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  Synopsis


Emelda Louise Swetson has spent years building a life defined by structure, discipline, and emotional restraint. Work is safe. Predictable. Unlike people, it rarely disappoints. 
Ethan Calum McAllister is the same.
Controlled. Private. Intensely disciplined. A man who carries authority effortlessly and reveals very little of himself to anyone. Especially after the betrayal that changed the course of his life years earlier.
Working for Ethan was never supposed to become personal.
But somewhere between long hours, quiet understanding, and the unspoken comfort of being truly seen, professional distance begins to blur into something far more dangerous.
There is only one problem:
Emelda believes Ethan is married.
By the time the truth surfaces, feelings have already taken root — tangled up in guilt, restraint, timing, and the fear of wanting something that may never fully belong to her.
Set between London boardrooms and the quiet beauty of Italy, In Due Time is a mature slow-burn romance about trust, emotional healing, second chances, and the kind of love that is built slowly — through patience, honesty, and the courage to let oneself be loved.
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  Chapter 1


The trouble with living in a terraced cottage with paper-thin walls is that you don't just hear yourself, you hear everyone else: raised voices, bursts of laughter, the ordinary noise of people getting on with things. 
At half past four in the morning, my neighbour's cats decided to procreate with the entire neighbourhood. Not quietly, I must add. And definitely not discreetly.
Not in a dignified, nature-is-beautiful sort of way.
No. This was a shrieking, yowling, metal-gate-rattling performance that sounded like a fight with a rusty violin. The whole process went on long enough for me to sit up, stare at the ceiling, consider my life choices, and then, briefly, entertain the thought of buying a water pistol, a taser, and possibly a paintball gun.
I don't even own a pot or a plant, but there I was, imagining myself leaning out the window like an unhinged Victorian widow, throwing balcony pots at furry animals.
Around five-fifteen, the cats were either finished or dead, and I was wide awake with the sort of brittle irritation that makes you want to pick a fight with everything.
The kettle, unfortunately, was innocent. It clicked on dutifully, steamed quietly, and went about its business like a respectable British appliance — unlike the cats, who had no sense of shame whatsoever.
I made a strong cup of American coffee - yes, I did study abroad for a while, which affected not only my accent, but the way I see things in general as well. 
Yes, I am still a tea drinker, but early mornings require strong coffee; otherwise, I won't make it through the day. Then another.
I stood in my kitchen holding the mug as if it were the only thing keeping me upright, staring at the small stack of my newest cycling kit laid out on the chair as if it belonged to someone else.
New kit. New helmet. New gloves. New shoes. New hair elastics to match the outfit. New socks. New Oakleys. And the bike… the most expensive I can afford without breaking the bank — or my credit card.
I can now say I am also part of the "cycling game," with a very costly, high-tech bike to my name.
Technically, it wasn't debt. It was a strategic investment in my well-being, as I'd told myself when I tapped my card and smiled like a responsible adult.
If you were to ask me, right now, whether buying an expensive bike at my age was sensible, I would tell you, with complete sincerity, that it was either the smartest thing I'd done in a decade or the most spectacularly expensive waste-of-good-money midlife crisis in Oxfordshire.
Both might be true.
I glanced at the mirror above my white porcelain washbasin and took a good, long look at the face staring back at me. Dark-blonde hair fell in wild waves far beyond the elastic of my bra straps. Nothing special, I assure you. My eyes — huge, dark navy in the center and pale blue at the edges, as if they couldn't commit to a color — stared back with the same expression I'd worn for months. 
Predictable. Acceptable. Invincible.
It was my most convincing look.
By six-thirty, I was dressed for work: loose, tailored navy trousers that draped properly around my extremely voluptuous body, an ice-white silk blouse embroidered with hundreds of different flowers along the collar and cuffs — cobalt, yellow, pink, purple, coral, green. I love colour. I love flowers. I love them far more than was sensible for a woman who preferred to disappear into the background.
A fitted royal-blue coat followed, a familiar spritz of my favourite flowery-powdered perfume, navy leather block heels that were practical and attractive, and my newest indulgence. With it, my dependable burgundy calf-leather shoulder bag, which can look both professional and informal, saves me money by keeping me from buying more handbags.
My face was… awake-ish - nothing to gasp about - and not scream-worthy either.
