
  
    To us, women of character, who still believe in true love!

  

  
    **Chapter 8


    December, or When the Sky Falls on My Head**


    I open my eyes and wince.


    Ouch.


    First impression.


    Second impression: ouch again!


    That says it all.


    My mouth is dry, and my head feels like it’s about to explode. My eyes sting when I try to open them. I feel like I’ve slept for a century.


    I’m in a hospital, that’s for sure. The characteristic beeping, the strange smell of disinfectant and death, the completely uncomfortable bed.


    It’s all there.


    But what am I doing here?


    I scan the room with difficulty, and my gaze falls on my mom, in her police uniform, asleep in a chair.


    Oh right, the robbery.


    Did Beresford pay? How did the hostages fare? And the attackers?


    I’m under constant monitoring—blood pressure, heart rate, and other things I don’t understand. I also have a lovely needle in my arm connected to an IV, and I can feel another tube between my legs that I already don’t appreciate.


    Charming scene.


    I grimace.


    My expression awakens my pain, and I groan, bringing my only usable hand to my face. I realize my left hand is bandaged, and a small pain shoots through my wrist as I examine it.


    Oh dear, the damage is worse than I thought.


    I frown and search for the button to call the nurses. I finally find it and press it, my gaze still on my mom.


    Now I just have to wait.


    “Is there a problem, Mrs. Adams?” the nurse asks softly as she enters my room.


    Her voice startles my mom awake. I turn to the nurse and try to smile.


    “I just wanted to let you know I’m awake.”


    Five seconds later.


    My mom hugs me tightly. It hurts, but I say nothing and accept her embrace—I’ve never seen her so shaken.


    Half an hour later, it feels like the entire medical staff is in my room.


    Mom is on the phone with Dad, and Dr. Thompson is speaking to me after a quick examination.


    “Miss Adams…”


    “Emma,” I murmur, my voice hoarse and painful. “At this point, I think that’s the least we can do.”


    “Very well,” he smiles. “Emma. We put you in a coma for three days because you had a significant concussion, and we couldn’t operate immediately due to a cervical edema that complicated things.”


    That explains why I have the chief neurosurgeon as my doctor. It all makes sense now.


    “Fortunately, the medication worked well, and the edema subsided. The concussion was no longer as severe, and surgery was avoided.”


    Thank goodness!


    If we can avoid cracking open my skull, I’m all for it.


    “As for the rest, you only have superficial injuries, except for two broken ribs and a fractured left wrist… but it’s nothing serious. It took you over thirty hours to come out of the coma, but that’s not unusual.”


    I don’t know why he’s telling me all this; at the moment, I don’t care—I just want to go back to sleep.


    “Dr. Thompson?”


    “Yes?”


    “Why does my throat hurt?”


    “You went into cardiac arrest upon arrival, and we put you on a ventilator. It was only removed the night before last.”


    Oh.


    “And what do I do now?”


    He smiles, paternal and gentle.


    “Rest. I’ll check on you later. Are you in pain?”


    I grimace and nod.


    I hear him giving orders to a nurse, and everyone leaves.


    As I drift off to sleep, I think that if I understood everything they told me, it’s already December 1st.


    Time flies as it is, but if I spend it sleeping, this won’t do.


    Sunday, December 2nd, busy channel-surfing for something halfway decent on TV


    The door opens without a knock. I frown and turn to the intruder.


    Beresford.


    Who else would ignore social conventions?


    “Were you never taught to knock before entering?”


    He stares at me, austere and stern. I don’t like that look.


    What did I do now?


    Oh no, it can’t be my fault—I haven’t done anything; I was in a coma.


    Wow, now that’s an airtight alibi!


    “Jonathan?”


    He’s worrying me now.


    “Did you implant a tracking chip in me?”


    Ouch. I’m in trouble.


    My boss yells at me for a while, calling me every name under the sun as he paces back and forth in front of me.


    Beresford is impressive when he’s angry. But it makes him more handsome than ever.


    The contrast is fascinating.


    Then again, I’m on morphine, so nothing he says really affects me. Today was not the day to scold me.


    Seriously, I just came out of a coma—couldn’t he show a little consideration?


    “And where are the access codes for the accounts? Why isn’t my signature there? Emma, you’ve messed everything up! You’re not the boss, I AM! Damn it!”


    Oh, I think I hurt his pride.


    Well, he can sulk another time. I’ve been putting up with him for over three years—it’s not now that he’s going to teach me how to do my job.


    “Aren’t you going to say anything?”


    I frown.


    “Why? You’ve already judged me. I’ve done my job well; you’ve never had any complaints, so don’t start lecturing me now when I’ve just come out of a coma! I have more important things to do than stroke your ego.”


    He steps closer, his eyes blazing.


    “You can’t imagine how furious I am with you today. So you’d better keep a low profile for a very, very long time. Where are the access codes?”


    I frown. If I want peace, I might as well answer.


    “In my will.”


    He steps back, startled.


    Well, I didn’t expect to surprise him that much. But hey, why not.


    “Excuse me?”


    I try to sit up slowly against my pillows because my neck is aching despite the brace, then I reply:


    “You’ve probably searched everywhere for them, but I’m not stupid, Jonathan. If I did all this, it was to protect your assets. The codes are only in two places: my brain and my will, in case something happens to me.”


    Beresford remains still, unmoving.


    Two minutes later, still no movement from the big boss.


    Does a genius malfunction?


    Because right now, it feels like I broke him.


    “Jonathan?” I ask, uncertain.


    It’s funny; he looks like he’s frozen.


    “You exhaust me.”


    He heads for the door without another glance and leaves.


    Well, well. That’s my life, folks.


    Monday, December 3rd, still in my hospital room


    My sister is keeping me company. I always have someone with me, which is both annoying and, in a way, a relief because I’m already bored out of my mind…


    “I’m bored,” I complain.


    “I know,” Hailey replies without looking up from her book.


    I’ve turned off the TV; the programs are depressingly stupid. Joyce refused to bring me my laptop, and my phone is… at the police station with the other pieces of evidence for at least another ten days.


    If I ever catch those stupid thieves, I swear I’ll kill them.


    The time and money they’ve cost me…


    I sigh and try to rest when there’s a knock at the door. Mom enters with another officer.


    A detective, judging by the look of him.


    “Good morning, Miss Adams. I’m Detective Moris…”


    TADA, what did I say?!


    “Good morning…”


    I glance quickly at my mom, who looks annoyed.


    “I’m here to ask you a few questions about what happened last Monday.”


    “By the way, how did that whole thing end? I didn’t really follow everything…”


    Moris sighs.


    “Mr. Beresford paid the six million. He arranged for a ­helicopter for the fugitives. All the hostages were recovered safe and sound. You’re the only one who was actually injured.”


    Well, that’s a relief.


    It sounds masochistic when I put it like that… but honestly, I’m just glad… oh, whatever, I don’t owe anyone an ­explanation.


    “But… you didn’t catch them?”


    “We apprehended two of them. Which is why I need your help with the other four…”


    “This is not the time!” my mom suddenly snaps, exploding. “She just came out of a coma; can’t you wait a few more days until she’s discharged?!”


    “Commissioner Adams, you know as well as I do that the longer we wait, the less chance we have of finding them.”


    I raise an eyebrow as the attention shifts back to me, and I start recounting everything I remember.


    Sure, I don’t have any memory gaps, but honestly, I doubt my input will be of much help.


    After visiting hours are over, there’s another knock at my door. I mute the TV, surprised. Beresford walks in.


    Oh right, with a father who’s the head of surgery, of course, that makes sense.


    I don’t say anything; yesterday was enough for me.


    He approaches silently and sits down next to me.


    Thank goodness they’ve disconnected the heart monitor because my heart is racing (traitor!) as he gets closer.


    “I’m sorry about yesterday… but I have to admit, I was terrified.”


    I grimace.


