer window seats even if the view is of a car park. 
 
        “You gave me three hundred dollars, it only costs five for her to play and dinner is probably only about thirty,” he says with a frown and holds the cash out as he sits opposite me.
 
        I pick up a menu and wink at him, “Sorry. My mistake. Leave it as a tip or put it in your pocket, it isn’t going back in mine.”
 
        “We don’t take charity,” I notice his fists clench on the table.
 
        I yawn and stretch pretending not to hear him before a great idea pops into my head. “Ok, let’s arm wrestle for it, then you’ve won it fair and square.”
 
        He rolls his eyes, great, another addition to the eye rolling club. “Thank you.”
 
        “For what?” I say and flip open the menu. “Hmmm, any recommendations?”
 
        “I was just going to get a burger. Amelia always has fish sticks and chips, it’s her favorite.”
 
        The waiter comes over and we place our orders. 
 
    
 
        Amelia shouts for her dad to watch her every three seconds, it has me in hysterics. 
 
        “So, tell me about yourself Maya,” he says and takes a sip of his coke.
 
        I clear my throat, “Well, my name is Maya Johnson. It’s now Maya Freeman. James was adopted when he was eleven I think. I only found out a couple of months ago so I don’t know much about it.”
 
        “Wow, it really was tough to find me huh?”
 
        I shake my head, and explain, “I found you over a month ago but my appendix exploded during a charity lunch.”
 
        “Ouch, what happened?”
 
        I always get excited telling the story, “Well they took me straight into surgery but because it exploded my insides were pretty much totaled by a bad infection. They thought they got it all but they didn’t, I woke up for a minute and then I died for a whole two minutes. Right in front of James and his mother.”
 
        He shudders and his green eyes dim with anguish, he reaches over and grips my hand. “I’m sorry that happened to you. Are you ok now?”
 
        I squeeze his hand back and nod, “Honestly I’m fine. Takes a lot to keep me down. Still a bit iffy, my stomach hurts at times and I can’t jog or have sex for a couple of months but I’m good.”
 
        “How can you think about sex when you’re in such a state?” he laughs out loud and our food is placed in front of us. He shouts for Amelia, she comes over and sits before eating like a mad person. 
 
        “It was apparently the first thing I asked the doctor. James says I’m worse than an eighteen year old boy and I’m going to unman him,” I giggle and he laughs even harder. “He’s a great guy you know. Too good for me. He wants us to start a family now.”
 
        “You don’t want that?”
 
        “God no, not yet. I can barely look after myself. If I didn’t have a housekeeper my house would be a state. I love my freedom too much. Plus I’ve never even held a baby so having my own would be like jumping into the deep end not knowing how to swim and adding a couple of hungry great white sharks to mix things up.”
 
        “I was scared when my eldest was born. Terrified in fact. She was planned but when the last weeks rolled by Christ I was a mess. Panicking constantly, over every tiny thing. If my wife even coughed I’d be up with the bags ready to take her to the hospital.”
 
        “How was you when she was born?”
 
        He gives me a sad smile, “It’s the hardest most rewarding job in the world. We were sorted, we had a nice house, nice cars. We weren’t loaded but we rarely worried about bills. We had a proper nursery and we managed.”
 
        “I’m sorry for your loss, all of it.”
 
        “Thank you. It’s been hard. But I had to keep it together for Amelia. She didn’t really understand you know?” I nod in response. “It just happened so fast. It was the other drivers fault.” A misted look comes over his face. I can practically feel his pain. “We were driving from the grocery store when a car ran a stop light. Group of drunk teens. They crashed straight into the passenger side. Killed my daughter on impact, my wife struggled for a few days but died before I woke up. Amelia was fine, she escaped with a broken collarbone. I was in a coma for a week but I was ok apart from the head injury. The teens got twelve months in juvy and a driving ban. I lost my kid I lost my wife, I lost my job, I lost my house and my car. They got a fucking driving ban and twelve months.”
 
        I don’t realize I’m crying until a silent tear slides down my cheek. I quickly wipe it away. Amelia has long since gone after scoffing down her food so I don’t feel too bad for crying. It’s not often I cry and when I do it’s always over something important. 
 
        So I relish my tears, I don’t feel ashamed because I’m not weak. I feel stronger and warmer in the heart knowing that I’m not totally selfish. 
 
        “All this talk of death,” he says and clears his throat. “I’m sorry, I’m completely ruining our evening.”
 
        I laugh a little and release his hand I didn’t realize I was holding again. “No. you haven’t. Thank you for sharing that with me.”
 
        “DADDY!” Amelia shouts and our attention is diverted to the little girl at the top of a tower. We both wave up at her and she barrels down the large black slide.
 
        “She’s gorgeous, I actually like her and I don’t usually like kids.”
 
        “You really do speak your mind,” he chuckles and throws a balled up napkin at me.
 
    
 
        I’m shocked how easy and familiar we are. As if we’ve known each other for years rather than days. I’m completely in love with Amelia. On the way home she asked me if I wanted to sleep over, says I can share with her daddy. Top and tail. 
 
        Lucas thought this was hilarious but gave her the whole boys and girls don’t share a bed unless they’re married. Which led her to tell us we should get married. She’s so clever for a four year old and I’ve officially adopted the name auntie. Even if he’s not James’ brother, I’m definitely going to continue seeing them both. 
 
        When I get home James has that look in his eye again like he knows I’m lying. I feel like shit, I really do. But I don’t want to disappoint him. I’ll introduce them no matter the results but right now I want to do this right. I want to be able to introduce him as his brother.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
    Marie: It came through this morning! Shall I bring it over?
 
   Maya: I’m at work, can you please drop it there?  Xx much love
 
    
 
        It’s early morning and I’m sat at the office going through so many numbers I swear I’m about to shit out a calculator. It’s driving me mad, so damn busy because I’ve not being pulling my weight. Note to self, don’t get distracted.
 
        “Hey,” I say as Marie walks in and craftily slots the package into my bag. “What do you call three holes in the ground?”
 
        She sighs and sits on my couch, “Please tell me you aren’t looking up shit jokes again…”
 
        “Answer me bitch!”
 
        “Fine. I don’t know. What do you call three hills on the ground?”
 
        “Holes.”
 
        “What? I don’t get it.”
 
        “No you blumbering fool, it’s what do you call three holes in the ground?”
 
        She snorts, “Oh. I don’t know. Tell me.”
 
        “Well, well, well,” I snort laugh, this pig thing is really becoming a problem. Marie just blinks. “No? Not digging it?”
 
        I laugh again at my own adaptation. “Get it. Digging it? I have to text this to Jacob.”
 
    
 
   Maya: What do you call three holes in the ground?
 
    
 
   Jacob: Seriously… you’re looking up jokes again?
 
    
 
   Maya: Why do you and Marie always spoil my fun?
 
    
 
   Jacob: Sigh… what do you call three holes in the ground? I just have to know.
 
    
 
   Maya: Well, well, well. But say it in a sexy voice and raise your eyebrow.
 
    
 
   Jacob: Sometimes I wonder…
 
    
 
   Maya: You shouldn’t, you might hurt yourself.
 
    
 
   Jacob: I dislike you very much
 
    
 
   Maya: Lies. So many lies.
 
    
 
   Jacob: Do you live to make my life miserable?
 
    
 
   Maya: Hehe, James asked me that exact same thing. And no, I live to make it interesting! ;)
 
    
 
   Jacob: I preferred it when we were talking about naked.
 
    
 
   Maya: I preferred it when you weren’t talking at all… ooh got to go, Marie is sighing and tapping her foot. 
 
    
 
   Jacob: So am I princess. So am I.
 
    
 
        I laugh and zip my bag shut, “So. Where’s my coffee?”
 
    
 
    
 
        “Would you mind terribly if we go out for dinner tonight? My mum has invited us,” James says as we eat lunch.
 
        I shrug, “Sounds good to me. What time?”
 
        “Eight.”
 
    
 
        He leaves and I finish work. I go to a meeting, one of my lab dudes has created organic play make-up for children. Ready to be shelved. If he’d presented it to me a week ago I would have booted him out of my office. Now I want a bag full for Amelia. It’s completely chemical free and easy to wash off. I test it and then put it in the cute case it comes with. Safe to say Gerald leaves my office ecstatic and shocked. If they’d showed this to me two months ago I would’ve personally kicked them out of my office. 
 
    
 
        I hide the make-up in my bag and when I get home I shove my bag in the closet before jumping in the shower and dressing up for dinner. I choose a gorgeous black Armani dress, it’s clingy to the hips where I fans out to my knees with a long slit up my thigh. 
 
        James’ eyes burn with lust. I’m pretty sure mine match as he looks bloody beautiful. His suit is black and tailored to perfection, his white shirt looks like it’s come out of a Daz advert and I love him in a bowtie which is a gold color. It brings out his eyes. 
 
        We laugh and chat about our day as I comb his hair back with a bit of wax. He’s complete male perfection. I lean forward and taste his neck, he sighs in content and then asks me something that will most likely haunt me all night.
 
        “Babe, are you sleeping with someone else?”
 
        My eyebrows go up in a flash and I drop the comb to the ground, “No. Of course not. Why would you ask that?”
 
        “You’ve been acting weird. Guilty even.”
 
        I smile reassuringly at him and kiss his lips, “Babe. I’m in too much pain to have sex and if I’m going to have an affair it would be with little James.”
 
        He doesn’t look reassured at all. I plan to reassure him properly when we get home. For now I straddle his lap, bring his hands to my ass and kiss him with all the love in the world. He relaxes and holds me close. “I don’t want to lose you,” he murmurs. I’m not sure if I’m supposed to hear him or not so I stay quiet and kiss him again as we wait for the car to arrive.
 
    
 
        “I got you something,” Sylvia grins as James seats me like a true gentleman. “I already ordered for you both by the way.”
 
        “Gimme the gift Sylvie,” I joke, flexing my hands out in front of me.
 
        “Can you not be gracious or mature about anything?” I can tell she’s playing so I ignore her statement and hold out my hands like a child. Rolling her eyes she hands me a paper bag. I open it and pull out… baby boots, a white baby blanket, a white cardigan and a little white hat.
 