If anyone asked, I'd slept brilliantly. 
That's one of the great gifts of British office culture: everyone is too tired to care unless it affects a deadline. No one asked me much in any case. Working for the owner tended to discourage unnecessary familiarity. And the fact that I delegate a lot and can come across as a tyrant with lipstick at times. That suits me just fine.
Outside, the morning was a typical English winter - grey light, damp air, and a sky that looked like it had given up. My fire-red Mini sat at the curb like a defiant jewel against the gloom: bright red body, black trim, black roof, black mirrors.
When I bought my car, it screamed at me to take it, and I did. My life was falling apart, and I needed some fun. I decided: I might not be winning at life, but I was at least going down swinging.
I slid into the driver's seat, breathed in the faint new-car smell mixed with peppermint lip balm, and told myself - firmly - that today would be normal.
Normal was safe.
Normal included no international travel, no corporate theatrics, and no men like Ethan MacAllister deciding they needed me for anything beyond calendar management and note-taking.
I drove toward Oxford with the heater set too high because I was feeling cold and old today. The radio murmured. Traffic gathered like an inevitable inconvenience. Commuters. Delivery vans. School runs. A cyclist in fluorescent gear, making everyone else look very dull and lazy by comparison.
Somewhere between Kidlington Road, my phone chimed with a calendar reminder.
Ethan — 09:00 Contract Review (Internal).
It wasn't the contract that made my stomach tighten. It was the man attached to it.
Ethan MacAllister.
His Highness.
I'd been working for him for ten months. Long enough to know his rhythms. Long enough to anticipate his moods. Long enough to arrange his world so neatly that he rarely had to ask for anything twice.
Not long enough for him to know anything about me beyond the fact that I could organise chaos and make coffee that didn't taste like hot mud.
Which I preferred.
The fewer people who knew me or asked about my life, the safer I was.
The building rose out of the grey like a polished promise — glass, stone, clean lines, understated wealth. No gimmicks. No bluster. Everything about it said serious people did serious things here.
Inside, the air smelled faintly of citrus cleaner and expensive coffee. People moved with quiet purpose. Voices were low. Shoes clicked softly. No one laughed too loudly. Always controlled and dignified - very upper-class British, if you must know.
The woman at reception nodded at me with professional courtesy — the sort that suggested she'd happily watch the world burn as long as the visitor log was completed correctly.
I nodded back. We were alike, it seems.
At my desk outside Ethan's office suite, I hung my coat, set my bag down, and took a moment to breathe. His door was closed.
It was always closed.
Even behind it, his presence altered the atmosphere, like pressure changing. As if the building knew he was in it.
At eight fifty-eight, the door opened. Always earlier than the prescribed time. Luckily, I was the same.
He stepped out already in motion, always in control — like a man who never wasted a movement.
Today, he wore a charcoal suit that fit like it had been stitched directly onto him. Crisp white shirt showcasing his broad, muscular shoulders. Patterned braces in ice white and black, visible only when his jacket shifted. And a tie that was, frankly, borderline cheeky: deep blue silk threaded with yellow geometry that shouldn't have worked and somehow did.
Tall. Broad-shouldered. Muscular in a way that came from discipline rather than vanity, I suppose. Thick dark hair, neatly kept, touched with silver in a way that recalled Sean Connery; the rest of him — the stance, the control — closer to Hugh Jackman. His almond-shaped eyes, golden-brown, missed nothing.
He looked like a man who had never been late for anything in his life.
"Good morning, Emelda," he said, calm and precise.
Perfectly standard.
It still made me sit up straighter.
"Morning," I replied, because I wasn't a fool, and Ethan McAllister had a way to make you recall your first day back at school.
His gaze flicked over my desk — the neatly stacked folders, the angled notepad, the coffee waiting for him — black, one sugar, precisely as he liked it. He nodded once, as if the universe needed his approval.
"Come in."
Two words. Not a request. An instruction.
I picked up my notebook and pen because I knew the drill.
Inside his office, everything was immaculate — minimalist desk, sleek monitor, shelves of books that were actually used. It smelled like him. Leather. Musk and cedar. Authority.
I placed his coffee within arm's reach before I took my usual place.
He didn't sit. He stood by the window, looking out over rooftops and bare winter trees like he could see through them to the future.