    “I’m sorry too… I took all those measures without telling you…” He gives me his trademark mocking smile.


    “I’ll admit, I didn’t really listen to you much before. You could do whatever you wanted; I wasn’t interested. Everyone was fine, the company was running smoothly… I didn’t think twice about it.”


    “Jonathan,” I sigh. “I don’t know what to say… I’m tired…”


    I’ve always been the one in control of our conversations. I’m always in control of everything, always at least one step ahead. But now, especially with Beresford, I’m not in control of anything anymore.


    And I’m tired. I’m allowed to be tired every now and then, aren’t I?


    “Yeah, I can see that…”


    “Jonathan… I’m sorry you had to pay… for me. Sorry for worrying you and…”


    He imperiously places a finger on my lips to silence me. Okay, his dark gaze also plays a part.


    “Stop. It’s nothing. I was ready to give much more just to see you again. I’m the one who’s sorry that they hurt you.”


    A tear rolls down my cheek. I hate crying. I hate looking weak.


    “Oh no, don’t cry. I can’t stand seeing a woman cry.”


    I nod silently, and he stands up, then sits beside me and pulls me into his arms.


    “Tell me…” I murmur.


    “Hmm?” he replies without moving (thank God!).


    “How did you get six million so quickly?”


    He shifts slightly and meets my gaze.


    “I had my bank opened.”


    Well, when you put it like that…


    There’s another knock at the door.


    What is this, the new trendy café? My room tonight?


    Dr. Thompson enters and smiles when he sees me in his son’s arms. Jonathan stands and sits on the edge of the bed while I wipe away the last traces of tears.


    “Good evening, Emma. How are you feeling?” he asks after greeting Jonathan.


    I grimace.


    “I’m okay… tired, stiff, but okay.”


    “No pain?”


    “Some, but the meds help, and it’s not as bad as yesterday.”


    He narrows his eyes, unconvinced.


    “Is that true?”


    I pout and cross my arms.


    “Emma, if you didn’t live alone, I could discharge you tomorrow since we stopped the morphine at noon… but it’s better if you’re not alone for the next three weeks.”


    “I spend my life working anyway, so I’m rarely alone.”


    Jonathan and his father exchange a look I can’t interpret.


    Uh… yeah, and?


    “No, Emma, you’re not coming back to the office for a while.”


    …


    WHAT?!


    “What? That’s not possible!”


    “Or the solution is for her to stay at my place,” Beresford suggests.


    Cooper and I simultaneously and quickly turn to the wealthy Beresford.


    “What?” I say, ever so eloquently.


    “Well, yes,” Jonathan straightens up. “I have plenty of space, you’ll be on-site to keep an eye on BTW because I know you won’t be able to help yourself, and Ingrid and I can look after you.”


    My jaw drops, almost cramping, I realize I’ve been sitting there, mouth agape, completely shocked, the entire time he’s been explaining.


    “I think it’s a good idea, given it’s okay with you…”


    Personally, I’m still stuck on the initial “what?!” I had planned to spend the weekend at Mom and Dad’s or maybe Hailey’s, at worst. But never, not once, did it cross my mind to spend SEVERAL weeks recovering at my BOSS’S house, who I’m completely infatuated with.


    …


    What?


    Infatuated with?


    I must’ve hit my head harder than I thought.


    Fine, fine, yes, okay, I’m completely smitten with Beresford. And it’s not exactly a recent development.


    Oh great, Joyce is going to have a field day when she finds out.


    No, she already knows.


    I sigh.


    It’s my sister who’s going to be mad when she finds out.


    As if my life wasn’t complicated enough, now my feelings have to get involved.


    “Emma?” my boss brings me back to reality.


    I grimace and look at them before taking a deep breath.


    “If I say yes, when do I move in, and what do I have to do?”


    Judging by the sudden smile on Jonathan’s face, I already regret my decision.


    Tuesday, December 4th, at my new home (Ouch…)


    Ingrid opens the door for us, and Sam wishes me a good evening.


    “Good evening, Miss Adams.”


    “Good evening, Ingrid,” I smile timidly.


    With a hand on my back, Jonathan guides me to the living room. He’s ready to catch me if I falter, and I’m grateful because I feel so weak.


    And I hate it.


    But I love his hand on my back!


    It annoys me to feel so vulnerable around him.


    I adore how he stays close to protect me.


    I’m the embodiment of contradiction.


    “I had them set you up in the room next to mine…”


    I smile and finally sit on the couch, exhausted.


    Damn, these injuries have really weakened me.


    “The one with the bathroom?” I mumble, eyes closed.


    I know he’s standing in front of me, watching me. But for now, I can’t let it affect me; I need these dizzy spells to pass, which are seriously getting on my nerves.


    “Yes, of course. Who do you take me for? Ingrid, please bring a coffee to Miss Adams’s room.”


    I open my eyes and give him a grateful look. He nods and smiles.


    “Come on, let’s get you to rest.”


    I stand up with a grimace and take the hand he offers.


    “You’re really tired,” he teases.


    I groan in pain as my ribs protest.


    “Alright, that’s enough!”


    Before I see it coming, he slides an arm under my knees and another around my back, lifting me gently.


    But it still hurts.


    “I’m not an invalid! Put me down!” I grumble.


    “No, but you’re injured and tired… so no, I’m not putting you down.” Pffffffffffffff!


    He’s as stubborn as I am; this is going to be fun.


    My phone rings, and I reluctantly open my eyes, grumbling in indignation. Who dares wake me in the middle of my nap?!


    Because, yes, I got my phone back. Beresford realized the police had confiscated my phone, after trying to call me this morning to figure out when to pick me up.


    Which did not sit well with him.


    Long story short, he had it in hand when he came to get me from the hospital.


    I don’t even want to know who he threatened in his network.


    But honestly, leaving my phone with everything it contains is dangerous. It’s not like my entire life is on that phone.


    NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO, not at all.


    The large bay windows in my room overlook the ocean. The sun is setting. I close my eyes again, let my head fall back against the pillows, and answer.


    “Adams,” I mumble begrudgingly.


    “What’s this I hear about you moving in with your boss?”


    “Hailey,” I sigh.


    I should’ve checked who was calling.


    “Not only is this a very, very, very, very, very, very, very, very, very, very, very, very, very, very bad idea, but I didn’t even hear it from YOU but from Mom?! Are you kidding me, Emma?”


    “I’m sorry, it was decided without me really having a say… Jonathan suggested it in front of his dad; I couldn’t say no… and the doctors wouldn’t have let me leave the hospital to go home alone anyway.”


    “Oh, please! You’re totally crushing on your boss; stop making excuses!”


    “Yes, you’re right,” I cut her off with another sigh.


    That leaves her speechless.


    And makes me smile.


    Admitting my feelings isn’t easy for me, but seeing my sister stunned is worth this little confession.


    “Oh no, Emma, I’m so sorry!” she quickly apologizes.


    “No, no, don’t worry. I was surprised he offered to let me stay… plus, it gives me an excuse to keep working. You know as well as I do that I’d go crazy otherwise.”


    “Yeah, I know,” Hailey replies softly. “Little sister, I’m really sorry for you… if there’s anything I can do…”


    “I’ll call you, Hailey, I promise.”


    “Alright, just keep me updated on your recovery and how you’re doing.”


    “No problem, I’ll text you.”


    “Not less than that!” she laughs. “Joshua’s calling me; I’ll let you go.”


    “Hey, thanks, Hailey.”


    I can feel her smile.


    “Don’t mention it. I’ll always be here for you.”


    “And me for you.”


    A few seconds of deep understanding and sisterly love. I know that word doesn’t exist, but I say it does, and that’s enough.


    “Say hi to Josh too… and goodnight to Ryan.”


    “Will do, hon. Take care… and we’ll talk more about you and your rich boss.”


    “Yes, Mom! Goodbye.”


    “Goodbye.”