        “Mom,” James hisses as I stare at the tiny fabrics. I can hear the humor in his voice. 
 
        Sylvia is beaming with pride, “I couldn’t resist.”
 
        I shove the baby stuff in the bag and sigh. “Ok, I’ll cut you both a deal. If you stop bugging me about this baby thing I’ll come off contraception in six months. That will give us time to go on a decent honeymoon, set up the office so we have more time at home and find someone to take over from me so I can have decent maternity leave.”
 
        They both stare at me with wide eyes and gaping mouths. A huge smile spreads across James’ face. “You mean it? In six months?”
 
        “Yes.”
 
        “I fucking love you,” he laughs and presses his lips to mine. “That good with you mom?”
 
        I look up at Sylvia and gasp at the sight of tears in her eyes. She waves us off and nods, looking straight down at her plate. “I’ve never had a newborn baby in the family. With me not being able to conceive and my sister was the same. And my nephew being gay and now living in England.” She looks up at me. “Thank you Maya. I’ll be able to enjoy grandkids without being too old to move.”
 
        “I can’t believe in a year and a half I could be a father,” he grins and looks up to the ceiling. “Definitely got the long straw.”
 
        “Ok, change of subject,” I laugh and sip my cranberry and vodka. “So, when am I to be forced to the next lunch?”
 
        Fortunately there isn’t another lunch for two weeks. Sylvia rolls her eyes when I do a victory fist pump and James asks why I hate the lunches so much. Mine and my mother in laws expressions match at his ridiculous question. We explain to him with cocked eyebrows how it’s a bunch of self-righteous old ladies who think being gay, black or not of their money league are an abomination to society. Some of them are nice but the rest are prissy twits. 
 
        By the end of the night Sylvia has me howling with laughter, regaling me with tales on James and his antics as a boy. I asked her why she adopted him as a child and not a baby. I was worried my question would offend her but she just smiled and replied, “At first I wanted a baby, who doesn’t? But I fell in love with him the first moment I laid eyes on him. So did his father. I believe he was sat in the corner sulking because he genuinely didn’t believe any of the people were going to adopt him. It was heart breaking. Best decision of my life.”
 
        I squeeze James’ hand and Sylvia’s such a wonderful moment to be a part of. I don’t think I’ll ever forget this. Such a sweet moment between mother and son.
 
    
 
        When we arrive home I lay in bed in a pink silk chemise watching my gorgeous hubby hop around the room trying to pull off his shoe. He’s beautiful. Every inch of him is mine and I plan to explore it when I’m better. 
 
        “Are we really going to try for a baby after six months?” James asks as I snuggle into his chest.
 
        “We aren’t going to try, we’re just going to let nature take its course. I’m not going to go mad and start checking my ovulation days. We’ll just pull the goalie and see what happens,” I mumble through my sleepy haze. “Now go to sleep.”
 
        My phone is ringing over and over again. I sit bolt upright in the dark and quickly pick it up. It’s just gone midnight, who the hell is calling at this time?
 
        “Hello?” I whisper, checking James. Luckily he’s still fast asleep. 
 
        “Maya.” Lucas’ relieved voice sounds over the speaker.
 
        “Hey. Just a second,” I whisper and dash silently out of the bedroom. “What’s wrong?”
 
        “You know you said I could call you if I ever needed anything,” his voice breaks, I hear the wind crash against the phone speaker.
 
        “Daddy I’m cold,” Amelie whimpers in the background.
 
        “Of course,” I say suddenly on edge. “What’s wrong? What’s happened?”
 
        I’m slotting my shoes on and my coat on as I talk. I grab my car keys and dash out of the door without looking back. 
 
        “We’ve uh. We’ve been evicted and there’s nowhere that will take us in. I thought we’d find somewhere by now but no one will help and…” he lets out a little sob and a shuddery breath.
 
        “I’m on my way,” I say and dash out of the elevator and into the cold night. “Where are you?”
 
        “We’re outside Walmart. Near my house.”
 
        I hang up and break all traffic laws as I drive through the city. The roads are relatively clear fortunately so I pull up outside Walmart in no time at all. I see Amelia and Lucas huddled up by the doors. Two suitcases by his feet. 
 
        “Hey,” I say as I climb out. “Give her to me. Put the cases in the boot.”
 
        He hands me Amelia who is shivering and crying silently. Her little legs wrap around my waist and her arms grip my neck. I sit her in the back and wrap her in a picnic blanket before buckling her in.
 
        “You guys hungry?” I say and turn the heating up as he climbs into the passenger side. 
 
        “No, we’ve just eaten. Thanks Maya.” He holds his hands over the heater looking solemn and defeated. 
 
        “What time did you get evicted? Surely they wouldn’t just throw you out now.” If they did they better pray they have a decent lawyer.
 
        “No, they kicked us this morning but…” 
 
        I hold up my hand to stop him.  I’m angry, furious in fact. I turn to him before starting the car. “It’s the middle of the night.”
 
       “I know, we are desperate,” he completely misunderstands what I’m saying.
 
       “No,” I say and slam my hand on the steering wheel. “I mean why didn’t you call me sooner dammit? I don’t care if it’s the middle of the night I care that your pride kept you from calling the one person you know has enough money to help. I thought we were friends?”
 
        “I…”
 
        “I nothing, I don’t want to hear your excuses Lucas. Don’t ever, and I mean ever feel shit for asking me for anything. I spend six hundred dollars on wine. I spend seventy grand on a bottle of whiskey for crying out loud. I should have been the first person you called!”
 
        “I hardly know you!” he shouts back clearly agitated as well. “I can’t just ask…”
 
        “As opposed to the people you do know… great load of help a bunch of non-strangers are ey?” Calm down, deep breaths. How could he be so damn careless? I want to scratch him. Or shove a pie in his face.
 
        “I know, I’m sorry. Amelia,” he lets out a little laugh and rubs his face in his hands as I pull out onto the street. “She told me to call you. When they took our car as payment.” He touches my hand on the console, gripping it tight. “Do you believe in fate?”
 
        “Nope.” Maybe.
 
        “I just think it’s odd, the same week I get my final notice is the same week you show up at our door. It can’t be coincidence.”
 
        “Whatever it is I’m glad I’m here Lucas. Even if we’re not family. I may not be the most caring of people but I’m generous. If there’s a way I can help I will, I’m just a bitch about it.”
 
        “Please Shove us in a motel for a few nights. It should be long enough for me to find something,” he says quietly. “I promise I’ll repay you somehow.”
 
        A bulb goes off in my mind and I smile at him in the dark, “What was it you were saying about fate?”
 
        “Why?”
 
        “Well, I have something better for you. Something way better.”
 
    
 
        “Hey Stephan,” I say to the guard in the lobby of my old building. 
 
        “Mrs. Freeman,” he smiles and presses the elevator button for me. He looks curiously at Lucas and Amelia but says nothing. Thankfully.
 
        “Where are we going?” Amelia asks.
 
        I grin and press the button for the tenth floor, “It seems I may believe in fate because I have a very nice apartment that happens to be furnished and empty.”
 
        “Are you sure?” Lucas asks as we step out and I pull the key out and slot it into the lock. I nod and beckon for them to follow me into the dark hall.
 
        “I just have to switch the mains on. The gas and electric is paid for. Unfortunately there’s no food in. I’ll hire you a car for the day tomorrow,” I say and grunt as I reach into the deep cupboard and fumble for the little plastic switch. “Let there be light.” I scramble out and turn on the light in the hall. “There are two bedrooms, two bathrooms, living room, dining room, kitchen, etc. Come here,” I show him how to work the lights, the blinds, the heating and such. “I have to go. If James wakes up…”
 
        Before I can finish my sentence strong warm arms envelope me. I return the hug and grip him tight. “Thank you. So much,” he murmurs into my hair. “Are you sure this is ok?”
 
       “Stop asking,” I laugh. “Just don’t answer the phone, you can use it, but don’t answer it. Ok. I’ll be back tomorrow at some point.” I fumble through my bag, grab the cash from my purse and throw it on my coffee table. “A car will be here at seven thirty tomorrow morning. Take the kid for breakfast, get her to school, use this to get some food and call me if you need anything.”
 
        I don’t wait for his answer as I’m out in the middle of the night and James is probably awake and freaking out. My phone’s about to die so I send a quick text to the car company we use regularly and shut it off. There are no missed calls or texts, I just pray he’s sleeping.
 
    
 
        I enter the apartment and am relieved to see it’s still dark. I slide out of my coat and head to the bedroom as quietly as possible. My breath sounds like a foghorn as I enter and step to the bed. James is on his stomach, a light snoring sound coming from him. I smile and slide under the covers beside him. 
 
        He turns over and wraps me in his arms tight. “Where’ve you been?” he asks and I instantly tense.
 
        “Marie, her car broke down again,” I lie but my voice remains strong. “She was completely stuck. I thought I could get there and back without you noticing I’m sorry.”
 
        “So if I call Marie and ask her she’ll confirm?” he says and rests his head on my breasts. Accusation clearly in his tone.
 
        I nod, “Yes. Of course.” Marie knows to use this, we’ve always planned ahead in case something like this happens. I won’t even have to remind her most likely.
 
        “So tell me why you stink of men’s aftershave,” he growls and pushes away from me. One of his arms goes over his eyes as he lays on his back. “And don’t deny it.”
 
        “I am not cheating on you!” I half shout and turn over. “I swear. If you don’t trust me then more fool you.”
 
        “You stink of cheap aftershave Maya,” he snaps. “You sneak off in the middle of the fucking night, you turn your phone off and you say you was with Marie.”
 
        “I was with Marie, I have no idea why you think I stink. I’m sorry, but what I’m saying is true ok, just trust me.”
 
        “You promise? On my life?”
 
        I cup his face in my hands, “I promise baby. On your life, on my life on Marie’s life I am not having sex with somebody else.”
 
       I realize I may have to tell him the truth soon. Once those doubts are in your head they only escalate. If he gets worse I will tell him, I just hope he trusts me for a little longer. Can you imagine how happy he’ll be when the results come through? Christ I pray for this one thing. More than anything I want to reunite James with his long lost brother. Please Lord, do me this one favor.
 
        “I love you, I will never hurt you like that.” I whisper and show him just how much he means to me.
 