"Right," he said. "The Zurich meetings have been brought forward. This is out of my hands. The main objective on both sides is to get this deal finished, signed, and to start work immediately. No delay."
My pen paused.
Zurich.
Switzerland.
Continental. Not my department.
"The client wants us in person," he continued. "We'll be there for three days. After that, Athens. Then Italy."
I blinked.
"We?" I echoed.
He didn't react. He opened another folder.
"I need you to take notes in all sessions — track deliverables. Keep a record of verbal commitments. I need your sharp mind. All relevant administrative work, and more if required. You'll attend the evening events."
I stared at him.
"Evening events," I echoed.
"Yes." He looked up. "Dinners. A reception. Introductions. It's social as well as business."
Something in my chest tightened.
Social.
Absolutely not.
"Sorry. I won't go with you."
His eyebrows rose a fraction.
"I beg your pardon?"
"I said I won't go." I swallowed. "Ask your wife."
Silence fell.
"This is work," he said flatly and gave me a look of mild disbelief.
"I am at a loss," I said. "It is customary at corporate events for people to attend with their spouse, boyfriend, or girlfriend. Only when someone is clearly single would this be normal. This is not normal. At all."
"You're married," I added, because someone clearly needed to state the obvious. "I will not be known as the other woman. The old cliché. Ever."
He looked at me as though I'd said something quite mad.
"I am not asking you to sleep with me."
His gaze hardened, irritation flashing there, as though he were quietly reassessing his judgment.
The words landed harder than they should have. Fine — not that it had ever crossed my mind — but he was married. If he needed me for the business side of things, so be it. But one would expect a man with his experience to have the foresight to reserve his wife for everything else that came after hours.
Did he really not care about office gossip? About his reputation or hers? Or mine? Clearly not. I do. 
Everyone knew the unspoken assumption: when a man in authority asked his assistant to accompany him to a social event, it was rarely seen as purely professional, whatever the official explanation.
"Oh, well, thank God for that," I said dryly. "For a moment there, I thought you were about to attempt something wildly inappropriate behind your desk."
"You are being ridiculous."
"Am I? You've just instructed me to travel across Europe with you and parade around at social events like... what? A decorative clipboard?"
"I need you," he said, then corrected himself. "I need your role. You're efficient. Your eye for detail."
Yes, there it was.
Function.
Need.
Role.
"I am informing you that I require your professional assistance. I need your judgement and your input," he said, a faint tension settling in his jaw. "You will attend the necessary formal events with me, as outlined in your contract, Emelda. Nothing more."
For a moment, I was on the brink of losing myself, or ending my career and surrendering to emotions I had suppressed for so long they threatened to undo me entirely. This man was scratching at something buried so deeply I had forgotten it was still there.
Luckily, reality took over: I needed my job, because of my newest madness - cycling. My bicycle - quite expensive - credit card payments, and the fact that no one would rescue me if I gave in to my hormonal imbalance and lost everything. I straightened up. I wanted to scream, but it would not help me. Pull yourself together, old girl.
"Dates," I said crisply. "Flights. Hotels. Schedule. Dress codes. Contacts. Security. And you will set out, in writing, exactly what you expect from me. I prefer clarity."
He watched me. Then, slowly, the corner of his mouth twitched.
"Good," he said. "That's why you're coming."
I hated the way my pulse jumped.
He turned back to his folder; the matter was settled.
To him, it was business.
To me, it was the beginning of a very controlled, very professional disaster.
And somewhere, faint and distant, I swear I could hear a cat yowling again — like a warning I wasn't ready to hear.
By the time I returned to my desk, my pulse had settled, and my spine had reasserted itself.
This was not the first time I had been surprised at work. Nor was it the first time I had been asked to do something I had not anticipated. It was, however, the first time my employer had calmly announced that I would be accompanying him across Europe like a very competent piece of carry-on luggage. 
I opened a new document on my computer.
That is always how I regain control: structure and Excel. 
Zurich–Athens-Italy: Travel & Administrative Requirements
Neutral. Sensible. Unemotional. Work. Focus. Mechanical efficiency. 
I started with the basics: flights, accommodation, drivers, security coordination, and meeting schedules. I structured the days with buffers, because experience had taught me that powerful men liked to believe they controlled time, and time enjoyed proving them wrong—every time.
