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      By now, you've formed a pretty good opinion about me. Well, keep your thoughts open. Some of you might consider me the villain in this story. A villain is a victim whose story hasn’t been told. I’m about to spill it all.

      I wasn’t always this ruthless man, and you’re about to find this out. But, power mixed with betrayal is a deadly combination. As with most powerful men, the truth is merely an option. Something we can bend and mold until we have what we want. And it all works—for a while. There’s only one problem—when all is found out. We search for simple explanations. However, nothing I do is simple.

      Do you want answers? I have them. But make no mistake, this is not a confession. When it comes to Julia—I would not change a thing.

      I had my secrets, she had hers. However, you’ve only heard her side of the story.

      My name is Jonas Fairbanks, and this is my story.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            PRESENT DAY

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      And so, it has come down to this. To get our son back, I must reveal my past. A history I am not proud of by any means. Especially since coming to know her—Julia, my everything.  Her pleading expression kills me, and now, I must add to that pain. If only it were Luke who took our son—for she will soon discover, he’s a much better man than myself. She would have been better off with him. And if it weren’t for the fact that she was carrying my babies, I would have forced myself to give her up. I’m a selfish bastard.

      She drops the phone to the floor, and I must now come clean. I rush to her side and take her small frame in my arms, our daughter snuggled in her chest. I hold her and press a kiss to her forehead. “We’ll get him back, I promise.” She’s trembling, and all I want to do is make the pain go away.

      “It’s Jenna. She has our baby,” she whispers.

      “Jenna? Are you sure?” I brace her shoulders and look into her lost eyes. They are pleading with me. I snatch the phone up from the floor. “Where is my son?”

      “Now, why would I tell you that, Jonas. So, how does it feel to be helpless and without your child?”

      This is not who I thought took my son. What’s going on? “Tell me who is working with you. There is no way you could be here in Paris.” I want to call her every name in the book, but I fear I will not get my son back.

      “Oh, Jonas…tisk tisk. It seems I’m not the only woman you have dumped. Soon, we will have Julia with us as well, and then we can all talk about how the perfect Mr. Jonas Fairbanks fucked us and screwed us over.”

      “I’m warning you, just give me my son back,” I spit behind clenched teeth. And since she said ‘we,’ I now know my past is working with her. “What do you want, Genevieve?”

      “Oh, using my legal name now. You only did that when you were aroused or angry with me. Which is it now, Jonas?”

      “I mean it, Jenna. It’s me you want to hurt. Not my baby. Please, I beg of you. What do you want? My confession, that I know you killed Jason? Because you have it.” I look over to Julia, rocking back and forth on the bed with my daughter held in her arms. If I have to go to jail to get him back, I will. I will make sure Julia and my babies are taken care of. And the best I can hope… is for her to marry Luke. God, no.

      “I have what I want—your son. Goodbye, Jonas, and tell Julia goodbye for me.” The call goes to dead silence, and for once, I want to keep her on the line. I feel lost and hopeless, not knowing where she is with my son. But I can only hope I am right, and that my past is now the bridge I must cross to get him back.

      “Is she bringing him back? Jonas, where is our baby boy? Is she bringing him back?” Her face is that of a lost child, full of despair and pain. How can I tell her, I don’t know? “Julia…listen to me, Baby.” She searches my face like I have all the answers. The look I once craved from her. That look that I was her everything—her mentor. If only she knew the bastard, I am. And the biggest thing that makes me a bastard is taking her as mine. I don’t deserve her. “I know it’s Jenna who has our son. I…I am working with her to get him back.” I wrap my arms around her and brush the velvety head of my daughter.

      “Jonas, she’s dangerous. She killed Jason, and she tried to hurt Sidney. God only knows what she’ll do to Jacob. She has no attachment to him. She…she…”

      “Shh, she won’t hurt him. She wants to replace him for Sidney…and only to hurt me,” I say, trying my best to assure her…and myself. I can’t bring myself to tell her the truth about me. Not yet. This is enough.

      “Is she here? Here in Paris?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “What do you mean, you don’t know? What did she say?”

      “She only wanted us to know that she has Jacob. It was only to gain satisfaction by throwing it in my face.” She pushes out of my arms and stands above me, still holding our daughter. She’s angry with me, and I don’t blame her. I have caused her so much pain.

      “You said you would always protect us. You promised,” she seethes. “You said we were safe here in Paris. What the hell is going on? Why did I see Luke walk out our door at three in the morning? Where the hell is Stacia? I want some answers now, Jonas.”

      Oh, God. Guilt punches me in the gut as I watch her bravely demand answers from me, right on the edge of her breaking sob. I made her that way. Me. She deserves to know the truth, but it will only hurt her more…and she will leave me. I can’t let that happen.

      “Stacia’s American. Where did you find her? She’s not your average nanny, Jonas. She has an assorted pass that she only confided in me. Didn’t you see how obsessed she was with our son? She had a baby boy and gave him up. I know she took him. Is she somehow in on all this Jenna shit?” She walks back and forth, bouncing Jacqueline in her arms while spitting the words at me.

      I know of Stacia’s past before I hired her, and it’s only because of Luke, did I offer her the position. I know of the abuse from her stepfather and the baby she had to give up. Luke overheard two young girls on a plane while traveling back to Paris. Stacia was pregnant and running from her stepfather. He knew of a family who wanted to adopt, and they took her in with all expenses paid. After that, he set her up as an au pair while on location. When I moved to Paris, hiring Stacia as my nanny was the ‘quid pro quo’ for him taking care of Julia. But I never let Stacia know that I knew of her past. She was starting her life over, and as fucked up as my life has become—I understood. But I highly doubt she’s working with Jenna. In fact, I know she isn’t.

      Julia grabs the phone off the bed and looks at me with such hate in her eyes. I’d better get used to that look. “What’s the equivalent to 911 here?”

      “112,” I tell her. She taps in the number, puts the phone up to her ear, and gives me a scathing look.

      “My baby has been kidnapped. Yes, I know who took him, Genevieve Fairbanks. She’s wanted for murder. Oh, God, please help me.” Her voice breaks, and she now falls to the floor. I rush to her side and take Jacqueline from her arms. But she only pulls away from me. I take the phone from her.