    We hang up, and I smile. My sister will always have the power to either brighten or ruin my mood with just her voice.


    Wednesday, December 5th


    The pain returns, memories resurface, but they’re amplified and exaggerated, as if reality wasn’t bad enough.


    I’m scared.


    I’m in pain.


    My heart is racing way too fast, and I have the unsettling feeling that I’m going to die. That my life is slipping away over a stupid matter of money.


    Everyone feels so far away; I feel so alone.


    Something breaks through this discordant harmony. A note in this reality that shouldn’t be there, something that suddenly makes me doubt what’s real and what isn’t.


    What is…?


    Darkness engulfs me, and I open my eyes as someone shakes me.


    “Emma! Emma!”


    Beresford!


    With a sharp movement that makes me wince, I sit up and grab onto the nearest thing, which happens to be Beresford’s shoulders.


    The light starts to filter through the shutters, and I can make out my boss’s features. Sitting on the edge of my bed, he hasn’t let go of me and is watching me with intense focus.


    I try to calm my breathing and my racing heart.


    A thin layer of sweat covers me, and I shiver.


    That nightmare again.


    This is seriously getting old!


    If I were weak and speechless, fine, maybe I’d understand! But no! Sure, I’m a little traumatized, but it’s mostly my body that’s struggling.


    Mind over matter? Yeah, right.


    “Emma, are you okay?” he murmurs, seeing me glance around the room.


    I shake my head and let go of him.


    Since waking up from my coma, I haven’t been able to sleep more than two hours at a time without having that damn ­nightmare.


    Which is starting to get slightly annoying.


    Who am I kidding? It’s downright unbearable.


    And destabilizing.


    I pull my knees up to my chest, wrap my arms around them, and rest my forehead on my knees.


    Okay, fine, I’m scared.


    “My God, Emma,” Beresford finally says, still not moving.


    Go away, I want to scream at him. I don’t want him to see me like this.


    I don’t want him to think I’m weak.


    To see me cry.


    But my tears are welling up.


    It’s stupid; I didn’t even suffer that much during the attack. I think I came out of it relatively okay.


    And yet…


    These nightmares.


    “I… I heard you because I… I was heading to the ­workshop…”


    Yeah, I could tell he’d just gotten out of the shower. His aftershave hit me like a punch to the heart, along with his scent, his smell, mixed with the soap.


    My heart races again—but for very different reasons than the nightmare.


    “… Emma…”


    I feel him move closer, my heart speeds up, and my sobs intensify.


    Look at the pathetic state I’m in!


    Pitiful.


    And now I’m trembling.


    My position and my crying are hurting my neck—still in a brace—and especially my ribs. Yet I feel safe in this position.


    “… this isn’t the first time, is it?” my boss finally says, with a note of… despair? in his voice.


    I groan and don’t answer.


    No, it’s not the first time. Since Saturday when I woke up, this is the eighth time it’s happened.


    It even feels worse each time.


    More real.


    More painful.


    Beresford moves and mutters something I don’t catch.


    “Emma!”


    I lift my head and look for him. He’s beside me, watching me. I can’t decipher what I see in his eyes, but my heart suddenly stops. Tears continue to stream down my cheeks.


    Jonathan sighs, sits beside me, and wraps me in his arms. Momentarily surprised, I lean against his chest.


    “I swear, one day I’ll figure you out.”


    That strange promise makes me smile.


    Friday, December 7th, in the middle of my nightmare


    Once again, it’s Beresford who pulls me out of my bad dream (understatement of the year). I’m trembling, covered in sweat, crying, and… well, that’s enough. Jonathan is holding me again, trying to soothe me.


    It’s the middle of the night, probably two or three in the morning… so how did he hear me? I eventually calm down and lift my head to meet his gaze.


    “Can we open the shutters? I want to see the stars…”


    “ISAC,” Jonathan says aloud, addressing the semi-artificial intelligence that’s practically omnipresent in the house, “you heard Miss Adams, open her shutters, please.”


    I smile as the moonlight and starlight flood into my room. The ocean looks stunning.


    “Feeling better?”


    I don’t answer. My tears have dried, I’m no longer ­trembling, and my breathing has synced with Beresford’s. Of course, I feel better.


    I stubbornly stare outside.


    “Are you watching me?” I murmur.


    He stops tracing circles on my arm with his finger and takes a deep breath.


    “Yes…”


    I tense up, and he continues as if it’s nothing.


    “… but I knew you were having a nightmare because I asked ISAC to monitor you. When your heart rate started exceeding a hundred beats per minute, it woke me up.”


    I don’t even know why I’m still surprised by my boss’s thoughtfulness and ingenuity.


    He’s a genius; you’d think I’d be used to it by now.


    But no.


    Sunday, December 9th, sprawled as best I can on the designer couch in the living room where I usually sit upright


    I’m bored.


    How do people willingly ask for sick leave?


    I’m sick, injured, and it’s only been a week, and I’m already over it.


    Seriously, do they really expect me to last three weeks like this?


    I took off my neck brace this morning; it’s annoying. Besides, there’s nothing wrong with my neck, just a little spinal cord swelling—no big deal.


    Yes, I know, I’m incredibly stubborn. It runs in the family. I’m pretty sure there’s a special chromosome on my mom’s side that makes us this way.


    I should be at my parents’ house for our weekly lunch. I should be playing with my adorable nephew… instead, I’m stuck here at Beresford’s doing absolutely nothing. I called Hailey to come pick me up so I could at least join them for lunch, but she refused, saying it would tire me out, that I needed to rest, blah blah blah. As if she knows better than I do what I need.


    I don’t know how to do nothing—it’s just not in my nature. That’s when ISAC announces visitors.


    “Who is it?” I ask aloud without moving.


    “Dr. Thompson and Mrs. Thompson, Miss Adams,” ISAC replies obligingly.


    What a charmer, I swear.


    “Let Mr. Beresford know and then open the door for them. I’ll greet them.”


    “Right away, Miss Adams.”


    Oh, I just love how obedient he is.


    Well, no time to waste now—I have to get up. It takes me a few seconds to muster the courage… then, with plenty of grimacing and groaning, I manage to stand and head off to greet Jonathan’s parents, who, as usual, is still holed up in his workshop.


    It’s Sunday, after all—what else would he be doing?


    Keeping me company?


    I don’t know what I was expecting, honestly. He invited me to stay at his place, which surprised me, and now his ­indifference surprises me even more.


    And yet, in both cases, he’s acting exactly as one would expect. So now I’m surprised that I’m surprised…


    … Oh great, I’m giving myself a headache with all this overthinking.


    “Emma!” Dr. Thompson scolds me.


    I jump, startled out of my thoughts.


    “Hello, Doctor. Hello, Mrs. Thompson.”


    “Oh, Emma, do you mind if I call you Emma?” Mrs. Thompson asks as she approaches me.


    I’ve known her for over three and a half years, and she’s asking me this now? After I’ve been attacked, treated by her husband, and am now living in her son’s house…


    … Okay, fair enough, it does make sense.


    Especially since I asked my favorite neurosurgeon to call me by my first name.


    “Of course, Mrs. Thompson.”


    “Actually, call me Esther!”


    I give her a reflexive, puzzled look, mostly out of surprise. I glance slightly toward Beresford’s father, seeking confirmation that I heard correctly. He smiles and nods.


    “And I’d like you to call me Cooper.”


    I’m genuinely shocked for a few seconds by the sudden familiarity in their tone. It’s as if a barrier has fallen. As if they’re now accepting me as part of the family and not just some work-related outsider who doesn’t belong but is somehow indispensable.


    “Well… sure, of course…”


    This is going to feel very, very strange, but why not?


    The world’s been spinning oddly lately. But as long as it keeps spinning, let’s just say it’s fine.


    “Where’s my son?” Mrs. Thompson—Esther—asks… geez, this is going to be harder than I thought.


    “In the workshop, as always.”


    Dr. Thompson (ugh, I mean Cooper) frowns.