Then I paused.
Because there was a glaring omission.
I immediately added a new heading.
Professional Attire & Presentation (Full Company-Covered)
I did not rush this part. One must be careful when stating obvious truths to people who are unused to hearing them. Mr McAllister is one of the people.
I included the most essential part of the document under this new heading.
Due to the formal and social nature of several engagements, appropriate professional attire will be required beyond standard office expectations.
This includes business wear, evening attire, footwear, accessories, grooming, and presentation services necessary for International Executive Representation.
All associated costs are to be covered by the company - Strathwick Capital Pty. Ltd. 
I read it twice.
Once, as myself.
Once as Ethan MacAllister.
Satisfied, I emailed the document and printed a copy immediately, because relying on a single form of courage seemed reckless. I then walked to his office before I could reread it, revise it, or quietly delete the entire section on attire, as if it had never existed.
He didn't look up when I entered.
I stood there for a moment, document in hand, becoming uncomfortably aware that my palms were damp. Actual damp. This was new. I did not care for it.
Without glancing at me, he extended his hand.
Just held it there.
Ah. Right.
I placed the document into it like an offering and resisted the urge to wipe my fingers on my trousers afterwards, which would have been undignified and, worse, noticeable.
He began reading.
Page one.
No commentary.
Page two.
Still nothing.
By page three, a thin sheen of sweat had appeared at my hairline. I could feel it forming, traitorous and entirely unprofessional, as though my body had decided this was a life-or-death situation and was acting accordingly.
My stomach gave a slight, warning lurch.
Excellent. Not at all how I had envisioned this day.
I focused on breathing. In. Out. Calm. Normal. This was just a document. A perfectly reasonable document. No one had ever died from requesting appropriate company attire. Probably. This may be my lucky day - I may be the first person to die from total embarrassment for something she legally may ask for.
He turned another page.
Then his eyes paused -  just briefly.
"This is… extensive," he said, glancing up at me.
"It's accurate," I said. "This isn't Pret. You're asking me to accompany you on international business and to represent the firm. The people we'll be dealing with will make their judgment before I've said a word if I arrive dressed as I am. As they say — feathers make the bird."
I felt no embarrassment in saying it. Any formal clothes I'd once owned, I'd given away long ago, convinced,  foolishly, perhaps, that shedding them might erase the shame attached to that chapter of my life.
Ethan McAllister was insisting that I accompany him, without his wife, into very public settings. It seemed only reasonable, under the circumstances, to ask for appropriate compensation.
He said nothing.
The silence stretched, deliberate and assessing, long enough for me to wonder whether I'd misjudged him after all.
He paused, then reread the paragraph, one brow lifting almost unnoticeably, not quite amusement, but something close.
"You're asking the company to cover an entire wardrobe."
"I'm asking the company to cover requirements it's imposing," I corrected. "There's a difference."
His mouth tightened slightly. He reread the paragraph, slower this time, as though checking it hadn't rearranged itself when he wasn't looking.
"You already own suitable clothing," he said.
"For the office," I replied. "Not for Zurich boardrooms, Italian dinners, and whatever Athens considers acceptable after dark. If you'd rather, I'm delighted to stick with what's comfortable."
He looked up.
"My jeans," I clarified. "Possibly wellies. We can call it rustic competence and be done with it."
A pause.
"That won't happen," he said.
"Perfect. Then this will prevent it."
Another pause. Longer this time.
"And the costs?" he asked.
"Reasonable," I said. "Professional. Documented. Charged directly to the company. Tax-deductible under operational costs or, failing that, as a charitable gesture in support of your assistant."
"I'll need a business credit card issued in my name for the duration of the trip as well, please."
That earned a look — not surprised, exactly, but alert.
"You're organised," he said, as though the conclusion had arrived against his better judgment.
"I am," I agreed, faintly pleased he'd caught up.
He leaned back against the desk now, considering me rather than the page.
"You're not asking for reimbursement."
"No," I said. "I'm asking for clarity. And separation."
"Separation?"
"Between my finances and your requirements," I said evenly. "I prefer to keep them distinct."
He looked at me properly this time, as if lining me up against the plan and finding fewer gaps than expected. I held his gaze, expression neutral, spine very straight.