      “My ex-wife has taken our son. She just called and confirmed it. I have no idea where she is, or if she’s even in this country. Yes, Genevieve Fairbanks. Yes, that’s her.” They must have pulled up her profile on the computer.

      “Are you sure she hasn’t passed through customs? She’s been on the run since escaping house arrest in the States and the kidnapping of my daughter. Yes, please hurry.” I end the call and make another attempt to hold her in my arms. She pushes back again.

      “What did they say? Do they know where she is?”

      “They are checking all customs at every terminal. The police are on their way to start the investigation.” Sidney walks in looking scared and confused.

      “Daddy, Julia, what’s going on. Where’s Stacia and Jacob?” Julia reaches over and wraps her with her free arm.

      “We don’t know, Sweetheart. But the police are on their way, so we can find them,” Julia says, and looks at me this time with pleading eyes. It’s not comforting, but at least it’s not hateful. I want to hold her—hold all three of my girls. I cannot lose them.

      I amble over to the bed, where they both sit on the edge and move to my knees on the floor. I rest my head on Julia’s lap, and I pray she pets my hair. Something to let me know she still loves me. I wrap my arms around her thighs and pull them in tightly, as I kiss up her legs. “I’m so sorry, Julia, this has happ

      ened. I promise to get him back. I love you.”

      Yes. Her hand begins to smooth my head, and I look up into her eyes. They are heavy with tears, and I hate myself even more. My son is missing, and I’m making this about me. How can I expect her to live with me when I can barely stand myself?

      The doorbell chimes, and she rushes to get up. I’m the first down the stairs and to the door. Two officers stand in the hall, and I urge them to come in. “Mr. Fairbanks, I’m DI Marchland, and this is DCI Pelletier. We received a call that someone has stolen your baby.”

      “Yes,” Julia cries out. She still has our daughter morphed into her arms. “Genevieve Fairbanks. She called me. She is Jonas’s ex.”

      “Did she say she took the baby?” DCI Pelletier asks.

      “Yes. My ex-wife told me, not Julia.” I take Julia in my arms. She looks up at me with those eyes, and I know I now need to reveal my past. “Detective, there’s only one way she would be able to take my son.” I kiss Julia on the forehead and pull her in to me. I take a deep breath. “Someone from my past is working with her.” Julia furrows her brows and blinks her eyes in disbelief.

      “Luke? He was here. I don’t understand, Jonas.”

      “No. Not Luke, he came back to get the files I left for him. I saw a text from him earlier saying he came back to pick them up.”

      “But how did he get in?”

      “Luke owns this building. He has access, and let me know ahead of time that he was picking up the financial reports for Sanofi. He didn’t want to wake us or disturb the babies.”

      “Then it has to be Stacia. She’s gone, and so is my son,” she screams at me and pulls away. “She told me about the baby she gave up, Jonas. She only broke her harsh exterior to gain my trust and then took my son. You find her NOW, Jonas.” She’s raging at me now. “I need a picture of Stacia, and an address of where she came from.”

      I search her face, wanting to give her what she wants. But I don’t have either of those things. God, out of all the bizarre happenings in my life, this makes me feel the most helpless. Julia has given me everything, and I’ve done her so wrong. “Julia, I’m going to call Luke to come stay with you and the girls.”

      “Why? Where are you going, Jonas? What are you not telling me?”

      “Baby, listen to me. I might know where Stacia went. Yes, I know all about her tragic situation and the baby she gave up.” There’s that look again. That mistrusting look she gave me so many times at the manor. I never want to be responsible for making her feel this way—and here, I’m doing it again.  “I know the people who adopted her baby…and I’m going to see if she’s there.”

      “I’m going with you,” she states and turns to run up the stairs.

      “No, Julia. You’re staying here with the detectives to give them all the information they need to find our baby.”

      “But you just said you might know where he is.”

      “No, Julia. I know who adopted Stacia’s baby. They took care of her while she was pregnant, and maybe that’s where she went.”

      “But what does that have to do with our baby? Jonas, you’re not making any sense. What are you not telling me?”

      She knows me. And I don’t know if that’s good or bad. She needs to know she’s the only one. The only thing I can’t live without. I pull my phone out and call Luke.

      “Jonas, don’t ignore my question.”

      I realize how this all must look to the detectives. I need to get this under control. Luke answers on the third ring.

      “Hey, Jonas. I did get those reports. I text…”

      “Luke, I need you to come over right now. Someone has taken my son.”

      “What! When?”

      “Sometime in the middle of the night. You didn’t see anyone when you were here?”

      “No. I…Julia saw me…and I think I freaked her out.”

      “Luke, I need you to come and stay with her and the girls. I…I need to find my baby. Stacia’s missing, too.”

      “Jonas, you don’t think…

      “I don’t know what to think. The detectives are here, and I need to leave and find her. Could you…”

      “Yes, Jonas. I’ll be right there.”

      “Thanks.” I end the call and look to the two detectives.

      “Mr. Fairbanks, maybe we should all go down to the station and go over the details. It seems there’s a bit of confusion between you and your wife.”

      “I’m not his wife,” Julia states, and it’s the knife that cuts into my heart. She’s standing by the stairs, still holding our daughter for dear life. I deserve this.

      “We were going to be married today,” I say, but look at her. Is she going to relent? I can’t think of that now. I have to find my son. “Detective, my business partner, Luke McCarthy, will be here in a minute. I need to leave to find my nanny. I think I might know where she’s at.”

      I walk cautiously over to Julia and attempt another touch of assurance. She doesn’t flinch away, but only looks up at me with vapid eyes. Her look is draining my existence. It’s only because of her; life beats in me again. It tells me she will never trust me…ever. I would beg for a slap in the face, anything other than that look. “Julia, I’m so sorry for this to be happening. I love you. I know you must hate me, and I don’t blame you. But, please…let me fix this.”

      “Don’t be sorry, Jonas. I trusted you, so it’s my fault. I should have never come back here with my babies.” Her icy stare is palpable in my heart, and I deserve it. Because, sorry only works when mistakes are made, but not when trust is broken. I have hurt her so much. It ends today.

      I kiss her on the lips. “Nothing has ever been your fault. I will spend every day of my life making up for hurting you.” I kiss my baby daughter’s head and then bend down to Sidney. She, too, looks scared and confused. Another lie in my past. They are all coming for me now. “Sidney, Daddy’s going to get your baby brother back. I promise.” I kiss her forehead, and she nods. Her trusting innocence punches me.