    “He’s not keeping you company?”


    I scrunch my nose.


    “No, I don’t need his company to be bored. I bother him enough as it is.”


    “No, Emma, don’t say that. That’s no excuse… I’ll go get him.”


    “And you, young lady, are going to sit back down…”


    The look he gives me leaves no room for argument.


    “And where’s your neck brace?”


    “Uh… on my nightstand?!” I try with an angelic smile.


    He sighs.


    Heh, heh, I’m not exactly the most cooperative patient.


    And my personal soap opera comes to life before my eyes a few minutes later. Jonathan arrives and flops onto the couch, visibly annoyed.


    “She’s so infuriating when she gets like this!”


    “Jonathan! Don’t talk about your mother that way,” Cooper snaps sternly (yes, nailed it on the first try this time).


    Beresford opens his eyes at the sound of his father’s voice and gives us a strange look. I shrug, and he sighs.


    Just like his father.


    It’s amusing.


    A smile creeps onto my lips.


    “Dad?”


    I can hear the incredulity in his voice. It’s written all over his face too.


    I’m surprised as well. Normally, Beresford’s uncle-slash-father only shows up for semi-official events held here. He never visits his son with his wife.


    It’s actually the first time I’ve seen him here without a tuxedo, which says a lot.


    Really, it just confirms what I was saying earlier.


    And now I’m contradicting myself.


    Anyway, back to what’s happening in front of me: Cooper (yes, nailed it again!) waves off his son’s comment with a casual hand gesture.


    “I came to check on my patient, mainly.”


    Mrs. Thompson enters at that moment with a tea tray. Tea always seems to be Esther’s solution. Every time, since I’ve known her, she makes a cup of tea.


    Especially when things aren’t going well.


    Watching her more closely, I have no doubt she has English blood.


    Which would explain her annoying perfection and incredible poise.


    No, I’m not jealous…


    Okay, maybe a little, especially now, as I sit here in denim shorts (yes, it’s warm in the house, and I’m not easily cold) with a sweatshirt (yes, I’m a walking contradiction, so what?) and barefoot. As long as I have my blazer, I can at least pretend I’m on her level… but right now, I feel like Cinderella ­post-midnight while she’s still at the ball.


    It’s very… unsettling.


    If not downright degrading.


    Yeah, okay, I’m exaggerating a bit…


    … just a little.


    I glance up at the three people around me, who are now engaged in an animated conversation I haven’t been paying attention to at all.


    “… no either,” Beresford sighs.


    Well, that doesn’t help me much.


    Mrs. Thompson smiles at her son.


    “You won’t change anything unless you step in directly.”


    “But it’s not my job to do that!” he protests indignantly.


    “Oh really? Then whose job is it? Who else but you has the means to do it?”


    And then, as I’m still completely lost about what’s going on (not that I’m really trying to follow their exchange), their attention slowly shifts to me when Jonathan raises a perplexed eyebrow in my direction.


    “What?”


    “Emma?” Cooper says gently, with a hint of surprise.


    “Yessssss?” I reply, still utterly confused. And I hate this—I hate not understanding, feeling excluded.


    Especially when I’m the center of attention.


    Mostly because it drives me crazy not being in control.


    Jonathan looks at me, his brows furrowed now. Oh boy, if I didn’t know him better, I’d say he looks worried.


    Ha, what a joke.


    “WHAT?” I repeat.


    Ugh, they’re all driving me nuts.


    “Emma, you weren’t listening, were you?”


    I shrug, trying to appear indifferent, but all it does is trigger pain in my ribs. Breathing is hard enough sometimes.


    I cough, of course.


    Beresford, who’s sitting not far from me on the couch, shifts closer to help me sit up.


    Ouch, this really hurts.


    Dr. Thompson—Cooper to his close friends like me (ha, ha!)—kneels beside us as I struggle to catch my breath in Beresford’s arms.


    I don’t know how he does it, but my boss-slash-nurse has figured out a way to hold me without hurting my ribs! Meanwhile, I can’t even move without hurting myself at some point.


    Life is completely and utterly unfair.


    “I’m fine, I’m fine,” I finally say.


    And now I’m annoyed.


    “Emma, you need to take better care of yourself. How are you feeling?”


    “Tired, sore, and achy.”


    That about sums it up. The neurosurgeon offers me a sympathetic smile.


    No, I don’t need sympathy—I just need someone to glue my ribs back together.


    “Give nature time to do its work. How’s your neck?”


    “It’s fine,” I say, nodding as much as I can (well, as much as I can with the back of my head resting against Jonathan’s chest) to prove it. “I’ll see an osteopath once it stops hurting.”


    He nods in agreement, though I can tell from his expression that he’s not a fan of osteopaths.


    “Any headaches? Dizziness?”


    With a mocking smile, I reply, “Well, headaches when your son starts bothering me, but otherwise, no!”


    And Beresford pinches me in retaliation, making me squirm and let out a very unsexy, ungraceful yelp. His mother immediately scolds him:


    “Jonathan!”


    Now I’m grimacing—jumping and moving hurt. Okay, I brought this on myself…


    … but still, that’s no excuse!


    Well, maybe a little. Because if Jonathan had dared make a comment like that in front of my parents, I probably would’ve headbutted him—or aimed even lower at a very sensitive part of his anatomy… a part he’s particularly fond of too.


    Mwahaha.


    “She provokes me too!” he retorts with the pout of a child caught red-handed.


    I roll my eyes, which brings me face-to-face with his gaze since I’m still leaning against his chest. And he smiles at me.


    And I smile back. Like an idiot.


    Dr. Thompson clears his throat, and we turn our attention back to the family patriarch.


    “And your nights? How’s your sleep?”


    I grimace. Ugh…


    “The pain doesn’t wake me up at night thanks to the painkillers… I don’t take them during the day because they make me groggy.”


    “Well, it’s good that your nights are peaceful.”


    “Peaceful?” Beresford exclaims, clearly itching to say more. I cut him off with a sharp elbow jab. Not subtle, but it gets the job done and shuts him up.


    “Emma!” Esther scolds me.


    I almost want to laugh.


    The situation is absurd.


    Jonathan glares at me, and I glare right back.


    “Jonathan, I’m not woken up by pain—you can’t deny that.”


    He doesn’t respond. I think he’s torn between thinking I’m an idiot and yelling at me.


    No, I’m not being unreasonable with his father.


    Not at all.


    “What’s going on? Emma, are you not sleeping well?”


    I grimace; I can’t dodge the question anymore. Not because I dislike lying—I’m fine with bending the truth or seeing things differently—but outright lying to my boss’s father, especially the man who almost had to crack open my skull… that’s a whole different level. I look up at Beresford again, and his arms tighten gently around me. He must’ve read my silent plea.


    “Emma has nightmares. Several times a night, I have to wake her up.”


    “Since when?” the doctor in the room asks, frowning.


    I try to shrug, but the gesture is limited by Beresford’s embrace.


    “Since I came out of the coma.”


    “It hasn’t improved?”


    I grimace. Unfortunately, no.


    “But it’s not a big deal,” I try to reassure them. “It’ll pass, and Jonathan calms me down… after that, I’m fine.”


    Their eyes are fixed on me, and I suppress a grimace.


    The situation is completely out of my control. This conversation is pointless, and worse, I’m the main topic.


    They’re talking about me.


    They’re talking about my emotions.


    And, even worse, everyone seems to care.


    I need to find a distraction, fast.


    The problem is, they’re all staring at me—no one seems willing to focus on anything else.


    They couldn’t care less about my mood, as if my health is the only thing that matters.


    I don’t know how much time passes—definitely too much—but I’ve completely lost track of time and the thread of the conversation. Dr. Thompson—Cooper, finally—asks Beresford to fetch my sleeping pills and the painkillers I was still taking in the hospital. Despite my protests, no one listens, and here I am, completely doped up on meds, leaning against Jonathan’s chest. The world feels like it’s moving in slow motion, which is oddly amusing when you think about it.