"You've thought this through," he said.
"I would hardly bring it to you otherwise," I replied.
Something shifted across his face — not warmth, not humour, but a brief, unmistakable recalibration — before his expression settled back into control.
He nodded once, decisive.
"Approved," he said at last. "The card will be issued today. The limit will reflect the schedule. You'll submit itemised reports."
"As agreed."
He handed the document back without ceremony, already reaching for another file, as though my internal organs had not just completed a vigorous rehearsal for failure.
"And Emelda."
I paused - and I turned back to look at him.
He looked at me steadily now, the way one does when making a final adjustment rather than issuing a warning.
"You'll represent this firm appropriately."
"I always do."
His gaze held mine for a fraction longer, measuring. Then he gave a single, almost imperceptible nod. That appeared to satisfy him, just like that. No awkwardness. No further discussion or assessments. Which, I noted as I left his office, said a great deal about Ethan MacAllister.
I left his office with the document held neatly against my chest, posture intact, palms dry again, and my stomach behaving as though it had never contemplated mutiny in the first place.
All things considered, I thought I handled that very well.
I would reward myself later with something sensible, I decided.
Like an obscenely expensive bottle of genuine French white-flower perfume — the sort that smelled of restraint, money, and understated romance.
And a handbag. One good one. Neutral. Structured. Capable of working with everything, because I was not about to become a woman who owned six bags and still felt she did not have the right one.
That, I decided, would do nicely.
That afternoon, I will book an appointment at the salon.
Not because I am frivolous — because I am realistic. The date is set for the day before I have to leave Poppy with the master.
Hair does not behave well under stress. Mine, in particular, takes it very personally, not to mention nails chipping at the most inconvenient time. Faces betray fatigue and age. And I was not about to stand beside the firm's CEO and sole owner looking as though I'd made an effort purely out of politeness.
If I were going to do this, I would do it properly.
And this time, he would notice.






  
  Chapter 2


Agatha Christie would have been proud. By the end of that day, my calendar looked like a crime scene. 
Red blocks. Blue blocks. Yellow and pink. Greyed-out buffers that would never, in reality, be respected, but are essential for mental health in a workplace like mine. I understood precisely what was happening on paper and in my head, and that is all that matters. 
Meetings stacked against calls. Calls that are bleeding into prep time. Prep time optimistically labelled as Admin, as if that word could protect it from being devoured whole. This, I told myself firmly, was fine. With all this pressure and the workload to accomplish in one day, I feel totally in control. I don't go looking for tension, but it has a habit of finding me. Deadlines don't unsettle me; they seem to organise my thoughts. 
I established long ago that strong personalities and short tempers are manageable if you listen carefully and don't take things personally. 
Chaos has its uses. It tells you very quickly who knows what they're doing and who prefers to talk gibberish. I've learned to work around egos, through frustration, and past unnecessary drama. Even anger can be helpful if you don't let it run the show.
This is where I'm most effective. Not in comfort, not in endless agreement, but in the moments where expectations are high, patience is thin, and someone still has to make sure everything works. I see myself as the diffuser of bombs. And defuse them I do, more than I care to admit.
I've always been good at spotting patterns, regardless of qualifications. More than once, that skill had saved multi-million-pound contracts from collapsing under the weight of human error and overconfidence.
I left work around 18:15 - very early for me, since I work until late at night and most nights only go home around 20:00. But today, I decided to leave early, since negotiating for financial aid for a work trip I still do not want to attend is energy-draining. 
My current problem is not just the lingering thought of the overseas trip, but also my commitment to start my new exercise regimen. To top it all up, my dreaded cycling race confirmation email arrived at seven that evening, just as I was ready to enjoy my evening meal. I stared at it for a long moment before opening it properly, thumb hovering over the screen as if it might bite.
Entry Confirmed – Closed-Road Sportive \ LondonRides
Distance: Just under 62 miles \ 100 km
Start: Early Summer \ July (date will be confirmed closer to the race)
Just under sixty-two miles. Three months left. Why did I ever think I could do this? Arrogance, I know. But I wanted - no, needed - to work towards something other than my work. Finish something to show that my age and my past do not matter. I am a new woman. Better than before, and I will defeat my fears. 