      I get up and move to the door. Before leaving, I turn around and look at the three of them: Julia, Sidney, and my baby daughter. My past has crossed that threshold, and like a vicious dog baring its teeth, sinks into the flesh of a place it doesn’t belong. A place I don’t deserve…their hearts. They must know I would pull down the fiery sun and dance on burning coals to keep them forever in my life. My eyes plead with one last look, and I turn, closing the door behind me.

      I take the stairs, reaching the bottom in record time, and run to my car. Once inside, I start the engine and peel out of the parking garage. My tires scream with anger.

      I race the streets of Paris with no concern for being pulled over and come to a screeching halt next to the curb. I push open the car door and run up the walk. I don’t bother knocking…or banging on the door and attempting the handle. She’s expecting me, and I walk in. She looks up from the couch, holding my son, and smiles like a serpent.

      “You said we were good, and that you would never tell her anything. I can’t believe I trusted you,” I say.

      “Oh, Jonas. You, of all people, should never speak of trust. You have misled so many. Yet, you get appalled when someone breaks their trust to you. You have no idea how worthless you made me feel.”

      I walk over, reaching for my son. She pulls him away quickly. “You want to hurt me, not my baby.”

      She looks down into his face. “One of the hardest decisions I ever had to make, Jonas—whether to try harder…or to walk away. I guess that was never a decision for you, was it? You walked away like I was nothing. I’m trying harder. You should be impressed. And now, that Julia will be walking out of your life with the babies…well, it only adds to my satisfaction. When I tell her about us, she will never want to see you again.”

      I sit down gently next to her and lift my arm around the back of the couch. She looks up at me, and I trace her cheek with my finger, and relax my gaze. “What about you? You were her friend…Rebecca.”
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      I discarded the used condom in the trash as Rebecca stepped into the shower of my private bathroom. “I enjoyed that very much, Mr. Fairbanks,” she said. I didn’t respond, nor did I ever. She knew this was all recreational. I fastened my pants, buttoned my shirt, tied my tie, and walked out of my office. Luke was meeting me for lunch at a café not far. He was my project manager for the new company we were to take over—Sanofi —and Rebecca worked as one of the current executive administrators. Today’s little office escapade showed me how much she wanted to stay on board. I’ll think about it.

      Luke was sitting at a table next to the window of a small Paris café when I walked in. He waved me over, and I could see he was on his phone. I sat down and listened as he spoke the name of one of the Sanofi project managers for the acquisition. By the conversation, it wasn’t business, and I had to wonder why he was talking about artificial insemination, being all apologetic and concerned. I narrowed my eyes and lifted my palms for an explanation for the strange conversation. He shook his head and continued to listen. I waved the server over, wanting a cocktail before we ordered lunch.

      “Give me a White Russian,” I said, and Luke ended his call. “You want a cocktail, Luke?”

      “No, I’ll have some iced tea.”

      I smirked and closed my eyes. Luke, the ever-good-do- gooder.

      “Oui, Messieurs,” the server said and left the table.

      “What was that all about? It hardly sounded like you were discussing the acquisition.”

      “We weren’t,” Luke said. “But it is related.”

      “Biologics division?”

      He smiled and stirred his iced tea, which the server had set in front of him. He then told me my White Russian would be here shortly. “No, one of the Sanofi legacy team members I happen to be working with…well, he and his wife are trying to conceive. So far, they haven’t been fortunate. He will be out of the office for a week, and I’m going to take on his projects, while he and his wife travel for more tests.”

      Like I said—the ever-good-do-gooder.

      “Well, Luke, how are you going to complete our projects? You know I’ve scheduled myself to fly back to the States for the condo project in Maine.”

      “Hey, Jonas, have I ever let you down?”

      The server brought my White Russian, and I took a sip, remembering Afghanistan. The place I left my soul. I went in as a young, upstanding Marine, only to leave as a bastard without a care. And even through all the horrific things I witnessed as a young soldier, they were not what made me the bastard I am today—it was what damaged me from back home—my wife.

      Sometimes, I had mixed feelings for Luke. It was a love-hate thing for saving my life. Little did he know that I would purposely walk into the fire many times to end it. If it weren’t for him having my six—I’d be dead. I’m not sure if he did me any favors, and I’m sure many probably wish he hadn’t saved my life.

      “No, of course not, Luke,” I said and looked over my menu. We ordered, and before our food would arrive, I started with the list of team members we would be keeping on after the merger. Little did they know, we were dichotomizing the company and selling the spare parts. Luke would be managing the pharmaceutical business, while I would be handling the financials.

      “I think due to business needs, I will be keeping most team members who ranked as value contributors,” Luke said, and I looked at his list. He was keeping all two hundred team members.

      “Luke, that number is too high. We need to cut at least seventy-five heads if we want to show a profit to the shareholders.”

      “Jonas, how many times have I told you that cutting heads doesn’t mean making a profit?” I took another sip of my White Russian and considered his reason. He was right, but I wasn’t changing my mind. I then showed him my list of cuts. “Rebecca? You’re cutting Rebecca?”

      The server came with our food, and I was able to avoid his contemptuous look for another minute. I knew what was coming. The server left, and I cut into my veal parmesan, bringing it to my mouth, hoping he wasn’t going to elaborate on the situation. No such luck.

      He coolly began cutting up his eggplant parmesan—because there was no way in hell, Luke would eat a poor helpless animal—and without looking at me said, “Well, maybe you shouldn’t have started your office liaisons with her—if you were planning on cutting her out?”

      I chewed my food, swallowed, and coolly replied with, “That’s the main reason she has to go.” He shook his head, grabbed his tea, and stared at me coldly over his glass.

      “I guess it will do no good to remind you once again that you are married.”

      I shrugged my shoulders. “Absolutely not. And you know what a blessed holy matrimony that has been.”

      “When is she getting out? It’s been almost ten years.”

      I took my napkin and wiped my mouth, “June.”

      He raised his eyebrows and took another bite of his eggplant parmesan, “Hmm,” was all he said. I waited for more rebuttal, but his chewing quietly and staring at me was enough.

      “I will be dealing with her once I return to the States, along with the condo project in Bar Harbor, Maine.”