    I occasionally hear voices, but they’re faint… Beresford has turned on the radio, and soft piano notes fill the room amidst the conversations. My boss absentmindedly strokes my back. I occasionally catch Esther’s worried gaze, but I don’t react.


    In fact, I’m following the conversation solely through the expressions on my boss’s parents’ faces. It’s quite entertaining. And suddenly, ISAC’s synthesized voice echoes through the living room:


    “Sir, Mr. and Mrs. Walker are at the door with their daughter. Shall I let them in?”


    Tom and Nikki? I flinch—what are they doing here? ­Beresford jumps too beneath me. Well, at least I’m not the only one surprised!


    “Tom and Veronica? Uh… yes, yes, of course!”


    I manage to sit up with some difficulty, and Jonathan stands as well, probably to greet the new arrivals. And me, like a lazy, drugged-up, ill-mannered slob, I lie back down on the couch without a shred of remorse and close my eyes.


    First conclusion: Beresford’s chest is much more ­comfortable.


    Second conclusion: these meds knock me out completely. Third conclusion: I’d be much better off in my bed.


    And yet, I have absolutely no desire to move.


    So I don’t.


    That’s a solid plan.


    And somehow, I don’t know how, my personal soap opera resurfaces before my eyes when Joyce and Evan show up less than fifteen minutes later. Jonathan starts to lose his temper, declaring that his house isn’t some trendy café, while Dr. Thompson does his best to make everyone leave me alone—even though I’m perfectly content lounging on the couch, legs tucked under me, clutching a big pillow. Mrs. Thompson tries to calm everyone down by serving tea and cake to everyone, especially Heloise, who’s delighted—the only one as quiet as me. Meanwhile, my four friends bicker: the boys with ­Beresford and the girls because they can’t agree on why they’re even here. I hear my name mentioned several times in the ­conversations, but it’s too fast for my drug-addled brain to process. Like a slow-motion tennis match, I glance from one person to another. At one point, Heloise sits beside me and offers me a piece of her cake.


    “Thanks, sweetheart.”


    “What’s wrong with you?”


    With her little hand, she gently strokes my still-bruised cheek. I grimace because my skin is still sensitive… and purple. The swelling has spread, and I think it looks even worse than before. Which is saying something.


    “Some bad people hurt me…”


    “Oh, yeah, Mommy said you had bad people who wanted Uncle John’s money… Mommy said you were in a… coma?”


    “Yes, that’s right. But I’m better now…”


    “But you’re still hurt!”


    “Yes, but I’ll heal, don’t worry…”


    “And Uncle John is taking care of her!” he chimes in, shamelessly patting himself on the back.


    I roll my eyes and shake my head slightly, smiling. My boss sits down beside me, and now I’m flanked by Heloise and Beresford.


    Naturally, he wraps an arm around my shoulders, and I settle against his chest with a sigh of relief. I quickly find a ­comfortable position.


    “Are you done arguing with your brother and your business partner?” I tease softly, closing my eyes.


    In response, he forcefully shoves the cake Heloise had been trying to feed me into my mouth.


    Tuesday, December 11th


    I’m playing a silly game on Jonathan’s tablet, which was lying around in the living room, perched on one of his ­workbenches, my legs swinging lazily in the air. He’s facing away from me, music blasting in the workshop, working silently for hours.


    I stay quiet too; otherwise, I know he won’t let me keep him company. It’s been several days now that I’ve been hanging out in the basement workshop—I’m less bored when I’m with him. Okay, I’ll admit, his creative genius fascinates me.


    But mostly, he’s holding my phone and laptop hostage. I’m only allowed three hours of screen time a day.


    It’s completely unfair!


    Especially since I’ve been back on sedatives since Sunday, so I sleep a lot; there’s no reason to coddle me like this!


    Anyway, I have no choice but to wait for him to grant me some freedom. Beresford eventually got annoyed by the constant ringing of my phone, so he did what Nikki did during our first shopping trip: HE TURNED IT OFF!


    But I’ll admit, they’re managing just fine without me.


    And I’m slightly offended—my pride has taken a hit!


    The worst part is when Jonathan leaves the house for the office, without me, to attend a meeting or sign papers.


    I SHOULD BE WITH HIM!


    That’s my job!


    So, I follow him everywhere, pester him, and whine. ­Basically, I act like a four-year-old who’s not allowed to play outside because it’s raining.


    Beresford’s phone rings. He removes the glove he uses to work on his holographic screens and answers.


    “Tom! What do you want?”


    I look up from my tablet and fix my gaze on my boss’s back. He suddenly turns around and scrutinizes me with a frown.


    Uh-oh, not good. After a moment of intense thought, he presses his lips together:


    “Fine, but five minutes.”


    And he hands me the phone.


    A miracle! God exists!


    I’m finally going to do something with my day!


    I’m in the kitchen with Ingrid. We’re laughing together as I help her prepare dinner. Not that I particularly enjoy cooking, but I’d do just about anything to keep busy and not be alone. I may not be the most social person in the world, but I’m used to being around people—whether it’s coworkers, strangers on the street, or friends, I’m never alone. And Beresford’s massive, nearly empty villa—which used to feel like a ­sanctuary of peace—now creeps me out. So, I’ve taken to assisting Ingrid with dinner prep. Sure, all I really do is chat with her, but I’m getting to know her. She’s a very kind, gentle woman—perhaps a bit too gentle—and she has a calm, almost detached perspective on the world. But I have to admit, her stories about her childhood in Colombia are fascinating, and I’m having fun.


    On the other hand, I do enjoy baking, so there’s been an endless supply of cakes, pies, and other delicious treats. The downside is that since I made them, I can’t bring myself to eat them.


    All this to say, cooking and chatting with Ingrid helps pass the time. I’m learning a few cooking tips, which might come in handy someday.


    “EMMA?” Beresford’s voice suddenly calls from the entrance.


    It’s his ritual every time he comes home. He calls for me, as if I might run away while he’s gone.


    Okay, fine, if I had my car and Ingrid wasn’t keeping an eye on me all day, I probably would’ve snuck out… at least for a few hours.


    I glance at Ingrid, who gives me a sympathetic smile, and I get up to meet my boss.


    “Good evening, Jonathan. So, what’s the news?”


    He looks me over, as he does every evening, before responding with a nod.


    “Tomorrow night, we’re having dinner with Joyce and Evan—they want to talk to us.”


    “Here?”


    “No, I asked Pamela to book a table at Madeo. You like Italian food, right?”


    I frown. I don’t recall us ever eating at an Italian restaurant together.


    “Uh, sure…”


    “Perfect!” he says, clearly pleased with himself. He heads to the kitchen, leaving me alone in the entryway. And now another question crosses my mind… what do Joyce and Evan want?


    Damn, I’m curious—I hate not knowing!


    Wednesday, December 12, where time seems to have slowed to a crawl


    Jonathan has stayed with me all day, and I think I’ve finally annoyed him with my questions because he’s fled to his workshop an hour ago and forbidden me from joining him. So now I’m pacing around the house, trying to figure out what Joyce and Evan are up to. I called Joyce, but she wouldn’t tell me anything—she just asked me to wait until tonight. So, I called Nikki and Tom, and even Mrs. Thompson (Esther…), but she doesn’t know either, and now she’s just as curious and excited as I am.


    Jonathan thinks I’m making a big deal out of nothing.


    I glance at the clock—it’s almost five-thirty—so I decide to start getting ready. I take a long shower and then dry off. In front of the mirror, I grimace, touching my face, which is still swollen and an odd shade of greenish-blue. It’s hideous. It takes me forever to put on makeup, but I don’t have a choice. I’ll be with Beresford, so there’s a good chance we’ll run into photographers, and I’d rather not make the tabloids with a bruised face.