I exhaled slowly and moved the information into a folder labelled Training, where it sat beside a neat spreadsheet I'd been refining for weeks without quite admitting what it was for. I need to take action. Handle this the same way I handle my job. Place it in its relevant box, and work accordingly. Compartmentalize. 
I need to join a club. Which one is the question? A few cycling clubs were mentioned when I bought my bicycle, and I will research them when I have the energy and time. Now is not the time.
Because of my hectic work schedule and the emotional baggage I carry, my friends are few and far between. My social skills are something to fear and sidestep. But for me to accomplish this goal, I will have to take the leap and jump into unfamiliar waters, better known as cycling snob hell. 
I know the cyclists meet on Sundays. Rode in colourful and cheerful packs. Stopped for coffee. Talked about bikes like they were beloved pets. I do not know if I am ready for that. To break free from my fragile shell, I will need some more self-talk and loads of my cheeky pills.
My schedule, for one thing, wouldn't allow it. The week before travel was already stretching into absurdity, and the idea of committing to group rides felt dangerously optimistic. So I will do the logical thing. I will train alone. This will entail early mornings. Quiet roads. Throw in some gym work for measure. It is going to be a blast. 
First: I need to learn how to mount my beast, clip my cleats in without taking a tumble, and, worst of all, fit into this Lycra costume. 
At work, nothing changed. Which is to say, everything did — but quietly.
The best time for my training to commence was chosen for safety and practicality, when the rest of the world was still asleep. 
That was the logical option.
I also discovered that dawn has a way of lowering inflated expectations.
The road was quiet, the air cool, and the few cyclists I first passed, this time of day, looked like they belonged there—lean, silent, clipped in, moving with the calm confidence of people who clearly knew what they were doing. In my head, I felt like one of them. I could envision myself on my bike, lycra stretching around my slim body, and the fitness level to break into a 25 miles per hour pace.
Clearly, I was delusional.
The harsh reality was that I waddled out of the house, dressed like a black-covered baby walrus who'd lost a bet. All bundled up like a breathing sausage roll. Thermal jersey. Windproof jacket. Leg warmers. Gloves thick enough to upholster a sofa. I'd been warned about the cold. I took that quite seriously, seeing that I am unfamiliar with all aspects of cycling. By the time I reached the end of the street, I was already overheating and questioning every life choice that had led me here.
The bike, I must admit, was perfect. My new Specialised S-Works Tarmac stallion, in perfect satin-carbon black —light, ruthless, beautiful. It made me feel like a pro cyclist, so I believed I would ride like one, seeing how easy they make it look. Considering the amount I paid for this metal frame with wheels, it should have included a personal trainer, emotional support, and a lifetime supply of supplements. Even though the sales guy insisted on a professional bike fit - that did include lasers and whatnot, and adjusting millimetres of the seat, as if performing surgery, it is clear that the bike was ready. I was not.
I was also in the wrong, believing that I could power my overweight and undertrained body on optimism alone. 
How was I to know I needed to eat something proper before conquering the road? 
I was told that hydration was key and that water  - perhaps not alone, come to think of it - would help throughout my first cycling experience. How difficult can this be, seeing that every human being in London is always walking or riding a bike? 
If little children can do it, then surely I can as well. 
I was optimistic until the third block passed me by. 
My lungs caught fire. Actual fire. 
My legs felt unfamiliar, as though someone had put some heavy stones inside them. 
My muscles were screaming at me that they had had enough. The saddle situation was an outright betrayal at best.
I now understand that cycling is not a sport but a quiet form of torture. Something had taken hold of my private regions with the confidence of a seasoned professional and showed no intention of letting go. There was no screaming pain, because that would mean you were forewarned — no, this was just a persistent, personal violation delivered with excellent efficiency. I continued pedalling, of course, because making a scene would have been worse, and I was determined to suffer politely, like a grown woman who had absolutely made a mistake but intended to see it through.
When I turned back and was close to home, I stopped—or tried to.
I forgot about the cleats. Totally. I didn't have any problems clicking my feet in when I started, but I didn't have enough experience or practice to remember that you need to unclick one foot to keep balance and stand if required. 