      “And Sidney?” he asked.

      Sidney.

      “Yes, I have that all arranged as well.” He continued eating while glancing up, intrigued by my arrangements with Sidney. A daughter I hadn’t seen or spoken to in a few years. “I’m going to give Jenna her daughter back.”

      He choked on his food and grabbed his glass of tea. After a drink, he wiped his mouth with his napkin and looked at me in disbelief. “What? You’re going to tell her that her mother came back to life? You know, Jonas, I should have let your ass rot in Afghanistan.”

      I grabbed up my White Russian, “Maybe you should have.”

      He stood up and threw his credit card on the table. “Lunch is on me today. I’ve suddenly lost my appetite.” Then I watched him walk out.

      Do-gooder.
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      I was pouring myself a tumbler of scotch when suddenly the door to my penthouse opened—Rebecca. Glancing at my watch, I saw it was 10:00. She dropped her purse and removed her coat, tossing it on a chair in the corner. I went back to my scotch pouring and placed the lid back on the decanter, and felt her arms snake around me. “Make it two, Mr. Fairbanks.” Without saying a word, I reopened the decanter and poured another glass. “Thanks for the nightcap,” she said when I turned, breaking from her embrace and handing her the drink.

      “How’d you get in?”

      She gave me a sneering smile before touching her lips with the glass. After taking a sip, she then responded, “You gave me a key last time I was here. Remember?”

      I downed my scotch and then turned to make myself another. I probably did in my drunkenness—that’d be the only way I would allow her to have a key to my penthouse.

      “I’m going to take a shower,” I said and walked to the bathroom—scotch in hand. Setting my drink down on the nightstand, I opened the drawer and grabbed a condom and tossed it on top. I looked up and saw Rebecca’s reflection in the mirror, walking in. She sauntered over and began unknotting my tie. I grabbed her hands, stopping her assistance.

      “I thought you were taking a shower?”

      “I am. But I can remove my tie on my own.” She twisted her lips and then went to retrieve her drink, which she had set on the dresser. Letting a woman remove your tie felt too…personal. I then went and started the shower. Looking in the mirror, I saw the asshole I had become…and knew it was only going to get worse. Now that my wife, Jenna, was being released from prison after serving a ten-year sentence for second-degree murder.

      Stepping into the shower, I moved under the hot spray and considered Luke’s concern for the company. The head cuts were going down soon, and I hadn’t changed my mind about Rebecca. But, I wouldn’t tell her until after we had fucked. Then maybe she would be pissed, slap me, and leave. I hated a woman in my bed—sleeping that was.

      When I walked back into the bedroom, she was naked in my bed and scrolling through her phone. She laid it on the nightstand, and then stood up on her knees, curling her finger for me to join her. Even though she looked ready to be fucked, my priority was the glass of scotch on the nightstand, followed by the TV remote. I turned on the TV and sat next to her in bed. She tried to grab my attention with her tongue in my ear and her fingers running down my chest. I nudged her away, and I could tell she was annoyed, but I didn’t care. The more she understood who and what I was, the better we would get along. I was not an amorous man…not anymore…not since Jenna.

      She pouted by pushing away and snatching her phone up from the nightstand. “I’m going to refresh my drink,” she said, and I watched her ass as she sashayed out of the room. It was a little flat, and it left me no desire to slap it.

      She returned with the decanter and topped off my glass. My eyes raised in appreciation, and she smiled deviously. “Thank you,” I said.

      “Do you want to talk first, Mr. Fairbanks?” She had done well at addressing me as Mr. Fairbanks. At first, she tried calling me by my first name. I told her never to use my first name again. Another thing that made it too personal.

      “No. Not right now. Maybe after.” I took my full glass of scotch and knocked back at least three full swigs. I welcomed the burn down my esophagus and waited for the rest of my senses to go numb. Although I wanted to fuck, I didn’t want to remember her in the morning.

      She set the decanter down on the nightstand and moved to the bathroom. She slammed the door, and I heard the shower start. At least she had learned not to get into the shower with me. Another amorous act.

      I knocked back the rest of the scotch and debated pouring another, and won that debate. My cell phone rang as I started on my third drink, and I saw Indiana State Prison flash on the screen. Fuck.

      I tapped one to accept the call. “What?”

      “Well, hello to you, too, Husband.”

      “Don’t call me that. What’s this about now?”

      “Sidney. Have you told her about me yet?”

      “Which part? That you are in prison, or a murderer?”

      “Jonas, please. June will be here soon, and I want my daughter. When are you going to tell her?”

      “I’m scheduled to return to the States soon. I will tell her then.”

      “How is she? I can’t even imagine how much she has grown. Does she look like me?”

      I then sat up and exhaled in frustration. “Sidney looks nothing like you.” My wife was a pretty blonde with blue eyes who could charm you like a serpent. “She has dark hair, with green eyes.” It had also been told to me; she had dimples when she smiled. Though I’ve never seen them…or her smile.

      “Why haven’t you ever sent me a picture of her, Jonas?”

      “I researched that it’s not safe to expose children’s pictures in prison,” I said, but the truth was…I didn’t have any. I had kept a distance from her, knowing I would be returning Sidney to her mother in ten years. Plus, it was best she didn’t think a bastard like me was her father. I didn’t know what Sidney thought. Only last year did she ask the nanny what happened to her mother. My nanny then lectured me on a once-home-trip to explain what happened. Sidney started the conversation, asking how her mother died. So, I went with it and told Sidney her mother was killed by a drunk driver. It was a lie, but better to think she had a dead mother who loved her, instead of one who was in prison for the murder of her birth father.

      “Well, Jonas, you know I’m getting out in June. But I have to reside in Indianapolis for the next year under house arrest. Are you going to help me?”

      “Haven’t I done enough for you, Jenna, by raising a daughter who isn’t mine?”

      “Oh, bullshit, Jonas. Like you have raised her. What number nanny are you on now?”

      She was right. I had never been a part of this little girl’s life, and it wasn’t Sidney’s fault what her mother had done. “Look, I’ll take care of it…just like the past,” I said, and heard a huff on the other end.

      An automated voice broke in, alerting us that we had one minute left. Rebecca stepped out of the bathroom, walked over, and bent down between my legs. She started to suck my cock, and I let her…for a second before grabbing the condom on the nightstand. “Look, Jenna, don’t call me again. I’ll take care of it,” I said and ended the call. I handed Rebecca the condom and told her to put it on.

