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If you have no confidence in self, 

you are twice defeated in the race of life.



Marcus Garvey







Prologue
Johnson


Have you ever spotted a golfer and considered him a privileged fuck-wit playing an old man’s game, prancing around wearing Argyle sweaters and other dull threads?
Yeah, well that’s me, Johnson Wilder.
Although I’d like to point out golfers now wear two-way stretch pants, tightly fitted to accentuate every line and curve going. Along with bicep hugging shirts in the most feminine of pinks.
Oh yeah, and you’re more likely to find us in the gym pumping iron, than smoking a cigar at the gentlemen’s bar.
Jamie Dornan, AKA Christian Grey plays golf, need I say more?
But there’s one thing that still holds true.
Confidence.
That’s right we need it all, in whatever unit of measure you care to use. Buckets. Spades.
I’ve exuded certainty ever since I first played at the age of four. The old man saw to that. He took me to the golf course where I would dig around in the fallen leaves for his lost ball, caddy for him when I grew tall enough and hung out at the club house; soaking up the replay of every game. So, when my time came to play in junior tournaments I was the master of self-worth.
But that confidence is scooting out of the door as fast as you can say Johnson Wilder.
Yep there it goes, right after I give it a boot for good measure.
And that’s because it’s all my fault.
Yes, you heard me correct.
All. My. Fault.