I had been told the release and the unclick would "feel natural." It did not. I leaned slightly, confidently, to one side, like one of those women dismounting gracefully in a cycling brochure, and tipped over in slow, humiliating silence. It all happened so fast. My brain knew exactly what was about to happen, but my reflexes did not get the message in time. I wanted to plant my right foot on the ground, but there was nothing there to support me. Too late, I remembered, it was stuck to a pedal. A quite challenging, tough, hard fall, with my air whooshing out of my lungs, left me with the realisation that I was still attached to my brand-new bicycle. I looked like a giant turtle lying on its side with a bike attached to its legs. In hindsight, it must have looked hilarious - but I was not in a philosophical mood.  
To add to my humiliation, a passing cyclist - a very fit one - asked if I was all right. I told him yes, which was an utter lie, while lying on the pavement, clipped in, dignity scattered across postcodes. It then hit me. My brand-new, costly road bike is lying on the hard ground.
No, no, no. I do not want a scratch on this possession. I tried to get up as fast as possible. I then realised I cared more about my bike and apparel than any blood and broken skin the fall could have caused. Perhaps that was a good sign, and an indication that I was indeed one of the chosen cycling snob club members in disguise.
I got up in remarkable speed. By the time I finally managed to unclip correctly, one knee was properly skinned, my pride was in critical condition, and I was breathing like I'd sprinted uphill carrying furniture. 
I mounted my black stallion again, because I am nothing if not stubborn, rode another short stretch, and then dismounted perfectly. 
Because if you fall off a horse, you need to get back on it immediately if you want the spirit of fear to flee from you permanently. It works with bikes as well.
In record time, I showered, patched all obviously broken skin areas I could find and got ready for work. One thing I did learn this morning was that I need proper training, healthy eating and fueling, and tons of research about cycling.
For the rest of the day, I moved like someone recovering from a minor but profound injury. Slow and steady without showing any apparent weakness. The stairs became a careful, one-step-at-a-time negotiation, and my legs openly complained. My private areas were another torture altogether. It felt as if someone had rubbed sandpaper on areas not to be mentioned in proper company.
My whole body ached and rebelled against me. I am to blame, I understand. No stretching, no proper fuelling and set off with the confidence of someone who genuinely believed they were able to tame cycling. 
My brand new shoes are now marked, and I think I can call the side of the pavement "Emelda's Corner", seeing that I did fall. Despite all the soreness and unmet expectations, I felt good. I had gone and done it, out on my own in the wee hours of the day to cycle. I did what I never thought I would have the courage to do. I survived the first day. Now I must move forward.
I regrouped and worked out a new program —only this time, I was a little wiser about it. I added some strength work and basic fitness to my program, nothing melodramatic. One day at a time. Build a better foundation. Crawl first before I try to climb the mountain. My strategy includes easy, doable activities like walking every evening, increasing the distance and speed as I get stronger and fitter. I decided that if I want to do this, I will have to work smarter. I invested (translate: took on more debt) in a proper indoor trainer and an app to use with it. This turned out to be a minor miracle. It helped far more than I'd expected. 
The indoor trainer helped me grow more confidence in my cycling ability - how to change gears, handle the bike even on a stationary trainer - endure more and, funny enough, started to feel fitter. I was also now able to practice my clip-in and out without the fear of tipping over in public - that was obviously the best part of it all. All things considered, I did rather well.
I also started looking after myself properly for the first time in years. At work, I still gave it my full attention—if anything, more so. It felt as if a light was switched on inside my head. That helped me achieve more in less time, leaving more time for my practice timetable. A win-win, I would say.
I made sure my work program aligned with my training plan. Even though most of it was done indoors, it still required time, discipline, and some effort. I treated it like everything else in my life: planned, accounted for, and quietly non-negotiable.
My body was slowly adjusting, but not fast enough. Stiffness and soreness were unfortunately still part of my progress. 
No one in the workplace made remarks about my progress or external changes. I did, and I was pleased about them. I slept better, worked faster, and, most of all, I started to lose all that unwanted weight I had accumulated as my life started to fall apart around me. My clothes began to get too big, and some I had to give to charity. This led me to buy some newer, more fashionable clothes for work and for casual wear.
Ethan noticed.
He said nothing when I declined a late meeting and pushed it to eight the next morning. He kept quiet like a perfect gentleman when I stood a fraction too carefully after a lengthy review session, even when I rolled my shoulders like a proper boxing champion, once while reading a contract.