      “Who is Jenna?” she asked.

      “I downed the rest of my scotch and replied, “My wife.” She looked up at me, rolling the condom on, and had a pleased look in her eyes. With what little I gave her, she was impressed to be the other woman. “Don’t get a big head about it. She’s been in prison for ten years, and I only stayed married to her due to…complications.”

      She stood up, pushed me down on the bed, and then crawled on top of me. Before sinking down onto my cock, she said, “Maybe we’ll talk after we’ve fuck.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            PRESENT DAY

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Her eyes perceive something in me she doesn’t recognize—kindness. But it’s not genuine, and she has to know that. In the past, I never touched her in this way. But I’m desperate to get my son out of her hold. As I stroke her cheek, I run down her arm and reach the face of my baby and trace along his velvety profile. He opens his eyes and looks at me—his father. He knows I’m here, and I feel the connection. “I’m sorry, Rebecca, for the way I treated you. You have to understand; I was a different person then.”

      She looks down at my baby and gently smooths his head. “He looks just like you, Jonas. I used to wonder if our baby was a boy and if he looked like you. Was it having the babies that changed you…Or Julia?” she says sadly.

      I need to tread lightly. Rebecca is fragile, and I know she is another casualty of the old me. “Rebecca, please, just give me my baby back, and we can talk, okay?”

      “I have a surprise for you, Jonas.” She looks me in the eyes, hopeful that I want her surprise.

      “Really? Why don’t you hand me my son and tell me? I can’t wait to hear it.” I show eagerness in her favor. I’m relieved when she hands over my son, and I take him in my arms, pressing him to my chest and kissing his head. She gets up and grabs her phone from a table nearby. Who is she going to call? Julia? And how is Jenna connected to this? I want to run out of here with my son, but I feel there is something involving me I must deal with.

      She taps in a number and then turns to smile at me. “I want to leave an anonymous tip.” She walks over and runs her fingers through my hair. I squeeze my son tightly into my chest. Right now, I fear what is going to come out of her mouth. The times I drank excessively to forget who I was are now unearthing themselves. I look up into her eyes, begging not to say my name, for I know she is talking to the police. “Yes, I know where Genevieve Fairbanks is right at this moment.” I was right; my past is working with Jenna. But why is she turning her in if they are working together? “Indianapolis airport, she is in the parking garage, parked in B2.” She smiles down at me and then ends her call. “It’s over now, Jonas. She’s going back to jail.”

      “Rebecca, what’s going on?”

      “Are you happy, Jonas? I led Jenna into a trap. The authorities are on their way to arrest her. She’s expecting me.”

      “I don’t understand, Rebecca, how you and Jenna…”

      “You don’t remember, do you? The night you told me about your wife?” She sits down next to me and begins to cuddle in. I quickly stand up, still with my son tightly held to my chest. My phone rings and I pull it from my pocket. Julia’s name lights up the screen. My chest heaves, for I know I must take her call. But what am I going to tell her?

      “It’s Julia. I must tell her I have our son.” She looks at me expectantly. But I don’t know if it’s to accept the call or to tell her everything. I can’t worry about my concerns at this moment and accept her call.

      “Julia?”

      “Jonas, it wasn’t Stacia. She’s here with us now. She was outside on the fire escape smoking a cigarette. She left the baby monitor in her room and didn’t want to smoke inside. Oh, God, Jonas. Now what?”

      “Julia, I have Jacob with me. He’s okay.” I hope her overwhelming relief of finding our baby keeps her curiosity at bay. But that will only stay for so long. Eventually, I will have to tell her everything.

      “Oh, Jonas, thank God. I prayed and prayed that you would find him. Thank you so much, Lord,” she cries into the phone. My beautiful Angel knows to run to her faith. I know her faith is what changed me. Her prayers for people lost in this world. I so don’t deserve her, for I am the Devil, and she is an Angel. But I have to believe I deserve a chance. Why would God give me these precious babies if I can’t be with her? Then, it shoots me right in the chest. What I did a year ago. Now, I understand.

      “Jonas, I’m so sorry for what I said earlier. It was because I was scared that I blamed you. I’m so sorry, Baby. You, Sidney, and our babies are everything to me. We can never be apart.”

      I listen to the beautiful words of my Angel, and my insides eat me away. I look over to Rebecca, her eyes blazed with anger, and I know…it’s not over. “Jonas, just bring Jacob home, and let’s get married.” Her last words catapult me into the fires of hell—where I deserve to burn for eternity.

      I turn from Rebecca’s heated guise on me and pray she will disappear into a cloud of smoke. That this was all a lesson for me to learn. A miracle. But when she grabs the phone from behind me, my first instinct is to protect my son.

      “Hi, Julia. If you want your baby back, you will have to come and get him. Jonas isn’t going anywhere.” She taps the end button and lays my phone down on the counter as she walks into the kitchen. “Shall I tell her…or you?”
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      I was sitting at the head of the table in the conference room, my head pounding from too much scotch the previous night, about to announce our cuts. Luke eyed me with caution. His look told me not to announce anything yet, especially since Rebecca was sitting in taking notes. Her name was first on my list, and she would have to record it. I was an asshole, but even I couldn’t do that. I nodded, letting Luke know that I would not be divulging any information about the cuts, yet, and his face lightened a little.

      “Luke, where’s Allen?” I asked. Allen was the Sanofi legacy associate he was to be working with.

      “Allen is away on medical. I believe we discussed it at lunch yesterday.” I narrowed my eyes and shook my head. “I’m taking on his projects. I told you yesterday, Jonas.” I suddenly remembered—his good deed. Something about conception and artificial insemination. Probably something I shouldn’t bring up at a board meeting. It would probably break some HIPAA law or something.

      “Ah, yes, I do recall.” I went back to my laptop and began looking over the financial reports from the previous year. Even though the company still ranks number four in global healthcare, I could see that it was still very top-heavy. With regulations weighing down on us, cuts were a necessary pronouncement. I looked into the pocketbook of the company and studied every nickel and dime. Almost sixty percent of the companies’ spending was due to some validation or test study for a product that still hadn’t been released. None of that paid the bills. This was where Luke and I butted heads—he, the good cop, and I, of course, was the bad cop. But that is what bureaucracy does. It’s the machine that runs the business without emotions getting in the way. A good heart never makes money, and no poor man ever gave me a job.