    
 
    
 
         “I called Marie. I wish I’d never doubted you,” James announces and pulls me into his arms. “I’m so sorry. Can you forgive me?”
 
        “It’s my fault baby, I should have told you. I promise I won’t sneak off again without telling you first.”
 
        He smiles and presses his mouth to mine, “So, how about we spend the day in bed? What do you think?”
 
        “Sounds great baby but I need to go out soon. Take Marie to buy a new car. She’s far too attached to that hunk of junk.”
 
        “It’s the last thing she has of her dads.”
 
        “So, she should put it in a garage or something and look at it every so often. I’m worried about her safety. Do you mind if I go?”
 
        “We’ll go together, you know me, and I’m great at haggling.”
 
        I turn and wince. Dammit, dammit, dammit. “Do you have to? I’ll only be an hour or two. We’re always together.”
 
        “Fine,” he says looking wounded. “I’m sorry. I won’t ask again.”
 
    
 
   Way to get us cut off bitch…
 
    
 
   Shut up. Stupid Libido.
 
    
 
   You miss me? 
 
    
 
   Ignoring you.
 
    
 
        “Don’t be like that baby. You’ve got me all day apart from those two hours. We’re supposed to be taking this slow and easy remember. Don’t smother me,” I say softly and reach for him but he pulls away. “Baby please.”
 
        “Forget it Maya,” he growls and stomps from the room, hurt evident on his face. “I’m going to work. I don’t want to smother you.”
 
        “Dammit James!” I shout and chase after him. “Don’t be like that. I never complain when you go out and do what you want. Do I? I promise I won’t be long.”
 
        He nods but says nothing as he walks away. I dash into the closet, grab my bag containing the DNA test and the makeup and head to my car without saying bye. Christ my man is being so difficult at the moment. Not that I can blame him. We need to have a talk about trust though.
 
        I dash into the elevator and knock on my apartment door. Its weird knocking on a door you own. 
 
        “Hey,” Lucas answers with a beaming smile and pulls me into the apartment. “Everything ok?”
 
        I nod and sit on the couch that’s so familiar to me. “I come baring gifts for the little princess. My company just authorized a new product. Its kids play makeup, totally organic and wipes off easily. I brought Amelia a bag. You can say it’s from you.” I hand him the pink pack full of different eye shadows, blush and lip-gloss. “It doesn’t stain either its all water dissolvable and completely safe for her skin.”
 
        He smiles and sits beside me, “Thanks. I trust you on this stuff. I googled you this morning on the awesome computer in the study. I now know you are a chemistry genius. You turned one million into billions in a few years whilst in university. You speak four languages, you party hard, you work hard, you got married four months ago. Speculation say it was an arranged marriage…” I put my hand over his mouth and frown playfully, “You could just ask me.”
 
        “Right, but I know everything now, you have your own damn Wikipedia page,” he laughs and picks up the newspaper. I notice how he’s circled a few small boxes in the jobs section. “Know anywhere that’s hiring joiners?”
 
        I shrug, “I know a lot of people. Is that the job you want?”
 
        “I honestly don’t mind, I just need a job to pay the bills.”
 
        “Ok, I’ll ask around,” I smile. “When I get chance I’ll open up an account for you. It won’t be today as James is…”
 
        “He know you left last night?”
 
        My shoulders sag, “He doesn’t trust me. He’s loved me since way before our engagement apparently. I treat him bad, put doubts in his mind. He knew I never loved him and now that I do he doesn’t believe me. He thinks I’m going to cheat on him and I’m feeding to his paranoia.”
 
        “Why don’t we just tell him? It’s probably better than being paranoid.”
 
        I nod, “That’s what I’m going to do if he asks me again. I’ll just tell him. I just really want to surprise him you know? It’ll be so great, he really misses you.”
 
        I pull the DNA testing kit out and open the first rectangular envelope with swabs inside. I take them out of their plastic case and turn back to him. “Open up,” I grin. I place my hand on his cheek to balance myself as he opens his mouth. I rub the swab roughly on his cheeks and gums, his minty breath fans across my face. “One more,” I say and do the other one quickly.
 
        I scribble his name, age and phone number on the front of the envelope and tuck it back in my bag. “I better go,” I say and grab my bag. “Remember, call me.” I throw another wad of cash on the table. “It’s not charity!” I shout over his protests and shut the door behind me.
 
    
 
        “James!” I scream as he slams into me over the table. There’s nothing gentle about our sex at the moment. Every night since he accused me of cheating he has pounded into me. It’s like he’s punishing me, but then he acts like nothing is wrong, he’s his normal attentive self once again. “I love you,” I cry out as he sags on top of me. This entire situation is worrying me. I don’t know how to handle it and Jessica doesn’t know the half of it so her advice isn’t great. Marie just tells me to get a divorce… 
 
        I’m panicking a little. I want to tell him. Yet he’s saying he’s fine but his sex says otherwise. 
 
        “I love you too baby,” he whispers in my ear and cradles me to his chest. “So damn much it hurts.” 
 
        “We’re going to be late for work,” I giggle and clean myself up. 
 
        I managed to get a few swabs out of his mouth the same night as I did Lucas’. He slept through it, it was nerve wracking but now we’re just waiting on the results. I’ve been to see Lucas and Amelia every day since. And every day the kid has been covered in makeup. Lucas is just happy to see her happy.
 
        I took them to dinner last night at the playhouse again, Amelia has made a new friend in school and she was there. It was great to see her playing with another child. I was so proud of her it made me ache for my own for all of three seconds then I remembered not only would I be a crap mom but I don’t particularly like kids. Amelia is different. She’s not naughty or snotty and she’s funny and plays games that I like.
 
    
 
        Lucas is an amazing man, he’s still working at Walmart but his hours are erratic and ridiculously low so I opened him an account linked to my own. I’ve told him he can use it as much as he needs when he needs. It’s got a ten thousand dollar a week limit, I’m not stupid. I’d never trust someone with my actual bank account. 
 
    
 
        It’s a long day at work today, the new kid’s makeup has just hit the shelves of a few of our stores around the city. If they do well we’ll expand although they’re available on our online website and already we’ve sold quite a lot. 
 
        After work I head straight to my other apartment and hug the four year old who opens the door. Her daddy is in the shower apparently. I sit and play with her and her dolls whilst Lucas does his shit. Jessica is my cover for today, she doesn’t know what’s going on but I know she has my back. That’s only because Marie is going shopping and there’s a big chance James will see her. Can’t risk getting caught when we’re so close.
 
        It’s only around ten minutes later when the water shuts off and a damp golden male walks out of the bedroom in nothing but a pair of boxers. He walks past me, not noticing me on the floor and into the kitchen. I hear the fridge open and shut. 
 
        “Close your mouth,” Amelia giggles and uses her little hand to shut it.
 
        “Damn your daddy is H. O. T. hot!”
 
        And hot he is, he’s bulkier then James but I still prefer James, clearly from being a builder and ripped to funk! Christ this is not good for my libido. All he needs is a little oil. Nom. Oh, god I’m sick! I’m fantasizing about my husbands brother.
 
    
 
   Hey, we are only human!
 
    
 
   That we are libido. That we are.
 
    
 
        He walks out of the kitchen and stops suddenly when he sees me. I gape, he gapes, he looks down at his delectable torso and back up at me again.
 
        “Is that why you’re not dwessed daddy? Maya thinks you’re hot,” Amelia says all innocent and cute like. Mortified completely mortified. “I’m not hot, I’m ok.” Oh yes you are… so damn hot. 
 
        Lucas smirks and winks before strutting back into the bedroom, arrogant prick. He comes back out moments later in a shirt, still in his tight grey boxers. Keep eyes up.  “Sorry, I’d put on some jeans but the cleaner took them all. She took the card you gave me too. Said my clothes are awful and probably contain fleas.”
 
        “She said she’s going to get me some new dresses,” Amelia grins.
 
        I laugh and nod, “That sounds like Chloe. She’s very fussy and doesn’t have a shy bone in her body.”
 
        “You don’t mind do you? I tried to talk her out of it. She said, Maya gave you money to spend, use it. So I said ok I’ll go to Walmart in a little while, I thought she was going to have a heart attack,” he chuckles and flops onto the couch. “Oh sorry, can I get you a drink? I still feel weird asking because it’s your apartment but I’m technically the host right? So. Thirsty?”
 
        “N… no.” I say and throw a pillow at him. “Christ, shield yourself my libido is having a field day. So wrong, so damn wrong on so many levels.” The last part comes out as a mumble. 
 
        “Am I making you uncomfortable?” I love the look of concern on his face it’s adorable and so James like.
 
        I shake my head and stammer, “No, honestly you’re not. I promise. I just… I’m… I think I’ll take that drink now.”
 
        “Water?” he smirks, clearly finding the whole thing amusing, I nod in response, my eyes glued to his ass. Of course I’m not going to do anything but I’ve been trying to minimize my looking. Obviously James is better, but there isn’t that much of a difference.  
 
        “DIE!” Amelia screams and knocks my Barbie over with her toy car. “Hey auntie Maya, I killed you.” Thank god for that.
 
        She waves her hand in front of my face and snaps me back to reality. “Sorry kid. Umm… AHHH, Oh the horror, the horror. I’m dying.” Thud goes the Barbie. “Tell my dad I’m sorry and I love him.” I croak out the last part and die with her.
 
    
 
        “For someone who says they aren’t good with kids you sure no how to keep a four year old entertained,” I crack an eye open and see Lucas standing over me. Amelia is laying little flowers on my torso.
 
        “I have the mental age of a four year old, this games ace. See, we’re burying me now.” I wink and turn to Amelia. “I think we should play a different game. My favorite game in the whole world.”
 
        “What?”
 
        I stand up and grin, “Hide and seek. Daddy’s it.”
 
        I shove Lucas onto the couch, he sits with a grunt and shuts his eyes before beginning his countdown.
 
        “Quick,” I hiss and grab Amelia’s hand and we dart into the bedroom. We head into the empty closet. I grab a comforter off the top shelf and lead her to the back. “Sit.” She sits, stifling a giggle in her hand. I snuggle up to her and throw the blanket over our heads.
 
