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CHAPTER 1
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Loretta knew that she was not supposed to leave her marriage, to walk away from a six-year union she'd formed with James, but she did. There was a son, Gerald.

A week ago, Loretta stood frozen, her heart pounding in her chest as James's words reverberated through the room. The sheer intensity of his demand hit her like a thunderbolt, leaving her breathless and disoriented. Their once-loving home had become a battleground, and now James was handing her a ticket to escape.

"Get out! Take your son and go back to your parents' house!" James finally spit out.

Loretta's eyes widened in disbelief, her mind racing to process the gravity of his words. She had never imagined their marriage would reach such a breaking point.

She reached her limit. Nothing, absolutely nothing, would make her change her mind and stay. She was determined to move on and leave it all behind.

James had finally agreed to let her go, to sign the divorce papers, especially since she'd promised that she wanted nothing to do with his money and properties. She would make sure to turn down any offers to split his possessions between them. She wasn't one to reap where she had not sown.

"But you'll have to contribute to the care of our son, though," she said, just to make it very clear to him.

"Hey, Gerald is my son, and I desire the best for him. Even more than you. So, you don't have to tell me to do right by him. Do you get it?" he said, a little upset.

She apologized and said she knew he loved their son and was grateful for that.

Some months ago, when she'd told her mother that she was leaving James, in that casual, irresponsible way, as though the divorce was something that was always bound to happen from the beginning of the marriage at some point, her mother, shocked, had first taken the time to digest what her daughter had just told her before asking three straight questions.

The first question was, "You are leaving your husband?"

"Yes, Mom," she said in that matter-of-fact way. When she would sit and try to imagine how she must've looked talking to her mother about her own divorce so coldly, she would bite the tip of her finger and give a brief thought to what James had reduced her to – a very respectful girl, suddenly turned wayward and cold at it.

Her mother breathed deeply, as though giving deep thought to the answer she'd just provided before she went on to ask the second question.

"What about Gerald? Have you taken the time to ask yourself what will become of him if you eventually end the union that formed him?"

Loretta nodded, her heart aching at the thought of being separated from her son.

"Gerald will come around," she said. "I will come back and bring Gerald with me," she added.

"The real question is, who is he going to choose?" her mother said.

"I'll fight to gain custody," she said, a little helplessly because she knew that all she had was herself and most probably a lawyer. She was up against a battle she knew she wouldn't win. James was in a position to hire a much better, experienced, and highly paid lawyer. A lawyer who only cared about fat envelopes, but who would also go all the way to deliver to a client, even if it meant soiling his own hands and conscience in the process. Reputation needed to be saved, after all.

James had always been the spouse with the money, the one who provided. And she, oh, she just had to sit back, relaxed, content with whatever James brought home, which was always more than enough.

"I will get the best lawyers," she told her mother in a tone of someone who needed to reassure themselves about something. Later, she would learn that all she truly had was her mouth and only a few amounts of money. Legal charges around here seemed too heavy. Or, to be fair, the kind of lawyers she'd boasted about hiring, those who sat in huge chambers with offices that had large glass walls, displaying the beauty of the city. It was easier to pay the other lawyers, the ones her father would always refer to as "charge and bail" lawyers when she was much younger. Those kinds of lawyers who hardly won any case but who were always grateful, however, to not have been expelled from the practice of law. Those lawyers who walked about in oversized coats, looking for clients.

"It's a man's world, that's all I'm saying. The judge would have more than a thousand reasons to deliver Gerald's custody to James, to rule in his favor. He is the one who is more stable," her mother had said.

In that moment, all Loretta needed wasn't someone bringing in the negative what-ifs. She needed to be reassured that she was making the right decision, even if she was already very convinced about it, and she needed her mother, very badly, to be her backbone at that time. But her mother was bringing her what-if questions, and it annoyed her so much.

"I will get what is mine!" she said, provoked, almost yelling.

Her mother did not say much other than that in their own family, people never divorced; a wife, a mother, never left her family. A woman should stay, a woman should endure. The man is right to misbehave; "They always do," but the woman, she isn't allowed to. The woman is the least senseless one, and the one with the least sense makes things work. They make their marriage work. They gulp up shit only to make their marriage work. They stay.

It was at that moment she saw what her mother was trying to say all the while, and it hurt her very badly that her mother preferred her to die in an abusive marriage than to be saved when she had the capacity to be saved.

But she would find solace in her father's simple words: "Do what's best for you." Her father, a simple man who was brief in words and size, had not always liked James from the start even, and this was known to them all. He'd always told her that there was something quite unsettling about "the boy," the way he looked, the way he acted, the way he seemed to care about nothing in the world but himself.

But because Loretta was blinded by love, and he wasn't the one to get in the way of two lovers, even if it meant entrusting his daughter to a man he couldn't really fully trust, he had to oblige. His daughter's happiness was most prioritized.

James had agreed to grant her freedom from the marriage since that was what was best for both of them, and he didn't have any problems with Gerald being with her. But she first needed to settle down, she had to first find a ground for herself before the divorce could happen. He wasn't going to be funding her life any longer, and whatever he would be sending to his son through her was strictly for his son. She wasn't to partake in it. That had been the terms of their agreement.