      “Luke and I will evaluate the overhead of the company and will make some…changes.” Extreme was on the tip of my tongue, but I held back on Luke’s honor. “I know many of you will question my…our reasons for the changes; however, business is in business for only one reason. To make money. Ironically, the company’s pledge was hanging on the wall in front of me. My eyes scanned over the cockamamie bullshit someone wrote, and all I could think was—and they paid them? Cut that guy out.

      “Jonas, last night, I took in your considerations of,” he loosened his tie, and I could tell he was still not wanting to elaborate in front of the legacy Sanofi members, “our discussion of what needs to be done to…help business needs. How about I share them right now?”

      I leaned back in my chair and folded my arms, pressing my lips in annoyance. I knew that whatever Luke had to share would not fit in my repertoire of cuts. I could only imagine what they could be. Use city transportation and eliminate company cars. Cut out off-campus meetings, eliminating cocktails. Share office space and sublet the extras. But no matter what it was, I’m sure it was safe to share at this point and give the associates something. The only one who would probably be upset would be me.

      “Okay, Luke, thanks for structuring a preliminary plan, and as we all listen, please remember these are not concrete, but…only suggestions.”

      “Thank you, Jonas.” He pressed the button and shared his slide on the screen above. My eyes quickly darted to his when he pressed his shut—he saw the mistake. Above his bulleted point suggestions was the heading, CORPORATE COST-CUTTING MEASURES OTHER THAN LAYOFFS. The ruckus began.

      “Now, settle down, everyone. I said these were not concrete. And we are combing over everything we can to keep this from being a layoff.” I quickly began reading aloud Luke’s bullet points in a calm, rational manner. However, these people were not bothered by the measures needed to cut; that’s an everyday phrase in the corporate world. It was the capitalized word in bold print—Layoffs. But I continued to read. “Lower travel expenses by using video conferencing. Offer paid leaves or sabbaticals. Offer an extra week of vacation, unpaid. Close offices during Christmas week. Eliminate overtime. Share office space and sublet the unused.” I knew it. “Renegotiate vendor contracts. Reduce entertainment expenses.” There go my off-campus cocktails. “Suspend any raises and restructure bonuses.” Except for mine. “Lower contributions to 401 Ks and insurance.”

      Luke piped in and began to stroke the concerns in the room. “As we said, these are only suggestions, and we hope to make the merger as smooth as possible. We are all in this together and will need each other’s support and contributions. You are all a valuable asset to the company.”

      I looked at my watch and decided I had had enough of this meeting and closed my laptop. I stood up and thanked everyone for joining in and that I will send out another email when we were further into the merge. The team members all sat looking at me with lost looks on their faces. Eventually, they began to leave the conference room at a slow pace. Rebecca remained in her seat, and I could tell Luke needed to talk to me alone.

      “Rebecca, wait for me in my office. I need to discuss some of these issues with Luke.” She gathered her electronic tablet and shoved it down in her satchel. She then threw me a smile, which I knew meant she would be waiting on her knees. Once she was gone, Luke shut the door and began.

      “Look, Jonas, I know it’s a dog-eat-dog world. But maybe if you treated the employees as if they were as important as our biggest clients, our workers would be more willing to embrace one of the sacrifices listed above. It’s better than losing your job or watching the guy in the next cubicle lose his, wondering if you’re next.”

      I knew he was right, but I didn’t care. Caring is what made me the asshole I was. I once looked at the world through rose-colored glasses, following my heart. But that bitch gave bad directions. That was before Jenna. Maybe I shouldn’t have been so hard on her. After all, she made me the success I was today. Before her, I was a penniless, broke soldier with a heart of gold. Now, I have the green gold.

      “If people wanted to succeed in life, then maybe they should offer a class in high school called ‘working with assholes.’ Your follower is not always your fan,” I said. “And need I remind you, Luke, I’m not here to save this company. I’m here to dissect it and sell what I can—and then off to the next.”

      “And how is that helping out the shareholders?”

      “Of this company? It’s not. It’s the millions of other shareholders in companies I control, raising their stock with their competition gone. I’m highly compensated. Need I remind you—so are you.”

      “When did you become so heartless?”

      “Do I need to answer that question?” I snatched up my laptop, threw it into my briefcase, and snapped it shut with force. “Excuse me, Luke, but I have someone waiting for me under my desk.” He threw me a disgusted look, but I didn’t care. I walked over and opened the door, and then turned back around before walking out, “I didn’t become heartless. I just became smarter. My happiness will not depend on someone else. Not anymore.” I turned and walked out. When you truly don’t care what anyone thinks of you, you have reached a dangerously awesome level of freedom.

      I was correct about Rebecca when I returned to my office. She stepped out of the bathroom wearing only black lace panties with no bra. Of course, I didn’t think she even needed a bra with her flat tits. She sauntered over, turned around, and shook her just as flat ass in my face. She turned back around and began undoing my belt. I stopped her. “Pull my belt off and then hand it to me,” I said. She smiled coyly and then did as she was told. She handed me the belt, and I told her to get down on her knees. She obeyed. As I stood in front of her, she licked her lips, staring at my strained cock pressed against my pants. I wrapped the belt around her neck and gave her another order. “Take out my cock and suck me off.”
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      Rebecca leans over the counter, resting on her elbows, and gawks at me with satisfaction. My son begins to fuss, and I think he might be hungry. I think of his mother and the milk her body makes for him—supplying him with life. The life she has given to me. But with Rebecca’s interruption of her phone call, my biggest fear is elevating high in my being. Not soul, I have no soul.  I have put Julia through so much, and this will be the straw that breaks the camel’s back. Because in every relationship, there comes a point when the damage is too much, and no matter how good it once was, the memories can’t sustain you. And even with this miracle, I hold in my arms, connecting Julia and me forever, I have given her too many bad memories.

      “He’s hungry and needs to be fed. Please, Rebecca, let me take him home so that Julia can nurse him, and I promise to come back so we can talk.”

      “I have some formula here, Jonas. I overheard you tell Julia what brand Dr. Carmichael suggested when you popped in on us when she was showing me the babies. Of course, we both know why you were on her heel. Just to see that frightened look on your face, gained me a fraction of satisfaction if only for a moment.”