        “Ready or not, here I come!” Lucas shouts and we hear footsteps as he heads down the hall. “Hmm… where oh where could they be. Could they be under… ok, there is no under the bed. Weird bed. Right… could they be in the BATHROOM?” his footsteps get closer. “Maybe they’re in the closet!”
 
        “Shh,” I say as Amelia giggles.
 
        “Was that Amelia I heard?” he says in a low tone and his feet pad even closer. “Hmm, I see something lumpy under a blanket.” He roars like an animal and Amelia and I are crushed to the floor under a huge weight. We are effectively pinned and laughing our heads off as the blanket is ripped away. “Found you.” He starts biting at Amelia’s neck, she screams and wriggles out from under him before running away squealing. 
 
        Lucas grins at me and pulls me to my feet.
 
        “My turn!” Amelia shouts and starts counting. “Seven.. Three… Four… One… Ten!”
 
        “Dammit,” I hiss and pull him to the bed, we lay down beside the bed on the soft rug. “Shh,” I snap making him shake with silent laughter. He’s so close I can feel his breath on my cheek and smell the mint from his toothpaste. 
 
        “Where are you?” Amelia says as she searches the closet, en-suite and then exits the room.
 
        “I am the master at this game,” I giggle turning my head to Lucas. He’s staring straight at me, his eyes burning flames of green, his eyebrows creased. I recognize that look, it’s the look James has right before… Oh god no! “You ok?” I whisper.
 
        He gulps and I watch wide eyed as he inches closer, his eyes darting from my lips to my eyes. Then soft lips are on mine, a hand grips my hip and I’m rolled onto my back he moves them against me, his stubble scratching my cheek as his tongue immediately seeks entry of my too shocked to move mouth.
 
        “Dammit Lucas!” I shout angrily as I push him off me without even returning the kiss, it’s safe to say I’m proud of myself. He rolls off with a thud. I quickly scramble to my feet, breathing deep, from shock or anger I don’t know. I can’t believe that just happened.
 
        “Shit, Maya, I’m sorry,” he says and has the decency to look humiliated.
 
        I huff and walk away from him right as Amelia finds me. Her face falls as I storm into the room and grab my bag. Poor little girl, I need to calm down before I upset her. 
 
        “Maya,” Lucas says and trips over a footstool in his attempt to catch up that would have been funny if I wasn’t so damn pissed off. He puts his hand against the door right before I open it, I sag and lean my forehead against it. “Maya, I’m sorry.”
 
        “Why’d you have to complicate things?” I snap and wince when Amelia whimpers. She’s never seen me angry, I’ve been told my eyes could actually kill. I crouch down and pull her into a hug. “Hey baby girl, do me a favor and go play. Your daddy and I have some things to shout about.”
 
        “Are you angry at me?”
 
        I smile and shake my head, “No of course not. You’re my favorite girl in the whole world. But I am angry at daddy. So go play ok. And no matter what happens, I’m not angry at you and neither is daddy. Ok?”
 
        “Ok,” she says and sticks her tongue out at her father before stomping off.
 
        “Maya I…” he reaches forward to take my hand but I pull back. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know what came over me.”
 
        “Really?” I scoff and point at the offensive tent in his boxers.
 
    
 
   Rather impressive tent he has there.
 
    
 
   Shut up libido. Answer to your question from the other day… no I have not missed you.
 
    
 
        “Fuck,” he grumbles and glances over his shoulder, obviously worried about Amelia. “Maya… do you hate me?”
 
        “A little bit,” I grumble and rub my eyes. “Did I give out some kind of signal that said… hey, I want to screw my husband’s possible brother? I know I’m flirty and I speak my mind and yes, dammit you have an amazing body and I was ogling you earlier but I’m only human and I’m not rejecting you because you’re not good enough just because I’m married and for some damn reason I actually love my husband and I’d never hurt him not like this.” My eyes zone back in on the tent. Then they snap back to his wide eyes in horror. “And god, that’s really distracting I should go.” I tug on the door after my rant and take a deep breath when he doesn’t release it. I hit my head against the door a few times until Lucas’ hands grip my shoulders to stop me.
 
        “Finished?” 
 
        I nod ignoring the pain in my head, “Uh-huh.”
 
        “Maya, stop trying to figure out what you did wrong,” he dips a little to look in my eyes, they’re full of regret, it softens me a little. “You did nothing wrong. It’s my fault, I’m male. You’re fucking gorgeous and an amazing person. I just saw you laying there, I could smell you, damn you smell beautiful, and it’s intoxicating. Your chest was moving with each breath, I was mesmerized, I forgot who you was and where we were for a moment. I’m sorry.”
 
        I relent, “Ok. Fine. Don’t do it again though, because, well I really want us to be friends and hopefully family. And this will be awkward at holiday times. So. Don’t do it again.”
 
        He nods and gives me a goofy grin before pulling me into his chest and kissing my forehead. “I’m sorry.” His thing twitches against my thigh and he tenses. I giggle when he goes bright red and releases me to tuck himself between his legs. “I need a cold shower.”
 
        “I should go,” I say attempting to stifle my laughter. “I’d hate to be male.”
 
        He takes a step back and bites his lower lip, “Will you be back?”
 
        “Of course, just not today,” I say and pad back into the room. “Hey kid, I’m off.”
 
        “Don’t go,” Amelia squeals and throws herself into my arms. “Don’t leave.”
 
        “I have to princess, I have lots of work to do.”
 
        “Will you come back?”
 
        I nod and kiss her hair, “Tomorrow ok?”
 
        She nods and walks me to the door. I hear the shower running and laugh a little before exiting the building wondering what the hell just happened.
 
    
 
        “Are you ok?” James asks as I throw my bag on the table. My head is totally screwed, I need a hot bath and a book. “You look stressed.”
 
        I nod, “Just some things in France. I may have to go away in a couple of weeks.” Which is also true and adding to my stress. So I’m technically not lying.
 
        “Why don’t I come?” he says and grips my hips from behind. “Sounds like a good place to go.”
 
        I shake my head, “I’ll just be working all the time. I’ll only be gone a few days max.”
 
        “Right,” he says and I see him force a smile. “Are you sure you’re ok?”
 
        “I said I’m fine didn’t I?” I snap and he steps back a little shocked. “I’m sorry, I just… I’m in a mood. Don’t take it personally. There’s a lot going on right now.”
 
        “Talk to me about it,” your possible brother just tried to screw me… let’s laugh it off. Worst part is I wanted it. I’ll probably fantasize about it. Because he’s taboo. And hell I do love something that is strictly off limits.
 
        I shake my head and step past him, “I don’t want to talk, I just want to have a drink in the bath and fall asleep whilst reading a good book.”
 
        “I can think of a way we can de-stress together,” he whispers in my ear and grips my hips. 
 
    
 
   His brother’s schlong just touched your thigh. You really doing this?
 
    
 
   Please do this. Feel the burning between your legs. That’s me singing to you.
 
    
 
        “Not tonight,” I say, shocking even myself. He lets out a shallow laugh, “And so it begins…” he mumbles. I snap around to face him, “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”
 
        “Nothing.”
 
        “Clearly it means something, I don’t want to have sex right now. What’s so bad about that?”
 
        “You are Maya, everything is wrong with that. You never, ever turn down sex,” he laughs humorlessly. “Yet recently you barely even want to. I can see you’re just doing it because you have to. Or you think you have to.”
 
        “Don’t be ridiculous, I love having sex with you. I’ve just had a long day in the office, and then to see Jessica because I’ve been neglecting her,” I say and flop onto the bed face first.  “Don’t forget the face I’m still in pain from my surgery.” Which is also true but it’s really not that bad.
 
        “Let me make you feel better,” he says softly and pulls my hair to the side. I feel his tongue and lips on my neck and automatically shrug him off. “Fine. Whatever. I’m going out.”
 
        “Fine!” I snap back and drop my jacket on the floor. “Great husband, I’m stressed and he makes me feel guilty because I’m knackered and don’t feel like having sex. Thanks James. You really know how to make a girl feel loved.”
 
        He gapes at me for a moment and his eyes blaze with anger, “As opposed to…”
 
        I wait for him to finish but he doesn’t. He bites his lip and takes a few deep breaths. “As opposed to what James? Have you got something you need to say to me?”
 
        “No, you’re right. I’m being an ass,” his eyes soften and he stomps over to me. “Forgive me.”
 
        I nod and wrap my arms around his waist. “I love you.”
 
        “Yeah,” he sighs and kisses my hair. “I love you to.” I’m sure he says but it’s not enough but it’s so quiet I can’t tell if I imagined it or not. I let it go and do as I said I would do and soak in the bath.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
        I’m sat with Marie in my office, telling her about Lucas and Amelia and their situation. Marie nods and hums in all the right places. Then she blurts, “So James doesn’t suspect a thing?”
 
        I shrug, “I don’t think so. I told Lucas that if he accuses me of cheating again then I’ll tell him because I don’t want it to tear us apart but he hasn’t brought it up apart from that one time. The results should be here soon. I can’t wait!”
 
        “Yeah I bet,” Marie grins and taps away at her phone. “You heard from Jacob?”
 
        I nod, “Yeah, we’ve been texting back and forth. Why?”
 
        She shrugs, “I dunno… he invited me to go down and see him in LA. What you think?”
 
        I beam, “That’s great, go, have fun.”
 
        “Yeah, I don’t want to go yet, not until all this drama is settled. I can’t wait to see the ending.”
 
        “I’m glad my life can entertain you so.”
 
        My phone beeps:
 
    
 
   James: I have to rush to Seattle baby. There’s been a fire in one of our stores. I’ll be back tonight.
 
    
 
   Right at the same time I get the text.
 
    
 
   Lucas: The results are in! Hurry up and get down here.
 
    
 
   I respond to James first.
 
    
 
   Maya: Ok baby, when you get back we really need to talk. It’s important ok?
 
    
 
   James: Should I be worried? 
 
    
 
   Maya: I don’t know, but I sure as hell am. I’ll see you tomorrow ok xx
 
    
 
   James: Ok. 
 
    
 
   Then to Lucas.
 
    
 
   Maya: Oh my god! I’ll be there ASAP!
 
    
 
   Lucas: Hurry!
 