Initially, she hated the idea. Not processing the divorce meant that they were still married, thus the freedom he was claiming to grant her wasn't really freedom. For all she could think of it, this was a separation, not what she wanted. She was sure she wanted a divorce (same as James), and she was sure she wanted nothing to do with James again.

However, when she spoke to her mother about ‘his silly conditions,’ she made her see the sense in what James was saying. They were both parents to Gerald, and neither of them wanted him to live an uncomfortable life. James could provide that: a comfortable life for their son. Since he wanted the papers unsigned until he was ready to stay alone with their son, then it wasn't an entirely wrong idea.

Through her mother's eyes, she saw the sense in what James had proposed, so she agreed. The plan was simple: she would go up to England to get herself a job, a life, and yes, return for Gerald. James had clearly told her that she could have custody of Gerald without a fuss. It gave her an inkling that James did not really see their son, and this realization hurt her pretty hard. He might have a thing for the boy, but his refusal to fight for his custody weakened her. She knew she was not going to, for any reason, let him take Gerald's custody, yet, she wanted him to fight. She wanted an altercation, as though it was a validation that he saw their son and loved him more than he'd claimed he did.

She'd seen in movies and TV shows how much of a deal it had always been who gets custody of a child during a divorce. The first thing her lawyer, Hossy, a slim, slender woman with only a few years of experience whom she was meeting for the first time, tried to do was reassure her that she would fight to ensure that Loretta gained custody of Gerald. So, the issue of who took custody of the child was supposed to be a big deal, really. Why else was James giving it up without a fight? It had to be that he didn't really "see" their son, she said to herself. She would tell her mother this as well, but her mother would attempt to wash away those words from her mouth. She would tell her that no real parent would ever, "I repeat, ever," forget their child, and James, even with his shortcomings, wasn't that evil a person to abandon his own child.

Then, again, she would think that perhaps this was James's big plan: to send her out into the world and have her never return. Perhaps she might be able to trace her way back, but by the time she would, it would already be too late. Their son would no longer want her. Or he would refuse to be with her. This was a damn possibility, she told herself, and it further weakened her. But still, she couldn't take Gerald with her now, and if the judge learned that she had nothing going on, that she had no home, no money, no tangible plans on how she would care for the boy and herself, then hers was a lost case. She was left with no other options than to strongly believe that James would not go back on his words. He wasn't to be trusted, not after all she'd seen in him, but she begged herself to.

When she was discussing things with James, he'd offered to keep their son, Gerald, under his watch while she was finding her footing in England. She would need to settle down and find herself a job, she'd told him. They both agreed it would be very difficult for her to do so while having to leave with Gerald. It was best for Gerald to remain in Poland while she went about sorting her own life first.

It was easy to trust James's words. With the passage of time in their marriage, she had learned a million reasons why not to trust him anymore, but she believed him in that moment. He was changing rapidly, she'd once complained to her mother, who simply said that perhaps he'd always been that way. Perhaps he was only pretending so they could get married. After all, no one wants to marry a person who wouldn't cherish them.

Also, his pride wouldn't let him not do right by their son. She knew this. Even if he might not love him as much as he should, James still cared about saving his reputation. He was a man full of pride; he wore it like a cloak. Allowing people to label him as cruel for ignoring his own blood, his own child, was the last thing he would allow. If it was for his failed marriage, it was easy to concoct a story, easy to paint Loretta as the villain in the streets, to let them know that it was her fault.

She knew what men like James most likely said when asked about the cause of their marital failures. They never admitted to being at fault, even if they were solely responsible. It was much easier for them to dismiss the question with "Don't mind that ungrateful cunt! After all that I have done for her. She can get fucked in hell for all I care. I'm better off without her, after all."

Now, as she sat by the window of the plane, watching the clear sky up close, the wide expanse of it frightening her a little, she tried her hardest not to assume the worst of him, her husband. It was safer to believe he would do better. It was safer to assume so, because she wanted to believe that her son was in good hands, that James would take proper care of their son. He was, after all, the boy's father. His real father.
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Nobody knew exactly why Loretta had chosen England, out of all the countries available to settle in, but the lords of love and butterflies. Her parents had suggested that since their hometown was out of the equation for her, then America should be the most reliable option, but she insisted on settling in England.

"America is too populated and unwelcoming," had been her excuse. "But in the UK, there's a certain kind of peace. It might be more expensive, but where in the world isn't? Besides, my friend, Dorcas lives in Southampton, the very region I intend to settle in. I don't have anybody in America but Joyce, and she is a family woman. I can't possibly be a disturbance to her home."

Her parents had seen the sense in her point and had supported her. But the lords of love and butterflies kept lurking in her mind. They told her that she would've fooled her family, but not them. They knew her.

Before her departure to England, while she was still trying to find a job there in Poland, she approached every reception counter in every damned accounting firm in her town. ‘Oh, my God’, she had suddenly felt the urge to try out something crazy, something she never felt the need to do as a teenager because in those early days, she was focused on making the best out of her life, out of her future. Then, when she graduated from university, there was no time to explore
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