      I watch her pull out a can of formula from a shopping bag, and with a church key, she pops a hole in the top. She then takes out a bottle, still in the package, and pours in the formula. “That bottle needs to be sterilized.”

      She glares at me with ire in her eyes. “Like you made me, Jonas?” She screws the nipple on the bottle and charges over and holds out her arms. “Give me the baby.” I turn him away.

      “Give me the bottle, and I’ll feed him. He doesn’t bottle feed well. He needs his mother, Rebecca.”

      “Oh, look at you. The ever-doting father.” She grabs my son and fights to get him away from me. Fearing he will get hurt in the wrestle, I then plead with her. “Sit down on the couch, and I’ll hand him over to you. We’ll feed him together.” I reach out and gently brush her cheek. “Like we would have our baby. Please?”

      Her eyes relent, and she brushes her face into my hand. “Okay,” she whispers and moves to the couch. I walk over and sit beside her, and gently lay my son into her open arms. I need to keep her calm for my son’s sake. As soon as Julia gets here, I will take him from Rebecca and tell Julia to take him home. It’s me she wants to hurt…I deserve it for what I did to her. My evil act in the past has found its way back to me—karma.

      I move one arm around her and smooth the blanket from my baby’s face with my free hand. She takes the bottle and brings it to his searching mouth. He begins to cry, and I’m afraid she will freak out or hurt him.

      “Hey, shh. It’s okay, little Jonas,” she says softly and…motherly like, rocking him with comfort. He latches onto the nipple and fusses. He chokes, and I grab the bottle from her.

      “He’s not used to the bottle. You have to give him time.” She looks up at me with pleading eyes. “But you’re doing very well holding him, Rebecca,” I smile and take her hand with the bottle and gently glide the nipple across his bottom lip. “Like this, see.” My baby takes the nipple into his crying mouth and begins to suck. “There, just let him ease into it,” I say, holding the bottle with her. She smiles, looking down at him. As I stare into the innocent face of my baby, the shame and guilt crush me. He has no idea the narcissistic man his father was. How I had no regard for anyone’s feelings but my own. My words and actions were the poison I spewed onto others. And now, he’s caught in the cross-hairs of my sins. Sins of the father.

      I let go of the bottle and caress his cheek with the back of my fingers. Rebecca continues to hold the bottle while he nurses. I know any minute, Julia is going to be here and demand answers. I have so much to lose.

      I need to start asking her about Jenna—their connection. Is there even one there? And how do I know if she’s been caught? “Rebecca, why don’t you let me burp him so that you can tell me about you and Jenna. Tell me how you led her into a trap.” She looks up at me, still with that beguiled look in her eyes.

      “Does that make you happy, Jonas? I did it for you.”

      “Yes, it makes me very happy. But how did you do it? I mean…I need to know if you are telling me the truth.” She then narrows her eyes at me. “Here, let me burp him, and you tell me.”

      She removes his bottle, and I reach to take him. Surprisingly, she lets me, and I hold him up over my shoulder, tapping his little back. “You’re good with him, Jonas.” I don’t know how to respond, so I don’t. “Were you happy when you found out Julia was pregnant?”

      “Rebecca, please, just tell me about you and Jenna.”

      “I will when Julia gets here. I think she needs to know everything.” My eyes press shut, and I want to run out of here. Take Julia and my family so far away. But as I look into her eyes, I know the man I am today wants to fix this. Not only for her but for me. Then, can I only go on with a clear conscience. Although my demons only sleep, they jolt me up in the middle of the night, reminding me of the devil I am.
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      I had Rebecca bent over my desk, and I was buried deep in her. After I came, I went into my private bath and discarded the condom in the trash. I was surprised that the cleaning lady had never made any noise from all the used condoms. It wouldn’t have mattered if she did. I would just have had her fired as well.

      After starting the shower, I removed my clothes and stood under the hot water. Tonight, I would be telling Rebecca adios. Not only from me, but the company as well. If she only knew, I kept her around longer than planned. A month longer—she should be impressed.

      Since it was going to be our last night, I thought I’d take her somewhere special, Patenaires en Jeu—Partners in Play. I would then tell her afterward. It was an exclusive sex club for members only, which was told to me by the CFO of Sanofi, Charles Ross. The man had many fetishes. She would not be able to get in on her own. At this point, I was sure she’d be honored that I asked. Little did she know, the club was for couples only, and I needed her to be my…couple.

      After I showered and redressed, she was waiting with a drink prepared for me already as I stepped out. She had come to know me. Another reason for her to go. “Thanks,” I said, taking the scotch from her hand. “Rebecca, I would like to take you somewhere tonight.” Her eyes lit up, and I almost felt bad—almost. “There’s this club I’m a member of, and I would like to take you there. You can come as my guest.”

      “I would love to, Mr. Fairbanks.”

      I knew it. She did feel honored. “It’s a private club for couples only. Adult entertainment.” She smiled salaciously at me, and I knew she was all for it. Of course, she was. The first day I met her, my dick was in her mouth before lunch break. I was her lunch break. “I will have a car sent to you by 8:00, so that you have enough time to have your dinner.”

      “Oh, we’re not going to dinner first?” she asked.

      “No. And they don’t serve food there either. So, make sure you eat. I’ve set up a private room so that we can have drinks. Alcohol is not allowed in the communal room. But I do want to spectate some before we use the room. You don’t mind being shared, do you?”

      She gave me that deer in the headlight look, and I narrowed my eyes at her. “You’ve never had a threesome or swapped?”

      “Ah, no, Mr. Fairbanks.”

      “Well, okay. If you’re uncomfortable with it, you don’t have to. But, be assured, I will be doing some sharing myself before we use the private room.” She looked around the room and then down to the floor. What was wrong with her? She had been nothing but a servant to my sexual needs. Why was she acting like a nervous virgin now? I had never led her on to think we are exclusive. “If you’re uncomfortable with that as well. You can say, no.”

      “And you wouldn’t share yourself with another woman?”

      “No, that’s not what I meant. No, you don’t have to go, and I will find someone else. It’s up to you.” I turned around and walked back to my desk, sat down, and threw back the scotch. I grabbed my phone and began scrolling through. She quickly countered.