He watched. Not obviously—Ethan never did anything obviously—but I could see it in the slight narrowing of his eyes, the pause that was half a second too long. The look of a man mentally placing a fact into a very orderly filing system marked potentially relevant, revisit later.
Eventually, without lifting his eyes from his computer screen, he said,
"You're sore."
I looked at him, surprised at first—because Ethan is not the sort of man who makes polite conversation. Especially not with me, his long-suffering assistant. He isn't built for small talk or gentle observations. He notices things, files them away, and moves on. That's his way. In all the months I have worked for him, Ethan has never once tried to initiate a conversation that was not work-related. 
So when he spoke, I gave him a look. The sort that politely suggested he might like to rephrase his comment if he was hoping for a peaceful afternoon.
He glanced up then—just briefly—one eyebrow lifting, the corner of his mouth twitching with something dangerously close to amusement.
"Cycling, I presume?" he said. "New bike...or first time back on one?"
I froze. "How on earth would you know that?"
He looked at me for a moment, considering.
"Because you're sore in places that suggest repetition exercises rather than a single mishap," he said evenly. "And because that look" - he made a vague gesture in my direction - "is familiar."
I frowned. "Familiar to whom?"
"To anyone who's spent their first week wondering why they ever thought this was a sensible idea," he said. Then, as if it barely warranted mention, "I ride."
That gave me pause. I looked at him properly then. His physique fits with cycling. Lean muscles all around, a face that looks fit and friends with endurance. Discipline. It all started to make more sense the longer I looked at him. 
"You cycle?"
"From time to time," he said, attention back at his screen. "Long enough to recognise the symptoms."
I exhaled through my nose. "My pedals attacked me on my first ride."
That earned me a brief nod. "Cleats."
"Yes. Cleats. Keep forgetting those monsters have names. They're a danger to anyone trying to ride."
"They are," he agreed. "Keep at it. You'll get the hang of it."
"I nearly died." I sounded melodramatic even to myself.
A quiet huff of laughter escaped him.
"Everyone does," he said calmly. "It's the first rule of cycling. You either fall, or you will fall. You get used to the idea. The real challenge is getting up and carrying on."
I narrowed my eyes. "You're enjoying this."
A pause. Then, without looking up - 
"Immensely."
I sighed. "I did actually, literally fall over."
That got his attention. He finally looked up, one brow lifting slightly.
"Over?"
"Yes. I clipped in, but couldn't clip out in time. Not enough practice or technique, I suppose. The pavement took it without so much as a scratch."
A pause. Something in his expression changed.
"How bad?"
Evenly. Clinical. Like he was asking about a printer jam.
I considered how much I wanted to tell him. "I looked like a sea turtle with a bike attached to its legs. I imagine my pride will recover. I did lose a bit of skin, but not too much. I was more concerned I'd damaged the bike. Thankfully, nothing serious."
The corner of his mouth twitched. He nodded once.
"Cleats catch everyone...sooner or later. Seasoned cyclists included."
His eyes went back to his screen, though the faint amusement hadn't entirely left his eyes.
"You'll work it out. Just keep at it."
I straightened carefully. "You sound very sure."
"I am," he said, watching me again - for a moment longer than necessary. "You didn't put the bike on eBay or Preloved. That tells me something."
I waited. He didn't elaborate.
"You've rearranged things," he continued. "Earlier starts. Later finishes. Adjusted your programme. And mine."
A smile formed around his mouth.
It landed harder than I cared to admit. I couldn't tell whether he was correcting me or simply observing. With Ethan McAllister, the distinction usually mattered.
"And?" I said, folding my arms.
He tilted his head slightly, studying me, his expression thoughtful — almost amused.
"People who quit tend to explain themselves," he said. "They justify everything they do. Making excuses for their lack of grit." His gaze met mine, steady but no longer impersonal. "You didn't. You identified the problem and carried on regardless. That tells me a great deal."
No judgement. No praise. Just an observation — and somehow, that was worse. I looked away before my face could give me away.
He spoke again, still looking at me.
"Best advice is to stretch next time."
I raised an eyebrow at his response. "Is that your way of saying I do not know what I am doing?"
"No," he said. "Just risk analysis - and giving you the best advice
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