    It takes me about forty-five minutes to make myself look somewhat presentable.


    Then I head to my wardrobe. And I freeze. I grimace again. I don’t have a single classy outfit. Not even a suit. Joyce was the one who brought my clothes for my stay here, and neither of us anticipated that I’d need to go out.


    Great.


    I eye one of my jeans skeptically when there’s a knock at the door.


    “Yes?”


    Jonathan walks in.


    “I...”


    He stops and looks me up and down before smirking. To be fair, I’m standing there in my underwear, my silk robe hanging open.


    “Are you done?” I snap, placing my hands on my hips.


    He straightens up.


    “I’m going to get ready. We’re leaving in fifteen minutes.”


    I glance at the clock on my nightstand. We should’ve left five minutes ago.


    “I don’t think you should go out dressed like that. Not everyone will appreciate it.”


    I roll my eyes.


    “I have nothing to wear. I wasn’t planning on going out.”


    Jonathan is still smirking, his eyes fixed on my chest. So, I quickly pull my robe closed.


    “Don’t be such a prude. I’ve already seen you naked.”


    “No need to brag about it. I’ll call Joyce. Hopefully, she has a dress I can borrow.”


    Jonathan is about to close the door when he turns back.


    “Emma?”


    “What?”


    “I wouldn’t mind if you went out like that. It’s a pleasant view.”


    I sigh, and he laughs.


    He’ll never change.


    We arrive at Madeo restaurant almost forty-five minutes later. I change in the car, slipping into the dress Joyce brought me. Beresford is already inside with Evan, ordering our meal.


    “You’re not going to tell me anything until we’re at the table?” I grumble, squirming in the back of the limousine.


    For once, Jonathan had the foresight to bring the big car, thinking it would be easier for me. And he’s right. It’s much easier to change when you have space.


    Joyce gives me one of her signature smiles. She looks proud of herself, too.


    “Exactly.”


    “But that’s not funny!”


    I see something in Joyce’s eyes—a mix of restrained joy and a hint of apprehension.


    – “I don’t know what you’re hiding, but I have a feeling I’m not going to like it. Now zip up this dress, and let’s go drink the champagne Beresford has probably ordered. I can’t take it anymore; I need to know!”


    Joyce sighs and zips up the back of my dress.


    We enter the restaurant, and a waiter leads us to the table where the men are waiting. I sit next to Jonathan, who smiles at me, while Joyce takes her place beside Evan. “Good evening, Evan!” I greet him.


    The conversation quickly shifts to all sorts of topics, but strangely, it keeps circling back to me—how my recovery is going, if I’m sleeping better, my pain levels, then everyone else’s health, and finally, Beresford.


    The champagne arrives, and we’re served. I can’t hold back any longer.


    “I can’t take it anymore. Please, just tell us! Why this dinner?”


    Jonathan, one arm draped over the back of the booth behind my shoulders, rolls his eyes.


    “She’s been unbearable since yesterday. She can’t sit still.”


    Evan chuckles.


    “Now you know what it’s like to live with a woman!”


    “Hey!” I protest.


    “It’s like you’re a couple.”


    “Not true!” Beresford defends himself.


    I grimace. It’s kind of true, actually. All that’s missing is the sex to make us a real couple.


    But that’s not important. Not right now.


    “Enough about that. Joyce, what’s going on?”


    The couple across from us exchange a look, and I sense a silent dialogue. My eyes widen.


    “No, it can’t be. Tell me you’re not pregnant!”


    Both men flinch violently, and Joyce turns pale.


    “No! Not at all, I’m not pregnant!”


    I scrutinize them for a good ten seconds in silence before relaxing and sighing.


    “Phew, that’s a relief... So, what is it?”


    Beresford shifts beside me, now curious as well.


    Evan takes Joyce’s hand and nods. They turn to face us. Are they going to spit it out or what? I’m on the verge of a nervous breakdown.


    “We’re getting married.”


    Thirty seconds later, the noise around me slowly returns, and my heart starts beating again.


    What?


    Another minute passes before I fully process what Joyce just said.


    “You’re not serious?”


    I jump and turn to Beresford, who looks just as shocked as I am.


    I mean, what’s it been? Six months since they met?


    Joyce glances at Evan, who sighs.


    “We are.”


    The next five minutes are a bit of a mess. Until the waiter brings the wine and appetizers. Jonathan and our friends are discussing something—I have no idea what—with varying degrees of intensity, but I’m too stunned to follow.


    The waiter’s arrival casts a chill over the table.


    Finally, we’re all staring at each other like wary dogs. I cross my arms.


    “This is ridiculous!”


    “We’re not asking for your opinion, Emma. We’re just telling you,” Evan snaps.


    “Hey, Evan,” Jonathan immediately scolds him. “No need to talk to her like that. She’s right. Why rush into marriage?”


    “We never said we were getting married tomorrow,” Joyce interjects with her usual softness. “We want to take our time and plan everything properly. The wedding won’t be for another year and a half. But we’ve made a commitment to each other, we’re engaged.”


    I roll my eyes. They should’ve been born two hundred years ago; their sappiness would’ve been more fitting. Finally, Jonathan and I exchange a look, and I uncross my arms to hold out my hand, palm up.


    Beresford glares at me and sighs, pulling out his wallet. He places a Benjamin Franklin bill in my hand, and I grin.


    “What are you doing?” Evan asks, as perplexed as Joyce.


    I glance at Jonathan, who smirks, amused.


    “We made a bet when you moved in together... THREE WEEKS AGO,” Beresford emphasizes, glaring at Evan. “Emma was convinced you’d get engaged in less than three months.”


    “I’m the best!” I beam.


    Joyce shakes her head in exasperation, but Evan bursts out laughing, soon joined by Beresford and me.


    As we dig into our appetizers, Jonathan places a hand on my thigh to get my attention. His eyes sparkle with mischief, and I know he’s thinking about the other part of the bet he didn’t mention to our friends: I bet she’d be pregnant within a year of their engagement announcement. Jonathan is convinced Evan doesn’t want kids, especially not before the wedding.


    I’m going to do everything I can to make sure my friend has a baby within a year, just for the satisfaction of being right!


    Is it wrong to pull a Carlos from Desperate Housewives and swap out her birth control for a placebo?


    Friday, December 14, lost in my bed with useless thoughts


    My life is utterly dull. I’m losing my sarcasm. I do nothing all day, and now everyone knows about Joyce and Evan’s engagement and won’t stop talking about it.


    I’m bored, really bored. I’ve had enough.


    It’s past noon, and I’m still in bed, doing nothing. There’s a knock at the door, and Jonathan enters quietly.


    “Emma? Are you okay?”


    I stare out at the sea, turning my back to him. I don’t feel like answering.


    “ISAC told me you weren’t sleeping,” my boss says, ­stepping closer.


    “Emma?”


    “Please leave me alone.”


    A few seconds later, he’s in my line of sight, tilting his head slightly. He’s wearing perfect jeans and a gray long-sleeved shirt. His gaze studies me intently, his hands casually in his pockets. How can he be so relaxed and serious at the same time?


    –”What’s wrong?”


    “Nothing,” I sigh, turning away.


    He sighs too and sits on the bed, placing a hand on my shoulder.


    “Emma, please, tell me what’s bothering you.”


    “I’m tired of being cooped up, Jonathan, that’s all.”


    A few seconds later, the bed dips under Jonathan’s weight. I turn over, frowning.


    “Do you want a hug?” he teases with a sly smile.


    I leap up.


    “You’re unbelievable! You’ll never change! I’m not one of your toys you can toss into your bed whenever you feel like it! I’m your employee first and foremost, and otherwise, I’m your friend! You don’t treat friends like toys, Jonathan! You know what? This is ridiculous. I never should’ve come here...”


    He’s suddenly in front of me, and I flinch. He’s grabbed my shoulders, his gaze locked on mine.


    “Are you done?”


    I scrunch my nose.