    
 
       “I have to go!” I squeal and grab my bag. “Results are in.”
 
       “Good luck!” she shouts after me.
 
    
 
        I rush to my apartment and hammer up the elevator using Marie’s trick with the close button and floor number. Lucas is waiting for me at the door. I don’t go inside and open it I tear it open right there.
 
    
 
        “Chances of sibling relation, 99.9%!” I shout and start screaming. Lucas grins and catches me as I jump on him, I wrap my legs around his hips and kiss his face over and over. “This is fucking fantastic! Oh my god! James… he’s going to be thrilled!  And Amelia!” 
 
        “Stop moving,” he laughs and carries me into the apartment. I drop down and hand him the letter. “God, I can’t believe this. It’s all so…”
 
        “I know right,” I laugh and hug him again. “Come on, let’s go celebrate. Dammit Amelia’s at school. Umm… let’s just calm for a moment.”
 
        “This is so great, I have a brother,” he laughs and sits beside me. His eyes soften. “Have I said thank you yet? For everything you’ve done?”
 
        I laugh and snuggle into his side, “Don’t thank me. I’ve done what any normal person would have done.”
 
        “You have not, you’re amazing Maya, James is very lucky.” He smiles and kisses my forehead, I can’t help but love it when he does that. “So, I guess now it’s ok for you to tell me more about him?” He didn’t want to know much before because he didn’t want to create this image in his head for it to be ripped away.
 
        We sit for the next few hours chatting about James, I tell him all about our arranged marriage and about how I’ve known James for years and I knew he had the hots for me. I tell him how shit of a person I am that I was sleeping with his friend and didn’t tell him. Now he’s family I let him know that I’ll probably let him down at some point because it’s what I do. That I’m just waiting for James to realize I’m not good enough. The talk turns into me blubbering all of my secrets, all of my insecurities and by the time I’m done I breathless, my face is wet from tears and Lucas is hugging me.
 
    
 
        “Wow, you’re even more deluded than originally thought,” Lucas snorts when I’m finished. I open my mouth to snap back but he holds his hand over my mouth. “Whatever you think of yourself you’re wrong, so you fucked a few guys and decided not to settle. You messed up, you’re human shit happens. But you have a heart of gold Maya. You’ll be a great mom because you’re a great person. James is lucky to have you, he knows it, I know it, and hell the entire world knows it. Maybe you were a little self-centered at times but I’ve heard you talk about your friends and how much you worry about them and James. Just because you don’t notice when a guy is pining for you doesn’t make you shallow it just means you were a little oblivious, you were a kid. Don’t let anyone make you feel different ok?”
 
    
 
        “You keep telling yourself that, but when I let you down, remember this conversation,” I laugh and peel myself off him. “You go get Amelia from school. You know what time to come right?”
 
        He nods with a smile, “That I do.”
 
        “Good, I can’t wait to see his face,” I giggle and kiss him on the cheek. “Oh, and please wear the aftershave I brought you. That other stuff stinks.”
 
        “Its six hundred dollar aftershave,” he chokes and opens the door.
 
        “You’re part of the family now, no brother of mine is wearing insect repellent as a perfume.”
 
        “It cost me twelve dollars from Walmart.”
 
        “I’ll give you twelve dollars if you never wear it again,” I giggle and head toward the elevator. “See ya brother!”
 
        He beams at me and heads back inside. I can already tell this is going to be awesome. So damn awesome.
 
    
 
        At six Amelia and Lucas arrive. I give them the grand tour, make them some dinner and put them on the couch to watch TV.
 
    
 
   James: I have a surprise for you…
 
    
 
   Maya: Oooh! I love surprises! I have one for you too!
 
    
 
   James: I’ll be home in two minutes.
 
    
 
        I usher a laughing Lucas and Amelia into the spare bedroom and wait eagerly by the door. James walks in holding a brown envelope, it’s large and thick. “Hey baby,” I say and kiss his cheek. “Now, you really need to sit down for what I’m about to tell you.”
 
        He eyes me curiously but sits on the couch anyway.
 
        “Is that my surprise?” I say pointing at the envelope.
 
        He nods and holds it out but I wave my hands.
 
        “No, let me go first,” I giggle and stand in front of him. “Listen very closely to what I’m saying because it’ll explain a lot of things.” He nods and I tell him, I tell him about how I found Lucas but I wanted to surprise him, I tell him how we did a DNA. I hand him the DNA results, and continue with every little the detail, the reason I’ve been sneaking around the fact he’s staying in our old apartment with Amelia. Each moment that passes I notice his face brighten and a massive grin stretch across his face. “You ok?” I say when his face falls. I notice his hands start to shake.
 
        “Yeah,” he mumbles and I shout for Lucas and Amelia. They both come out of the room looking nervous, James and Lucas look at each other for a moment. I see the light in their eyes, recognition, two brothers long lost now united. “Fuck, we look like each other.” I just want to cry.
 
        “Auntie Maya paid me to never say that word,” Amelia says and scowls at her uncle. “It’s naughty.”
 
        “She’s precious,” he says and they sit down. I watch his eyes light up as Amelia shows him her favorite dance and song. 
 
        I suddenly remember the envelope and pick it up whilst they’re mid conversation, James seems to have forgotten about it. James looks at me with panicked eyes and grips my wrist attempting to rip it from my hand. “Don’t baby, it’s stupid,” he says but I twist away from him laughing. “Please, baby. It’s really stupid… I. Don’t ok. Please.” Ok, I’m worried now. 
 
        I rip the envelope open with a smirk thinking it’s tickets to an opera or something daft in a huge envelope but what I find makes my heart stop.
 
    
 
    
 
        “Baby no,” James says and lunges for it but I twist out of his way again.
 
    
 
        There’s a sticky note stuck to a picture of me and Lucas, it reads,Two can play at this game. You really are a coldhearted lying bitch. 
 
        I flick through the pictures, he had a private investigator follow me! There’s pictures of me and Lucas eating together, of me with my legs and arms wrapped around him today after we got the results, a couple where I’m carrying Amelia and chasing her around the playhouse. There’s more, the pictures are hiding a set of divorce papers. My hand flies to my mouth and tears fill my eyes. I drop them and more pictures spill out. James lunges for them but I’m faster.
 
        The pictures are of him and bony blonde, he’s fucking her, over his new desk. She’s straddling him in his new chair. In one he’s even looking at the camera, a smug grin on his face. 
 
        “Maya,” Lucas says as James picks up the photos I’m throwing on the floor. “Are you ok?”
 
        “Maya,” James croaks and reaches for me, I move away without looking back. “Please, baby, I got it wrong. I’m so damn sorry.” 
 
        I’m still dazed, still hurting, my chest is burning, aching. The tears spill over and James reaches for me again but I take another step back shaking me head. “Maya, don’t cry.”
 
        I reach in the breast pocket of my jacket and snatch up the divorce papers.
 
        “Maya, let’s talk about this, please,” James panics and scrambles to grab the papers but I pull them out of his reach.
 
        I walk into the bedroom and slam the door, locking it behind me. The papers are decent enough, we both have prenuptials so it’s to our own discretion what we keep. I look at our bed and shudder.
 
        “Maya, please open the damn door!” James shouts and bangs on it with his fists. “Christ Maya. I’m sorry. Don’t leave me, I fucked up. I’m sorry.”
 
        “What happened?” I hear Amelia say before her dad shushes her. “Where’s Maya?”
 
        “Maya please,” James whimpers and slaps the door again. I’m not paying attention, I sign the papers and grab my suitcase. I fill it with my essentials and shrug it onto my shoulder. Damn my stupid tears. “MAYA!” 
 
        I unlock the door and push past James, he grips my arm which effectively stops me from moving. “Take your hands off me James.”
 
        “I fucked up Maya, I thought for sure you were cheating on me. I thought, I mean… It was that picture that I got today that settled it for me. I just wanted to show you how it felt,” he says and I notice tears spilling down his face. “Please. Don’t do this.”
 
        I peel his hand from my arm and slam the signed divorce papers into his chest, “You know this whole time I spent worrying I’d break your heart. I was worried I wasn’t good enough for you. I was worried I truly am just a cold hearted bitch.” I let out a sob and wipe my tears away angrily. “But I could never, ever, in my life hurt you this way and rub your face in it. I told you I wasn’t cheating.”
 
        “I know baby, I know,” he says and turns to Lucas. “I’m sorry you have to meet me at such a crappy time.” He turns to me with hopeful eyes. “Let’s go out for dinner? The four of us. Get to know each other.”
 
        “Funnily enough I’m not fucking hungry,” I growl in his face and stomp over to Amelia. I wipe my tears and kiss her cheeks. “I’ll come see you tomorrow ok princess.”
 
        “Why you sad? Don’t be sad,” she says and wraps her little arms around me.
 
        “Don’t worry baby girl, I won’t be sad anymore. Because I have you to cheer me up don’t I?”
 
        She smiles and kisses me I turn to Lucas, “I’ll see you soon.”
 
        “Maya,” he says and steps towards me. I shake my head, “Don’t. I just need to go ok.”
 
        “Please baby, don’t do this,” James says as I grab my bag and head to the door. “We can get through this. I promise. We can work through this.”
 
        “I told you when we first got together I don’t want to love you, I said people in love turn to mush when they get their hearts broken. Christ, it’s like I’m physically in pain! You had sex with her James, you screwed her to spite me. Without even talking to me first! If I’d known how torn up you was I would have told you about Lucas!” I’m shouting but I don’t care. “I know I can never forgive you for this. Ever.”
 
        “You say that now but we can, you can forgive me.” I watch his face contort in pain, I almost stop to comfort him. “Please baby. Don’t go.”
 
        I press the button for the elevator and wipe my eyes again. He grips my shoulders with firm hands. “Get off me James. The papers are signed. I have my copy. You can keep the apartment.”
 
        “Baby, don’t do this,” he begs and drops to his knees. “I can’t lose you. I can’t live without you Maya. You’re everything to me. I was never going to divorce you I just wanted you to hurt. I was stupid! I’m sorry. Please.” He wraps his arms around my waist. “Please, baby. Please.”
 
        I shake my head and step away from him into the waiting elevator. “I never want to see you again.”
 