      “I want to go with you. But don’t make me watch you have sex with someone else…okay?”

      “Fair enough.” Works every time. I stood up, shoved my phone into my pocket, and left the office.
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      I was sitting at a table watching a woman being fucked by two men when I was interrupted by a tap on my shoulder. I looked up, and the club monitor bent down and told me that a woman was asking for me at the door. “Yes, she’s with me,” I said, and he left to go allow her in. I turned back to watch my previous enjoyment when another tap on my shoulder made me turn around again—Rebecca. She had that deer in the headlight look once again, and I could tell this wasn’t going to be any fun.

      “Have you…have you already had sex with someone else?” she asked nervously.

      “No, can’t until I have my partner. Now that you are here, would you like to pick one out for me?” I figured at least this would somehow involve her. “You don’t have to watch, but you do have to show that you are here with me. Club rules.” I then handed her the matching band to put on her wrist that showed we were together. She blinked several times and then took the band. After that, she looked around at the couples displayed in sexual acts and then back to me.

      “Ah, just pick whoever you want. Can I wait back in our private room?”

      I exhaled in frustration. She was acting skittish, and I hated that. I wanted a woman who knew what she wanted from sex—when I cared to know what she liked. I couldn’t have her acting all jealous and possessive—especially here. That type of behavior was highly frowned upon in sex clubs. People came here because they wanted to share and discover new limits in themselves. I feared if I picked one out and she began to argue, my membership would be revoked.

      “Come on,” I said, and stood to walk back to the room I had reserved. Might as well get this over with, I thought. She followed me down the long hall, and I opened the door and walked in. I was happy to see at least the bottle of eighteen-year Glenlivet set along with two tumblers. At least someone knew my expectations.

      I opened the bottle and began to pour two glasses when she walked in. “None for me, please,” she said. What the hell? She was going to be no fun tonight. And I had set this whole thing up as a last farewell.

      “Are you sure? It’s a top-shelf single malt scotch—a hundred dollars a bottle.” She picked at her fingers and moved to sit down in a chair. I then proceeded to my scotch and began loosening my tie. She was acting so differently than her usual promiscuous ways, and I couldn’t believe it was the sex club making her act distant—she never had a problem serving my needs in the past. Perhaps she knew I was firing her afterward.

      “Can we talk first, Mr. Fairbanks?”

      What! She wanted to talk? I grabbed the bottle of scotch, moved over to the bed, and took off my shoes. I plopped myself down, stretched out my legs, and leaned against the headboard. Did she want me to ask? I should have just told her that she had been cut. It was apparent; I wasn’t getting sex from her tonight.

      Fuck, she just sat there, gawking at me. But I was not going to ask, so I got up and proceeded to fix my tie and put my shoes back on. “I’m going to leave now, and you’re not allowed to stay since you’re not a member. And by the way…you’re fired.” I wasn’t even to the door when she finally spoke.”

      “I’m pregnant, Mr. Fairbanks.”
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      My phone rings, and I know it’s Julia. She’s on her way over and wants an explanation. We both look at the phone vibrating across the counter. Rebecca looks back at me with a satisfied smile. “That’s the call ending your happy life, Jonas. What will Julia think of you after she finds out what you did to me?” She gets up and moves to the counter, picking up my phone. “Detective Lane,” she says, reading the name on the screen. Now, I know she is telling me the truth. Detective Lane was the investigator I hired to find Jenna.

      She saunters over and hands me the phone. “Give me the baby first,” she says, but I don’t want my son in her arms. How will this look when Julia comes in? And what will she say when I knew to come here first? It all ends today. Not only my disgusting past, but my beautiful future with Julia and my family. Karma has no menu. You get served what you deserve. I guess you never understand the damage you did to someone until the same thing is done to you.

      I stand and hand over my son. She takes him in her arms, handing me the phone. I hit accept. “Jonas Fairbanks,” I say.

      “Mr. Fairbanks, I’m calling to let you know that an anonymous tip came in about the whereabouts of Genevieve Fairbanks. About twenty minutes ago, authorities received a call that she was in the parking garage at the Indianapolis airport. The caller was telling the truth. Genevieve is now in custody.”

      “Thank you, Detective Lane…I appreciate the call.”

      “Yes, Mr. Fairbanks. I wanted to let you know right away.”

      “Thank you for calling.” I end the call and watch Rebecca slowly pace the floor, gently bouncing my son in her arms. She turns around and looks at me, then kisses my son’s head.

      “See. I was telling you the truth. Now, it’s time for you to be truthful,” she says, and I know it’s a reference to when Julia gets here. We both know the truth.

      Julia.

      I think of my beautiful Angel and what she will see in me now. Will she still see the good in me? The good only she has brought out in me? What if there’s nothing left? She’s been through hell and has come out as an Angel. Will this be another one of those times where my actions of breaking her will make her stronger? What am I thinking? I never broke her. I don’t own that kind of power to break a remarkable woman. She’s my forte, and I’m a weak deserter, throwing money on every pile of shit I’ve ever created.

      “Rebecca, I plan on being truthful, but Julia should be spared from my bad deeds of the past. Please, when she gets here, let me explain.”

      “Oh, don’t worry, Jonas, I’m going to enjoy watching you spill your piece of shit guts. Maybe watching you lose everything will make up for a little of how you had no regard for breaking me in two.”

      The doorbell rings, and I rush to take my son from her arms. She doesn’t pull back, but lets me take him, and then saunters to the door. It opens, and there stands my beginning and end. My lifeline. My…Julia.

      Her eyes rush to the bundle in my arms, and I pray that by some miracle, this strong woman tells Rebecca to go to hell and walk us out of here.

      “Jonas, is he okay? Has he been fed?” She takes him from me and inspects every inch of our baby, and then smothers his face with motherly kisses. She then wraps him back in his blanket, and her eyes cast back and forth from me to Rebecca like a pendulum. Rebecca casually shuts the door and walks to a chair in the corner and relaxes down, like she’s preparing to watch a well-anticipated show. “Jonas, did you call the police?” She turns to Rebecca. “Why’d you take our son?” She turns back to me. “How did you end up here, Jonas?”

      As much as I want to tell her to take him home, I move her to the couch and tell her to have a seat. “Julia, he needs to be fed.” She looks at me with such loss and
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