Chapter One
Johnson




This is the third time I’ve tried to open my sleep encrusted eyes.
I’ve laid awake for a while now, registering each sound: crows cawing, water dripping, someone snores and bed sheets rustling.
My mouth feels full of sand and some bastard is performing a craniotomy on me.
Don’t they know I’m awake?
Finally, the need to pee overcomes my reluctance to rise up, so I mentally will my legs to shuffle to the edge of the bed and let them flop onto the floor. Then using the centrifugal force, us golfers are masters at, I raise my torso to a sitting position.
But I still can’t open my eyes.
I press my hands to my temple and groan at the pounding a change in position has caused and the way it makes the blood whoosh in my ears.
“Oh fuck,” I croak, trying in vain to wet my lips with a lizard-skin tongue.
There’s a dreamy sigh from behind me and the sheet I’m sat on moves underneath my ass.
Someone’s in this bed with me.
What the…?
I move my palms to my eyes, rubbing at the sockets until my eyelids open in protest. Through my bleary vision I make out a small sofa strewn with clothes; a coffee table with an overfull ashtray and empty miniature liquor bottles. I also spy three ice buckets, each holding upended green bottles. One bucket is on its side and the melting ice is responsible for the dripping noise I can hear bouncing onto the sodden rug.
Did I drink all that?
The way my head and stomach feel, I’m positive I drank all that and more. I shudder at the taste of bourbon on my lips, mixed with something else. Something vaguely familiar. Something carnal. Pussy.
Shit!
My eyes dart to the bedside table where a lamp is highlighting a used condom hanging off the edge. When I regretfully look down I spot four more strewn on the floor.
Five used condoms for fuck’s sake. And yeah, the sixth and final one is still on my cock.
Enraged with myself, I push off the side of the bed and make toward the bathroom.
“Bring me some water back, Johnson.”
I don’t even need to turn around to know that voice.
Darcy Trainor. Darcy. Fucking.Trainor.
I also now realize where we are. At her father’s country club. Way to go Johnson!
“And some for me Johnson.” Requests another female voice.
I do a one-eighty for that voice. That voice I don’t know.
Tousled red hair pokes up from underneath the bedsheets, but I close my mouth - I can’t even be bothered to find out who she is.
Then I return to my mission on a groan, slamming and locking the bathroom door behind me.
The scalding shower does nothing to remove the bite and scratch marks on my neck and chest. Fucking whore. She gets me every time. Plies me with alcohol and offers every orifice going.
I remember none of it, and if it wasn’t for the sore end on my cock, I’d assume it was a setup - those condoms filled with complimentary body lotion from the hotel bath set. Just for Darcy kicks.
I use enough soap on my cock to wash away the smell and even contemplate using it in my mouth.
There’s no need to wash away the memory though, because I don’t remember a second.
That’s the way it goes with these episodes I torture myself with, and I’ve still not worked out whether it’s best not to remember any of it.
There are no towels in the bathroom - fuck knows where they went - which means I have to re-enter the bedroom dripping wet and naked.
“Come back for seconds have you, stud?” Darcy pulls back the covers to offer her model perfect body and sticks a manicured fingernail to the side of her mouth. I don’t know how the girl does it. Her hair and make-up are flawless with no mascara streaks or haphazard lipstick smears in sight.
I glimpse the fully clothed red-head, slipping out of the hotel room door, before glaring back at the bed and respond to Darcy’s assertion.
“Fuck off Darcy,” I growl.
“That’s not very gentleman-like,” she purrs, sitting up and pulling the white linen under her armpits.
“I’m not a gentleman and you’re certainly no lady.”
She pouts her lips. “Aw, don’t be like that honey-bun. I’ll tell Daddy you’re being mean to me.”
“Yeah and I’ll tell Daddy how you like to eat pussy while I stick you up the ass.”
That must have hit a nerve because she shoots out of bed and lurches for the bathroom. Framed photographs of the country club golf course rattle against the wall when she slams the door.
Using my toe, I burrow through the pile of cast-off garments to find my pants. They’re creased and my Ralph Lauren dress shirt has at least three buttons missing. I don’t even bother searching for my socks, so I dress and stuff my bare feet into my patent brogues before snatching my jacket off the valet stand on the way out.
The alarm screeches when I push the exit bar of the fire escape door at the end of the corridor but at least the cool air is a welcome sensation to my cotton-wool filled head.
Fortunately, my car keys are in my jacket pocket, so I press the button to unlock the door, fling it open and duck into the racing seat. I press my foot sharply on the gas pedal making the wheels spin out on the gravel-topped car lot and onto the main drag, near the eighteenth hole.
When I prod the hands-free button, I discover there’s no cell to connect to. After scrabbling in my jacket pockets, I bang my hands on the red and black Alcantara clad steering wheel with the frustration of leaving my phone back at the hotel room.
Four months of nail biting, jaw clenching abstinence. That’s sixteen weekends or eight tournament finales to get my shit together and back on top of my game. Now I’m back at square one.
Darcy Trainor, and whoever that red-headed whore is, have got one up on me and I wouldn’t care if I remembered any of it. But I don’t.
And yes, I care. Memory or not. I care very much.
With the heel of my palm, I spin the car around and push back down on the gas, the back-end of the Porsche skitting from side-to-side. If I get pulled over by the police, I’d fail a breath test and lose my license, but that’s the last worry on my mind right now.
When I re-enter the country club, I don’t care who will see me and strut through the front doors, passed the gawping receptionist and down the corridor to the owner’s suite.
The door is locked, so I bang on the dark heavy wood, and rest my arm up on the doorframe. I can hear Darcy talking and when she opens the door, I realize it’s someone on my phone because she moves it straight from her ear and toward my outstretched hand.
A smart smile on her lips is enough to send me over the edge.
“Who was that?” I bark.
She cocks her head to one side and secrets the cell behind her back, making the robe she is wearing part at the front. Her other hand moves down her stomach to play with the clit piercing I know is there.
“Why don’t you ask me nicely, Johnson?”
“I’m not playing games with you, Darcy.”
“Are you sure?”
“One hundred percent. Now give me my cell.” I force the words through gritted teeth.
“Here.” She throws it at my face. “Have it. You’re a lame fuck, anyway. It’s a good job I brought Melindrah along.”
I snort as I bend to pick up the cell from the carpet. “Yeah right.”
“Don’t you want to know who called?” she shouts down the corridor after me.
My pace slows.
“Who I was having a little chat with?” she torments.
Bitch.
Yes, I want to know, but I’ll find out for myself. On the way back to my car, I press the home button and call the last received number, but it’s engaged.
I waste no time in driving back home and don’t wait for the gates to fully open before lurching the car onto the driveway and around the ornate stone water feature at its center.
My phone rings as I get out of the car.
“AJ, my man. What’s happening?” The pace of my stride flaps my jacket open and the exposed chest hairs from the buttonless shirt tingle in the cool air. Either that or my skin is still crawling from those whores’ hands all over my body last night.
“So, you’re still alive then, Johnson?”
“Yes, why do you say that?” I open my front door and step onto the white marble tiles, flinging my keys onto the gilded table in the center of the hall.
“Just what that girl said when she answered your cell this morning.”
“And what was that?”
“Not sure I can repeat it?” He sniggers.
“To be honest, I’m not interested. What did you ring for, anyway?” I bound up the staircase that snakes around the outside walls of the hexagonal entrance hall. Immediately regretting taking two steps at a time when my head pounds again.
“Had a call from Golfer Digest, they were asking if you have problems again?”
I stride through my bedroom to the en-suite bathroom. “Problems? What fucking problems?” I open the medicine cabinet in the bathroom and take out two painkillers from the prescription bottle on the middle glass shelf, making a mental note to order more before my sore back flares up.
“Just your scorecard this week and then… well last night.” I put AJ on loudspeaker so I can take water to swallow the pills with.
“What about last night?” I shout over to the handset, glaring at it with contempt, while I put my mouth to the water gushing out of the faucet.
Silence.
I swallow the pills and move to grab the handset; taking a deep breath to calm my voice before I repeat my question. “What about last night, AJ?”
He clears his throat, at which I remove the handset from my ears.
“Just what you said to the host at the awards last night.”
I blow out an elongated breath and look up to the spotlight studded ceiling.
“And what was that?” I ask with a resigned tone of indifference.
“That next time you fucked his wife he could come and watch.”
I sit on the edge of the bathtub and rub my hand up and down the side of my face. “And why would I say that?”
“Because you’re an asshole.”
I snort. “Fucking hell AJ. Why did you let me get shit faced?”
“Because you’re a grown man and you should be capable of sorting your own shit out.”
“Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.” I push up off the side of the tub and pace the bathroom, until my reflection annoys the hell out of me, so I move into the bedroom. I stare out of the window overlooking the backyard, close my eyes and lean forward, letting the cool glass soothe my sore forehead.
“What happened after that?” I murmur.
“D’ya mean you don’t remember?”
“Would I be asking if I did?”
He laughs, which sets him off coughing again.
“I’m glad you find this funny AJ. You know you’ll be out on your ass too if this doesn’t blow over?”
“Johnson, you took out your cock and pissed in the winners’ trophy cup.”
My jaw drops open and for a fleeting second I remember doing just that. He’s not made that up. I did urinate in front of God knows how many of my peers into that one-hundred-year-old silver trophy. They could throw me out of the Association for that. Fuck, it’s likely they will.
A nauseous wave rises from my stomach, so I rush back to the bathroom and drop my phone on the hard floor before puking my guts up. Purging every last piece of self-respect down the pan.
I slump to the floor with my knees up and my jaw resting in the delve between them; then I hear AJ repeat my name. “Johnson? Johnson? You okay, man?”
Eventually, I crawl over the cold bathroom floor to retrieve the cell. “Yeah man, I’m okay. So, what do I need to do?”