        I leave him crying, broken and looking stricken and I don’t look back.
 
    
 
    
 
        I don’t know where I’m going, I’m just driving around. My phone is ringing off the hook, constantly, over and over. I eventually end up outside Shades, the pub I went to with Jacob and Marie. 
 
        When I enter it’s fairly empty, I slot myself into a booth in the corner, hiding away from the world. “Bring the bottle,” I say to Harriet, one of the barmaids. She nods and does as told, bringing me a full bottle of Jack Daniels and a tumbler glass. 
 
        “Everything ok?” she asks as I down a glass full with a wince.
 
        “Men are pigs,” I say and leave it at that, fortunately she takes the hint. I pull out my phone, there are about fifty missed calls from James, a few from Lucas and about twelve from Marie.
 
        My emotions numb with each glass until I feel like I’m floating. Harriet comes over and holds out her hand. “Oh, I’m not going to drive,” I slur. “Promise. I’m not stupid.”
 
        “Shall I call someone to come get you?” she says but I shake my head. No, I need to numb. I pour another glass, effectively emptying the bottle. “Maybe you’ve had enough.”
 
        “I can still feel,” I giggle. “Never enough if you can still feel.”
 
        She frowns and sits beside me, “You want to talk about it?”
 
        I shake my head, “Not preticrulary.”
 
       “Ok, you’ve definitely had enough. I’ll call Marie.”
 
       “No,” I say and shake my head. “I’ll call someone now.”
 
       I pull out my phone and notice Lucas calling. I answer, “Hey you.”
 
       “Maya, are you ok?” he says softly.
 
       “Fucking fantastic,” I slur and drain my drink. 
 
       “You’re drunk.”
 
       “That I am.”
 
       I hear James speaking in the background, “Let me talk to her.”
 
       “Don’t, I’ll just hang up,” I add emphasis to the P and giggle. “So, I have to go. Coz I have to go sleep somewhere.”
 
        “Can I come get you?”
 
        “No,” I say with finality. “I’m calling Marie. I have to go.”
 
        “Maya,” James shouts. “I’m sorry!”
 
        “Te he Iate him. And I dot wannaear is dumb eshcushes.”
 
        “I didn’t get a word of that,” he laughs which for some reason makes me giggle too. “Ok, you call Marie. Text me when you’re safe.”
 
        I hang up and text Marie. 
 
    
 
   Maya: Cim gat me at Sades. Fuck Jam, he bastrad. Man I hate. So dunk. Live you.
 
    
 
   Marie: Say what?
 
    
 
    I growl and hand my phone to Harriet, she types into it quickly and hands it back. 
 
    
 
        While I wait I mull things over, how can he be so heartless? How could he hurt me so much? I hate him! I hate him for making me feel this way! I hate him for making me love him! Why would he do this to me? Did I not show him I love him? 
 
    
 
   Let’s get laid, we’ll feel better.
 
    
 
   Amen to that!
 
    
 
        Marie shows up fifteen minutes later. She takes one look at me and wraps her arms around me. “Come on, let’s get you to mine.”
 
        I stumble to her car, barely able to hold myself up. We’re halfway to her car when a red eyed James comes into view. 
 
        “Piss off,” I think I say and wave my arm but the movement sends me stumbling. Marie glares at James and helps me up in my laughing state.
 
        “You did this,” she hisses and James nods, “I fucked up. Let me get her home.”
 
        “Home, I don’t have  home,” I grumble as the pain lances through me again. “Iad a home, but it was ruined. I ways thought I ruin it, buyou ruin it. Now I ate you, an I never wanna see you again.”
 
        “Maya, baby, let me help you.”
 
        “I’ve got her,” Marie shouts and pulls me past him. “Piss off James.”
 
        “She’s my wife!” he bellows and steps in front of us again. “Please Marie…”
 
        “Oh, I’m your wife now. Was I your wife when you fucked bony blonde on the desk I paid for? In the office I fucking made for you? Was I your wife then James?” I screech and stumble forward a little, ok my voice sounded good that time. “Christ just go away.”
 
        “You fucking asshole you didn’t,” Marie gasps. I nod with a grim smile, “And he took pictures, taped them to fucking divorce papers. Rather than talking to me about it first, he got sweet revenge.”
 
        “I can’t understand what you’re saying sweetie,” Marie says and drags me to her car. That sounded good to me. She helps me into the passenger seat. I rest my forehead against the cool glass and watch as James and Marie argue by the car. Then everything goes black.
 
    
 
   

Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
        Ouch, ouch, ouch! “You know what you need?” Marie says as I sip my coffee. I shake my head. “You need to get drunk and get laid.”
 
        “Yeah,” I agree. “That always used to make me feel better. Let’s go out tonight?”
 
        “Sounds like a plan, I’ll call the girls.”
 
        I shake my aching head, “Don’t. They will just judge. You know how they can be.”
 
        “Yeah, good point. Is it awful for me to say the situation sucks but this is definitely a silver lining? I get my drink buddy back!” I cringe as her voice gets louder and higher toward the end. “Come on, drink up your bloody Mary.”
 
        “I’m just going to finish up a few loose ends with work.” I say and pad over to her laptop. “Check my phone for me.”
 
        She picks it up off the breakfast bar as I email my staff, telling them I won’t be in the office for a while.
 
        “Sylvia is calling,” Marie says around a yawn. “I’ll talk to her.”
 
        “Don’t tell her,” I say and close the laptop. “I can’t deal with it right now.” My lower lip trembles as I think of James and that vile girl. “I want her fired.”
 
        “Hey Sylvia… no, yes… oh, he told you? Yes she’s…” she glances at me. “She’s shit Sylvia, she’s pretending she’s not but… yes of course I’ll tell her… No. Yes she did, it’s great isn’t it?     Alright. Thanks for calling. Take care.”
 
        I look up at her as she scrolls through my hundreds of messages. “What did she say?”
 
       “She knows, she’s sorry for James’ actions. Apparently he begged her to call and talk to you but she told him it’s his problem and he deserves the bed his made.”
 
        “Go Sylvia,” I snort and flop onto the couch. I wince when the banging on the door begins. “Tell him to fuck off.”
 
        Marie sighs and goes to the door, “What.”
 
        “I need to see her!” James whines and pushes past Marie. I sit up straight and remain indifferent. “Baby,” he coos and kneels in front of me. He rests his head on my lap and wraps his arms around me. “Come home. Please.”
 
        “I’m good here thanks,” I say and unwrap his arms from my waist. “How are you and Lucas getting on?”
 
        “He’s pissed at me. For what I’ve done but we’re getting to know each other. Amelia really loves you. She’s pissed at me too,” he chuckles but stops when he notices the blank look on my face. Remain strong, that’s it, don’t break down. You don’t care remember? He means nothing to you. “I’m sorry. So sorry. Tell me what to do and I’ll do it. I promise.”
 
        I roll my eyes, “Christ, you’re such a whiner. There’s nothing you can do. Thanks for giving me an excuse to be single again though.”
 
        “Don’t say that,” he bites out and clenches his hands into fists. “Don’t do something you’ll regret. Just because of what I did.”
 
        I snort and stand up, stretching my body like a cat, “Honey, I’m not about to do anything I don’t want to do. Sorry but I’m not going with you and I meant it when I said I never want to see you again.”
 
        “Maya…”
 
        “Just leave, you’re embarrassing yourself. I don’t want you. Get that into your head.”
 
        “Stop it, stop lying. Dammit Maya.”
 
        “Who says I’m lying? You know me, I don’t lie James. I don’t want you here. I’m just pissed you cheated first. It’s humiliating.”
 
        “Maya, I know I fucked up. Really bad, but everything just got on top of me. I just wanted you to…”
 
        I roll my eyes and sigh, “Feel how you felt yada yada yada. Boring. You finished?”
 
        “You heard the woman,” Marie says smugly and stands beside me.
 
        James glares at her, “Stay out of this Marie. She’s my damn wife!”
 
        “Actually she’s not, the signed papers went to her lawyer about half an hour ago.”
 
        “What?” he shouts and grips my arm. “Don’t do this. Baby, please, don’t do this.”
 
        “Too late,” I shrug. “It was a fun run while it lasted.”
 
        “Now leave or I’ll have you removed,” Marie smiles, it’s menacing and a little frightening. 
 
    
 
        “Maya, I love you, I won’t stop fighting for you. We are meant to be together! Please. Don’t do anything stupid.”
 
        I let out a shallow laugh, “You mean like fucking someone else? No, that’s your job right? I’ll do whatever I damn well please! Now get out.”
 
        “I’ll be back later,” he says and rubs his red eyes. “Don’t do this. Think about it first ok? And stop encouraging her Marie.”
 
        Marie gives him the finger and slams the door after him. “Well that was fun… not.”
 
        “I’m sorry,” I whimper and feel the tears I skillfully held at bay started cascading down my cheeks. “Dammit when did I get so weak?”
 
        “Hey,” she sighs and pulls me into her arms. “Why don’t you go have a shower, get dressed and we’ll go to lunch.”
 
        I nod and do as I’m told, it makes me feel better. I’m not sure whether reality has fully hit or maybe I’m just not bothered. Now the initial shock has worn off I actually don’t feel too bad. Yes when I saw James I wanted to rush into his arms and comfort him. Fuck knows why, he’s an asshole.
 
        So we get our glad rags on and hit the town. Marie is excited for a proper night out, I on the other hand just want to curl up in bed and sleep off my hangover. 
 
        My phone bleeps as soon as we get inside the club. It’s heaving but we have a private VIP booth. “It’s Lucas,” I say and wave my phone at Marie. 
 
    
 
   Lucas: Hey, we missed you today. Xx how are you?
 
    
 
   Maya:Sorry, I completely forgot! I’ll make it up to you. I’m fine, out dancing with Marie 
 
    
 
   Lucas: Don’t do anything you’ll regret xx
 
    
 
   Maya: Already did, getting married to that asshole. I’ll pop by tomorrow, if that’s ok? Do you need anything?
 
    
 
   Lucas: We’re ok, don’t worry about us. Why don’t you come stay here? I hate the thought of you hurting. We can watch crappy movies and eat chocolate and whatever else chicks do to mend a broken heart.
 