    “Yes.”


    “Feel better?”


    I take a deep breath and relax.


    “Yeah...”


    “Good. Now get dressed. We’re going to the office.”


    My eyes widen, and I smile.


    “Really?”


    “Yes. It seems you’re truly indispensable. Even Candice says you need to come back.”


    Wow, that’s saying something.


    An hour later, we arrive at the office. I’m not in a suit—I’m wearing a wool dress with tights and boots. After Joyce and Evan’s engagement announcement, my best friend brought me more clothes, including some decent outfits. In the car, I can’t sit still.


    “Stop it. You’re annoying me!”


    I flash him a Colgate smile and keep fidgeting. Honestly, I’m so excited it hurts my ribs. I can’t help it.


    I step into the lobby of the massive building that’s been the backdrop of my days for years. The sounds, the smells, the movement—it all hits me like a wave, and I feel like I’m finally home. Which is absurd if I think about it for two seconds. But I don’t want to think; I just want to ENJOY!


    Honestly, I love my job. My life is amazing!


    Everyone stares at me in surprise as I walk through the lobby and down the halls with Beresford. Is it because of my outfit (since I’m not in a suit with impeccable hair)? Because Beresford is glaring at anyone who dares approach? Or because I’m being treated like the Second Coming?


    Okay, that last one is unlikely, but it’s a nice ego boost.


    Anyway, in the elevator, Jonathan is tense.


    “What?” I whisper.


    “You’re already in pain. You’re pale. I never should’ve given in and brought you.”


    He really needs to stop playing mother hen.


    “Jonathan, I’m fine! Relax! For the record, I used to take care of you not too long ago!”


    “Emma?”


    “What?”


    “Listen.”


    I pause, surprised.


    “But I don’t hear anything.”


    He glares at me.


    “Exactly. Listen to the silence.”


    Oldest joke in the book. That wasn’t nice. Silenced, I cross my arms and pout.


    But not for long because the elevator reaches the top floor. At the end of the hall, in front of Beresford’s office, Pamela looks up and smiles at me. Finally, someone who appreciates my return properly!


    Actually, Beresford might’ve been right—I probably shouldn’t have come back, at least not so soon. I’m in my office with Tom, Candice, and Bertrand Narcelle, and they’re all seriously getting on my nerves. I’d forgotten how annoying their petty problems are.


    Mostly because I couldn’t care less...


    What do I even like about my job again?


    They’re all arguing, and honestly, I stopped listening several minutes ago. My neck is stiff, my ribs are killing me, and my head feels like it’s about to explode. I rub my temples and finally snap.


    “Enough! Shut up already!”


    “Just because you’re sleeping with the boss doesn’t mean you can talk down to us like that!” snaps SuperWitch.


    I definitely didn’t miss her snide remarks. Surprisingly.


    Stay calm.


    “I’m not sleeping with Beresford, but thanks for your concern.”


    No, I’m just living at his house. That makes so much more sense.


    “Sure...”


    “Anyway, I don’t see how it’s any of your business. And talking down to others? That’s your specialty, so... ZIP IT!”


    Brilliant comeback. I mentally applaud myself.


    “Now that that’s settled, let’s move on. Master Woods, give me a BRIEF report on the security measures we can ­implement, both externally and internally. Thank you. Tom, go see ­Jonathan and ask him exactly what did he want with this control thing because I don’t get it. Bertrand... well stay here for five minutes. See you later.” SuperWitch glares daggers at me before storming out with all the arrogance and vulgarity only she can muster.


    Once alone with Bertrand, I smile and gesture for him to sit. This guy is great. A brilliant MIT graduate, I was the one who got him appointed as head of IT security at headquarters. He worked with Jonathan for a while—Jonathan wanted to oversee his work—but he ended up being thrilled with Bertrand’s performance. And I was so proud of myself for that! I don’t know why, but... well, anyway, I was just happy. And I like Bertrand. He’s thirty (I think), very tall, very blond, and has a great sense of humor. A humor as caustic as mine, actually. Too bad he’s a bit clumsy. But that’s part of his charm. He tried to flirt with me at first, this big cinephile kid, but it just made me laugh. I think it bruised his ego a bit. We became friends after that. I’ve been to a few of his famous themed parties, and honestly, not only is this guy completely nuts, but he’s also a born party animal. Maybe he has Dionysus in his family tree. Anyway, I’ve tasted the best whiskeys at his place!


    “So?” he asks with a smile.


    I grimace.


    “I’m in pain, but I’m better.”


    “We missed you here. It’s obvious when you’re not around...”


    “Why?”


    “Don’t give me that look!”


    “Tell me what’s wrong!” I’m impatient... and worried.


    “Well, things aren’t running as smoothly. You can feel the lack of vigilance at the top.”


    I raise an eyebrow.


    “At least I’m still useful.”


    Bertrand bursts out laughing.


    I don’t know why, but I find that a bit insulting.


    Tuesday, December 18, trailing Beresford around his massive house


    “No.”


    “But why?” I whine like a child.


    “Because, no. That’s it.”


    “But tell me!”


    “Emma!” he stops.


    He spins around, and I almost crash into him. Ouch, I wasn’t expecting such a sudden stop. Couldn’t he at least flash his hazards or give a warning before slamming the brakes?


    “Oops, sorry.”


    He grabs my shoulders.


    “Leave me alone!”


    “No, I want to go!”


    He sighs, I can tell he’s deeply annoyed. I cross my arms, pout, and stand my ground.


    “No.”


    “But you have to give a presentation!”


    “I already asked Pamela to cancel it last week.”


    I grimace.


    “Since when do you know your own schedule?”


    He rolls his eyes.


    “Pamela’s handling it for now and lightening it as much as possible. She reminded me last week about the webmaster’s seminar and...”


    “Jonathan, please, you know how much I love that seminar! I want to go!”


    “You’re so annoying!”


    And he walks away.


    I’m really getting on his nerves, but I’m not giving up—I really want to go! It’s the only seminar I enjoy. It features many of the world’s top economists, and honestly, all the conferences are fascinating. Plus, Beresford is supposed to give one this year, and just hearing him speak is reason enough for me to go!


    But Beresford and his father don’t seem to agree.


    “JONATHAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAN!” I whine, following him.


    “NOOOOOOOOOOOO!” he yells without turning around.


    Saturday, December 22, sulking in my room


    Of course, we didn’t go. Today would’ve been the last day of the conference. I managed to get my laptop back, so I’m spending the day working. And in a way, it feels good—I’ve got my daily dose of productivity back. Sitting cross-legged on my bed, my phone beside me and my headset plugged in, I’m in the zone! I’m still mad at Jonathan, who, surprisingly, is leaving me alone.


    Work-wise, I’m lost. There’s so much to do and catch up on that I don’t even know where to start. It’s a mess. Sure, they managed without me, but at what cost? They only dealt with the tip of the iceberg.


    What am I even still doing here?!


    There’s a knock at my door.


    “I’ll call you back. I think Jonathan’s coming to bother me.”


    “Oh,” Pamela chuckles on the other end of the line. “Good luck!”


    I scrunch my nose and hang up as the door opens. I turn around.


    “Am I interrupting?”


    It’s not Beresford. It’s Hailey!


    I jump up and quickly wrap my sister in a hug.


    “OH!!!!”


    “You missed me that much?”


    “Even more! But what are you doing here?” I ask, letting her go.


    I sit back on my bed, and my sister settles beside me.


    “Your boss called me. Apparently, you’re sulking.”


    She smiles, and I return the smile before grimacing.


    “Yeah, he doesn’t listen to anything I say... and I’m tired of being cooped up. If this keeps up, I’m going to quit and run away!”


    Hailey looks at me for a long moment, puzzled for some reason, then narrows her eyes.


    “I get that, but why are you sulking?”


    I hesitate. If I tell her, she’ll mock me for weeks; but if I don’t, she’ll make up her own ideas, and I’ll still be dealing with it for weeks... It’s better to just tell her because she’s as stubborn as I am.