    
 
   Maya: Haha, that does sound good but don’t worry, there’s no broken heart to mend See you tomorrow xx
 
    
 
        I shut my phone off and order shots. That’s what I need, more alcohol! 
 
        Half an hour later our booth is full, the drinks keep on coming and Marie has us all in stitches. I’m sat beside a very cute male and his girlfriend, their names escape me. I think she was on some kind of reality TV show. She seems nice enough.
 
        “Want to dance?” Marie asks and motions to two hot males leaning over the table. The blonde on the right smiles at me sweetly. I shrug, down the contents of my glass and stumble my way to the dance floor. 
 
        His hands are all wrong, they’re on me but they’re wrong, they aren’t warm like James’ they don’t grab the same way. It doesn’t matter how good of a dancer this guy is it’s just not right. Marie has disappeared somewhere, I think she’s gone off with the dude she was dancing with. She’s probably screwing him up the bathroom wall.
 
    
 
   Man my heads spinning.
 
    
 
   More shots.
 
    
 
   Yes, just what we need.
 
    
 
        Marie stumbles back to the dance floor looking disheveled and smiling like the cat that got the canary. I roll my eyes and giggle at her disastrous moves with her new male flavor.
 
        I need to go, I can’t stay here. The guy I’m dancing with just kissed me, it was awful and he tastes of cigarettes and beer. Yuck. I find Marie in the crowd and tell her I’m going. She hugs me and vanishes again, it’s our usual routine. At one time it was fun.
 
        Stumbling out of the club I flag down a taxi and jump in. It’s only two in the morning, he won’t mind will him? Nah, I doubt it. 
 
        I giggle as I get into the elevator. Why am I here? I have no idea. Closure?    I knock a little loudly on the door and James answers, he’s fully clothed in a crisp black suit with a sexy shadow of a beard on his face. His hair looks like he’s been running his hands through it for hours and his eyes scream lack of sleep. It’s his eyes that startle me the most, red rimmed from exhaustion or maybe tears. Who knows?
 
        “Hey,” I say and stumble into him. 
 
        “Maya,” he breathes and wraps his arms around me. “What are you doing here?”
 
        I shrug and kick my shoes off. Turning to him once more I place my hands on his solid chest, feeling the bulging muscles with tense fingers. “Touch me,” I say and place his hands on my hips. The warmth of his palms seeps through my dress and into my skin. His fingers bite into my flesh just perfectly. I watch his wary eyes as I press my lips to his.
 
    
 
        “I need you,” I mumble and slowly push his blazer of before tackling his shirt. “Right now.”
 
    
 
        I free him from his pants and wrap my legs around him. He slams me into the wall and impales me quickly and frantically as if his life depends on it. “We should talk,” he groans but I shut him up with my mouth. I cry for him to go harder, faster, to hold me tighter until tears are streaming from my eyes. Not from the immense pleasure I feel but from the pain of my heartbreak. The pain of his lack of trust and betrayal. 
 
        “I hate you,” I sob through my orgasm and I mean it. My love for him is stronger than before but so is my hate. It burns within me like a never ending passion. I want to hurt him, yet love him and comfort him all at the same time. “I fucking hate you.”
 
    
 
         “Don’t say that baby,” he says and buries his face in my neck. “I’ll do anything.” I lower my legs and stumble into the bathroom to clean myself. “Please, Maya. Come to bed.”
 
        “It’s over,” my voice cracks and the tears fall again. I hate crying, I feel so damn stupid. “I hate you.”
 
        He reaches for me but I bat him away with my hand, “I messed up. Really bad. I know this.”
 
       “I can’t go back now James. I can’t reverse this pain.”
 
       He gulps, his strong throat bobbing. “You love me. I love you. We can start again.”
 
        “No we can’t.”
 
        “We can!”
 
        I glare at him. My anger now my biggest emotion. “You broke me James! I love you dammit. I fucking love you. Christ I’m in love with you! No matter how hard I try to convince myself I’m not… I am. Too much. It hurts, so bad. I… I don’t know how to move on from this.” My head shakes frantically. “I can’t look at you.”
 
        “So why’d you fuck me? Why’d you come here?”
 
        “To say goodbye.”
 
        His face contorts in pain and a single tear slips down his cheek. It hurts even more to see him as broken as I feel. “I love you. Take a couple of weeks but don’t divorce me. Not yet.”
 
    
 
        “Goodbye James,” I say and step past him to the door. “Goodbye.”
 
        “No,” he panics and grabs me around the waist. “Not happening. We can work through this. We’re strong, a great couple.”
 
        I tug his hands free and pull on the door. Cursing when the lock resists. When I finally manage to get it open I step into the hall and press the elevator button. He follows me out but I don’t look back, I ignore his pleas, his apologies for fear I’ll stay. 
 
       “Take care of yourself,” I sniff.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
        Two weeks ago I walked out on my husband. Two weeks ago I left my heart behind. Two weeks ago the flowers, the cards, the calls, the texts, the emails began. So two days ago I packed up my office and left it in the capable hands of a man called Oliver. LA here I come. I’ve decided to handle the offices down here for a while, until James gets it into his thick head that we aren’t together anymore.
 
    
 
        News of our divorce hit the gossip mags and news a few days ago. I’m shocked at the fact James told the truth, told them what he did as they were ripping me to shreds. He told them to print how sorry he was and how much he misses me. My leaving will be a huge shock to him. He doesn’t know yet. 
 
    
 
        “Hey you,” Jacob smiles and wraps me in his arms tight. “How you doing?”
 
        “My life sucks,” I sigh and pad into his kitchen. I arrived a few hours ago, I’m crashing with the star until I can find a decent residence near the beach. “I have to call him. Maybe I’ll text him.”
 
        “Yeah, I’d say text him,” he throws his jacket over the back of a chair and leans his elbows on the counter. “Sorry I couldn’t be here when you got in.” I wave him off and pour my third coffee. “Like my house?”
 
        I nod and look around, “It’s great. Very homely. I half expected some kind of tacky bachelor pad with a pole and a bar in the living room.”
 
        He grins and wags his eyebrows, “Was you looking forward to a bit of a pole dance?”
 
        “Fuck yeah I was.”
 
        “You serious?”
 
        “Yeah,” I keep my face straight and shrug. “No one can pole dance like me.”
 
        “I… I can buy one.”
 
        I roll my eyes and throw a tea towel at him, “Heartbroken here. Friend equals you right now. Let’s get drunk and have wild animal sex.”
 
        His mouth drops open but turns into a scowl when I grin mischievously, revealing my tease immediately. He walks away whilst pretending adjusting himself. “I’ll leave you to text, call or email your ex.”
 
        “Yeah,” Dammit, now I remember, I have to call him.
 
    
 
        The phone only rings once before it’s answered, “Hey.” James voice rips through me and I find myself clutching my stomach. “Baby.”
 
        “Yeah, you’ve said,” I sigh hating the quiver in my voice. “James?”
 
        “Yeah?” he sounds hopeful.
 
        “I’ve left.”
 
        He clears his throat, his voice now tight. “The office?”
 
        “No, the continent.”
 
        “When are you going to be back? Are you taking a break?”
 
        I shake my head even though he can’t see and push down the ache and nausea. “No. I’ve transferred to LA. There’s a guy called Oliver taking over my office. He’s good, we’ve traded places.”
 
        All I get is silence and heavy breathing. A minute later Jacob walks back in and rubs my back, clearly seeing the hurt in my eyes.
 
        “Are you there?” I ask.
 
        “When are you coming back?”
 
        I choke, “I’m not James.” Deep breath. 
 
    
 
        “Here,” Jacob says and holds out a tumbler of whiskey. I take it with a thanks and hear something smash on James’ end.
 
        “Who the fuck was that?” he shouts as I sip my drink. “Are you… seeing someone? It’s been two weeks Maya!”
 
        “It’s Jacob. I’m staying with him until I can get a decent place.” No idea why I’m panicking over the thought of him thinking I’m seeing someone. Maybe I just don’t want to hurt him more than I have.
 
        Something else smashes and I hear him curse, it’s muffled so I know he’s covering the receiver. “I’m coming to get you Maya. Don’t do this… don’t leave.”
 
        I hate the begging tone in his voice, every time he pleads in that voice I come a little bit closer to forgiving him. Something I most definitely can’t do, I can’t be that woman, the one everyone knows and has in their life, the one where the man does whatever the fuck he wants and she lets him. “I have to go.”
 
        “Why are you doing this? If you want me to stop pestering you, I’ll stop. I promise. Anything you want baby I’ll do it. Just don’t leave me when I need you.”
 
        “I have to go.”
 
        “Maya…” he warns but I hang up. 
 
    
 
        It’s only two seconds before he calls again, I ignore it. He calls again and again and sends texts, leaves messages for the next half an hour until Jacob grabs my phone and switches it off. “Want to go out for dinner?”
 
        I shake my head, “No. I’m going to sulk in my bedroom.”
 
        “Dinner it is,” he grins and grabs my elbow. “Want to order in?”
 
        “I want to sulk.”
 
        “Chinese it is. Want ice cream and chocolate?” he starts typing furiously on his phone.
 
        “I want ice cream and chocolate while I sulk.”
 
        Ignoring me yet again he pushes me onto the couch and sits beside me, “Want to have sex?”
 
        “For once in my life I don’t,” the feeling is foreign to me.
 
        “Ok, Chinese, ice cream, chocolate and then sex.” He turns the TV on. “And a couple of horror movies.”
 
        “Can I not just go and sulk?”
 
        “Oooh, this looks good.” He rents some new horror flick with a lot of gore. 
 
        Eye roll. “You’re an ignorant ass.”
 
        “Shut up and watch the movie,” he chuckles and pulls me into his side. “See, that’s not so hard is it.”
 
        “I’ve changed my mind.”
 
        “You want sex?” he grins mischievously. I respond by slapping him and groaning, “No. I’ve changed my mind on my top three most annoying men. You just booted Lucas to three and are second. Closely rivaling James for the number one spot.”
 
        “Have sex with me and I’ll be your number one in that area,” he winks making me laugh out loud. Man it feels good to laugh. He’s joking, I think we are now plutonic, I’m not actually sure whether we are attracted to each other in that way or not. We have an easy going friendship and are both quite alike. “How is Lucas and Amelia?”
 
        “They’re great, James took them off my account and put them on his much to my annoyance. I’m sending for them both soon. Lucas now has a job with James and James’ mother still doesn’t know. James probably isn’t sure how she’ll react.”
 
        “You’d think she’d be happy.”
 
        “That’s what I think. She may be a bitch at times but she loves her boy. You know? She’ll be happy he has the family he’s never really had. Not to mention how bad she’ll spoil Amelia.”
 
        “Yeah, I know.”
 
        “Anyway,” I yawn and stretch before tucking my legs under me. “Let’s watch this shitty movie. Is dinner coming?”
 
        “I know something that’ll be coming in a moment,” his fingers walk down my ribs before slipping under the waist band of my shorts. I smack his hand away and we both laugh together, that is until some dude’s head gets ripped off and I almost hurl. It’s a nice distraction from my morbid thoughts.
 
    
 
        I don’t switch my phone on until the next morning and instantly delete all of my messages from you know who. Oliver calls me and emails me a lot, still getting into the swing of things. He also tells me that James told him to tell me that he loves me so much and misses me and we belong together… I told him to tell James to stop harassing him at work. James responds by calling me endlessly. I get so pissed off and morbid I warn him with a number change.
 
    
 
        “Lucas,” I say and answer the phone. “How’s everything?”
 
        “Great thanks,” Lucas replies and sighs. “James is a mess. He genuinely thought you’d go back to him. He showed up last night pissed as a fart. Talk to him.”
 
        “I have talked to him.”
 
        “And?”
 
        “He wouldn’t drop it.”
 
        “Ok?”
 
        “He needs to move on. Anyway, I don’t want to talk about this anymore.”
 
    
 
        “Is that her, is she there?” I hear James’ frantic voice followed by Lucas’ huff. There’s a scuffle, Lucas swear and shouts, “Sorry.” “Baby, it’s me,” James says and sniffs. “I really need you to come home now.”
 
        “He’s drunk again,” Lucas shouts. “And crying like a baby.”
 
        “Why are you drinking?” I ask softly.
 
        “Are you leaving me for Jacob? Do you want him?” his voice is a barely audible slur.
 
        “I’m not looking for a relationship James.” 
 
        “You lying. You said you were going to fuck him. I deserve it… if you fucked him, I still want you. And your babies and you. I want you. So much. Come home. To me, and let’s have babies and get remarried and shit.”
 
        “How romantic,” I hear Lucas laugh and there’s another scuffle.
 
        “No!” James shouts like a child. “I’m talking to her. I’ll sing to her. She’ll like that…” Ummm… not too sure about the last one. “Baby. I need you here. With me.”
 
        “I’ll be coming back in a few weeks. I have things to sort out. We can talk then. Settle the business side of things. And the divorce.”
 
        “I miss your pussy baby. So fucking bad.”
 
        “Ok, let’s stop talking.” There’s a bang, a scuffle, a few grunts and then heavy panting.
 
        “I got it,” Lucas sighs and clears his throat. “Yeah, he’s just passed out.”
 
        “I’m so sorry Lucas.” I rest my forehead on the counter.
 
        “I don’t know what to do about him Maya. He’s a wreck.”
 
        “Everything ok?” Jacob pops his head around the door.
 
    
 
        “Who’s that?” Lucas growls and I swear I just heard his phone crack. With an eye roll I nod to Jacob and reply, “I’m on the phone to Lucas. Lucas that’s Jacob. I’m crashing at his until I can find a decent home. Better than being alone in a hotel.”
 
        “Can’t you come back here? Amelia will miss you.”
 
        “I’ll send for you both when I get my own place. It’ll be on the beach. Amelia will love it.”
 
        “It’s not the same.”
 
        “Don’t pull a James, please Lucas. I need this.”
 
        “Yeah, I’m sorry. I just feel like you’re running away.”
 
        I giggle, “Nope, not running. Just escaping. Giving us all time to breathe and move forward.”
 
    
 
        “Hurry up,” Jacob grins and holds up a bag of pretzels. “The game’s starting.”
 
        “Your boyfriend’s calling for you.”
 
        “Mature Lucas, real mature.”
 
        “Sigh.”
 
        “I’ll talk to you tomorrow or something.”
 
        “Yeah,” he says quietly and I can just imagine him pinching the bridge of his nose, James fashion. “Take care of yourself ok.” I nod and hang up even though he can’t see me. 
 
        “Come on, let’s go watch the movie,” Jacob smiles and drags me into the room. “I’m working tomorrow but I’m free from seven. Want to do something?”
 
        “Sulk.”
 
        “We’ll go to the fair.”
 
        “And find a booth that I can sulk in.”
 
        “And find a ride you can scream on,” he grins mischievously, totally ignoring me. Whatever. He sighs at my blank face and pauses the movie. Uh-oh. I don’t like that look on his face. “Talk to me. Tell me how you feel.”
 
        I frown and shake my head, “I’m angry, humiliated. I don’t talk about my feelings but I’ll give you the summary. I’m hurt. And it fucking sucks.” With a nod that would be queen of all conversation nods I groan and reach for the remote. He pulls it away from me and raises his eyebrow. “He made me love him. I was fine, but he kept pushing and pushing. Now I’m like this and he’s…”
 
        “You could forgive him you know. He didn’t do it for pleasure. He did it for revenge.” I want to slap him but I don’t. “He fucked up. He’s paying for it. Talk to him.”
 
        “Whose side are you on?”
 
        “Yours. Totally yours. He’s done a dick thing but…” he rubs his hands over his face. “I think you’ll regret this decision if you don’t really think about it.” That’s all I ever do. “And really talk to him about it. Then decide on divorce before it’s too late.”
 
    
 
        He holds a good point but not a strong enough one. “I’ll talk to him before the hearing in three weeks, when I go back.” With a small smile he presses play and stretches out on the opposite side of the huge couch. Let the movie begin. 
 
    
 
   Love scenes. Yuck.
 
   Sex scenes. Double yuck.
 
   Sex scene on a train. Looks interesting. Chugga chugga choo choo.
 
    
 
       “Will you stop huffing and sighing and what’s with the train noises?” I blink at Jacob who cracks up. His body shakes with laughter. “Damn I’m glad I met you.”
 
        “Shush. I’m pretending I’m a train.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
      “Favorite animal?”
 
        Hmm… “Pig… no cat… no tiger… no a chimp… no a giraffe. Hell…” I scrunch up my nose in thought. “Wolf. Definitely a wolf.”
 
        “Ok. Favorite color.”
 
        “Purple… no green. Hmmm… Maybe silver?” I shrug and stare out of the large window.
 
        “Favorite name.”
 
        I have no idea.
 
        “Favorite TV show.”
 
        “Vampire diaries.”
 
        “Movie.”
 
        “That’s a tough one,” I rub my face and stare at the woman through her half-moon glasses. Should have gone to Spec savers. “What’s the point of this again?”
 
         She watches me, her face impassive and shrugs, “Helps me get to know you.”
 
        “And…” I prompt now sitting up and leaning on my elbows.
 
        “Seems to me like you’re an intelligent woman with no clue what she wants or who she is.” Well doc I could have told myself that and saved myself six hundred dollars for this pointless meeting. “You miss him.”
 
        “Of course I do,” and that’s the first time I’ve said it out loud. “I miss him more than I would miss breathing.”
 
        “Have you tried seeking him out since the divorce?” she asks already knowing the answer. I shake my head anyway. “Does he still message you? Or try to make contact?”
 
        I nod, “All the time.”
 
        “You don’t reply?” Of course I don’t that would be bad. Because then I’d forgive him. “Maybe you should. You need to talk to him sooner or later.”
 
    
 
        It’s been three months since the divorce was finalized. Three months since I met with James and shattered our relationship completely.
 
    
 
        I remember walking into his office three hours before the hearing. Just looking at the desk and the chair and the room that I’d had built for him made me feel sick to my stomach. He rushed over and immediately pulled me into his arms. I sagged into him, into his strength, his scent, everything about him completely made for me. 
 
    
 
        “Baby,” he whispered in my ear and kissed my cheek. “I miss you. Come home.”
 
        “We’re here to finalize the divorce.” I stated, every bit the business woman I actually am and can be with the flick of a mind switch. “You wanted to talk, so talk.”
 
        He looked at me with sad tired eyes and led me to the couch facing out over the city. We sat and stared at each other. “I’m sorry.”
 
        “You’ve said.”
 
        We spoke, we resolved nothing. I couldn’t forget, I couldn’t forgive and I couldn’t go back to him. Hell, I still can’t. I’m even seeing a damn shrink. He begged for me back, I refused. I won’t go into detail, there was a lot of crying on my part, a lot on his. Then his mom showed up… 
 
    
 
        “So this is what it has boiled down to,” she said with a stern look and turns to me. “You need to really think about think about this.” She turned to her son. “And you… are a damn idiot.” We both nodded feeling like naughty children. I left and headed to the hearing.
 
    
 
        “He keeps his position, he can have the flat.” It was shit. James wouldn’t sign, I signed in three seconds. Like ripping off a band aid. Quick, easy and painful. 
 
        His mom followed us and insisted he follow reason and then she turned to me and spat, “He’s sorry you heartless bitch. You clearly didn’t care about him at all.” Ouch.
 
        I just shrugged and said, “You’re right. I didn’t.” Got up and left him looking dejected and hurt without looking back. 
 
    
 
        I’m still rooming with Jacob, mainly because he enjoys having me there and I enjoy being there. Marie came down last week for a few days. That was fun, she brought my car up. I gave it to her. Already bought a new one. 
 
        Most people are on my side, most. Jessica isn’t really talking to me because I’m an idiot apparently and should forgive him. The only people I have left are Marie and Jacob who both agree with me. At first Jacob didn’t but then his dad cheated on his mom and now he has a totally new view on the matter.
 
    
 
    
 
        It rarely rains in LA but when it does it hammers. That’s what is happening right now outside whilst I sit and stare at the blue lines confirming what the doctor already told me. I don’t mean my shrink doctor I mean my doctor, doctor. The rain is an apt description of how I feel inside, stormy, grey, dull, annoying and depressing. Shit. 
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