    “He canceled a seminar.”


    “You’re kidding.”


    I grimace and look down.


    “Nope.”


    “Did you sleep with him again?”


    I snap my head up.


    “NO!” I exclaim, horrified.


    “Don’t look at me like that. From you I don’t know what to expect. Now, get dressed—we’re going shopping.”


    I smile.


    “Christmas shopping?”


    “Yes, I haven’t had time to do mine, and I’m guessing you haven’t either since you’re being held hostage here.”


    Oh, cool!


    “But I’m bringing you back afterward!” Hailey warns.


    Ugh, not even fun. Big sisters just aren’t what they used to be.


    Monday, December 24th, Still at Beresford’s


    I’m packing my things because I’m FINALLY going home today. Tonight is Christmas Eve at my parents’ house as usual, so I just have time to swing by my apartment to get changed and grab my car.


    I’m finally getting my freeeeedom back!!!!


    I’m absolutely thrilled.


    Okay, I should also mention that I love Christmas—it’s my favorite holiday!


    My phone rings just as I’m zipping up my suitcase.


    “Adams.”


    “Good morning, Emma”, says Esther’s gentle voice.


    Hey, I’m finally getting used to getting calling by them by my first name! I’m so proud of myself!


    ”Good morning, is there something I can do for you?”


    “I just wanted to check in on you. My husband mentioned you’re heading home today.”


    I smile. This woman is truly the epitome of kindness.


    “That’s right, and I couldn’t be happier… not that living with your son…” I try to backtrack awkwardly.


    “Don’t worry, I understand. If you need anything, don’t hesitate to ask.”


    “Thank you.”


    But we both know I’ll never actually call her for a favor.


    “Well, I wish you a Merry Christmas, Esther, and I’ll see you soon. Thanks for everything.”


    “Oh, it’s nothing. Have a wonderful holiday with your family.”


    “I’ll pass along the message, and the same to you.”


    “Goodbye.”


    “Goodbye.”


    We hang up.


    There’s a knock at my door just then.


    Wow, did they coordinate this perfect timing?


    “Yes! I call out.”


    Joyce walks in with her perfect smile. She’s the one driving me home with Evan. My best friend had the brilliant idea to air out my apartment and even do some grocery shopping.


    She’s the best.


    Yep, that’s Joyce for you.


    “Are you ready?”


    “Yep, let’s go!”


    I grab my suitcase, but she snatches it out of my hands. I frown.


    “Hey, I’m not an invalid!”


    “No, but your ribs are still tender. Jonathan made sure Cooper told us you need to be careful. Your ribs are fragile, and you’re tired.”


    Blah, blah, blah. They can all go brush their mothers’ hair for all I care.


    We reach the ground floor and hear the sounds of a male conversation. Joyce leaves my suitcase in the entryway, and we head toward the kitchen where the voices are coming from. We catch Beresford and Evan mid-conversation.


    “… still not talking.”


    Oh, I assume they’re talking about me. Beresford looks exasperated, by the way. I smile. Joyce gives me a puzzled look.


    “Emma’s weird sometimes. She’s the most serious woman I’ve ever met, and the next second, she’s worse than Nikki.”


    “That woman is a mystery.”


    I would’ve burst out laughing if I hadn’t controlled myself. Yes, my curiosity outweighs my spontaneity. I hold Joyce back as she tries to walk into the room. She gives me an outraged look, but I smile at her. She might act scandalized, but she’s just as curious as I am. I nod, letting her know I’m not fooled. She rolls her eyes, and we both lean in to hear the conversation better.


    “She’s amazing, yes.”


    “I also think you’re way too familiar with her!” Beresford grumbles.


    What’s with that tone?! Oh, Evan, don’t let him boss you around!


    “I’d like to remind you that I lived with her. I’m pretty sure I know her better than you do.”


    I think for a second before nodding. Yeah, that’s plausible.


    “Nonsense, I’ve been around her for three and a half years.”


    “Maybe, but until six months ago, you didn’t even know her first name!”


    And boom, take that, Beresford! One to one, game on.


    “Are you seriously going to keep bringing that up?” Beresford snaps.


    I glance at Joyce and grin, nodding enthusiastically. She grins back. Of course, we’re going to keep bringing it up. Maybe even for the rest of his life. Echoing our thoughts, Evan replies:


    “Oh, absolutely!”


    Beresford grumbles, and I have a hard time stifling my laughter.


    “What’s taking them so long?”


    Joyce straightens up to join them, but I hold her back. Why? I don’t know, but something tells me we need to hear the rest.


    “Oh, they’re probably chatting. Joyce was worried about Emma”, Evan says. “I have to admit, I was too. Is she still having nightmares?”


    Oh, right, they know about that. I’d forgotten.


    “Not when she takes the sleeping pills.”


    “And do you know when she takes them or not?”


    “I pay attention to her, contrary to what you seem to think. Yes she does, but I believe taking medication annoys her. For the past ten days, she’s been taking them every other day. And she has nightmares every other day. But they’re much less intense than before. She wakes up on her own.”


    “You haven’t joined her again?”


    “No.”


    “Because she’s sulking?”


    Ah, the mischief is back.


    “That as well”, Jonathan sighs.


    “You two sound like an old married couple”, Evan chuckles.


    I roll my eyes. Joyce gives me a strange look but signals that she agrees. So, I do the only logical thing: I sigh. Joyce playfully taps my arm, and I tap hers back. She winces, and I stick my tongue out at her.


    I’m not sure which of us is more childish.


    “Nonsense.”


    Okay, I admit, even Beresford doesn’t sound very convincing.


    “All you’re missing is the sex, and you’d be a couple”, Evan continues.


    Heavy silence. I grimace. Joyce grabs my hand to pull me along, and I follow her. But we both freeze when Evan adds:


    “Are you sleeping together?”


    Cue dramatic revelation.


    I grimace, guessing Beresford is making the same face as me. Joyce places a hand on my shoulder and stares at me. I can’t tell if she’s shocked or something else.


    I groan softly. Ouch.


    “I’m not answering that”, Beresford stammers.


    Which is so unlike him. Usually, he’d brag, laugh, or have some other macho reaction.


    “So, you are sleeping with her!” Evan says triumphantly.


    “Oh, Emma”, Joyce scolds me softly.


    Hey, we only slept together once! It’s not like it’s a regular thing, despite what everyone seems to think.


    “No, no, no!” Beresford tries to defend himself. “That’s not… it just means I’m not answering your question. It’s none of your business.”


    “Hmm… so you’re, uh, taking care of yourself?”


    Joyce and I nearly burst out laughing. Evan has a knack for saying the most absurd things at the most unexpected times.


    “What? No, absolutely not, and I’m definitely not answering that!”


    We’re barely holding it together, doubled over, hands over our mouths, tears in our eyes.


    “See? You’re sleeping with her.”


    And we can’t help it. Stepping out of the shadows, Joyce and I explode with laughter.


    I arrived at my parents’ house a good half-hour early. But since I had nothing to do at home, I figured I could help Mom. Tomorrow, Hailey, Ryan, and Joshua are having lunch with their in-laws, so we’re celebrating Christmas Eve with them. Tonight, it’ll be my parents, my sister, my nephew, Aunt Serena, Uncle Tony, and Grandma Felicia (who seems to be doing well these days). Marcy isn’t here—thank God!—but I don’t know why. So, while helping Mom finish preparing the appetizers, I ask her.


    “Why isn’t Marcy here?”


    “Do you miss your cousin?” Mom teases.


    Ugh, Mom’s so annoying. Why do I even ask her questions? I should know better. But no, I keep doing it every time.


    ”No.”


    “Don’t pout”, she laughs. “Marcy’s spending Christmas with Tim’s parents.”


    I freeze.


    “Oh.”


    What?


    Nooooooooooo?!
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