Chapter Two
Meredith


My skirt hitches up when I sit down and I’m not wholly comfortable with how much leg is on show. I stretch it down but in attention seeking fashion it shrinks back up my thighs. So, I try sitting in the chair behind my desk, but even set to the side it’s awkward. Not relaxed enough for a patient to reveal their anxieties.
Relaxed? That’s a joke. Never mind the patient, I’m anything but relaxed.
Reluctantly, I move back to my usual consulting chair and reposition the retro-styled side table slightly forward, so I can place the potted aspidistra on it and hide my legs behind its floppy green leaves.
Slightly better.
I stand; lift the patient’s chair to the other side - nearly pulling a muscle - and try it out from his viewpoint.
Imagining he’s taller, I put my feet up onto the chair and crouch down, so I can position myself at his eye-level.
Possibly okay.
There’s a knock on my mahogany office door and before I have a chance to answer, it’s flung open by my client who fills the entrance.
My cheeks heat and in my haste to get down from the chair my heels catch in the seat cushion. Fortunately, I free myself at the last-minute and narrowly avoid an embarrassing nose dive to the floor.
A bemused expression casts across his face, so I redeem myself by straightening my back and puffing out my chest. Then I smooth over my skirt with my hands before carefully lowering onto my chair with the hem firmly in my grip.
“Mr. Wilder, please.” I indicate with an outstretched arm for him to sit in the chair I performed acrobatics on.
“If you’re ready for me - I can always start over…” He turns and points to the waiting room.
His smirk tells me he isn’t being polite, more cocky. Which is entirely to be expected because I know who Johnson Wilder is and what he stands for; I’ve done my research and I know his type.
Arrogant and privileged.
There won’t be any real issue with his state of mind and he’ll not take any of these consultations seriously. He’s searching for the magic wand - the one he expects me to waft over his head and with a sprinkling of fairy dust make everything golden for him again.
But I can’t say that. I must play along, otherwise we won’t get any more of the professional players my practise manager is keen to pursue.
And if I’m being honest with myself, I’m looking forward to the little light relief these players will give in between the more wretched cases; the ones I wake up in the middle of the night sweating over.
“I’m ready, Mr. Wilder. Please.” I smile sweetly and indicate once more to the chair at the side of mine.
This time he heeds my command, coming toward me, but then veers to the side of the chair and across to the bookshelves lining the whole of the far wall.
This guy has got a severe case of entitlement. His inability to follow a simple instruction and try to take command of a situation - this situation - is so textbook.
With elbows resting on my hips, I watch him over steepled fingers. A pose that shows I’m in no hurry to lasso him under control.
His charcoal-gray jacket stretches tight across his back and when he lifts his arm to a shelf, the vent at the bottom parts to show a taut backside. No doubt his suits are handmade, cut from expensive cloth and hand-sewn in Brooklyn to accentuate his tall, athletic form.
He passes over the myriad of books showing my intellect and ignores the certificates proving my worth. Instead, he picks up a small photograph, framed with seashells I scavenged at the beach where the photograph was taken. He runs his thumb over the glass, an act of intimacy that makes my breath hitch. Then he unceremoniously plonks it down, leaving it facing the opposite direction to the one it was originally placed.
Like a lion prowling a new pride, it seems as if he is done with the territorial marking. He twists his torso and his pristine white dress-shirt gapes in between the buttons giving me a glimpse of tanned skin beneath. The creases on the shirt are ironed in that nonsensical fashion that men have, to make it seem they live out of a suitcase. Or perhaps he does?
I resist a sarcastic comment, like “have you finished now.” Reminiscent of the sharp tongue my grandmother had. I maintain my sweet smile and follow his face as he stands in front of the chair allocated to him. Then, in a final act of disregard, he shrugs off his jacket and lays it across my desk.
Asshole! I grit my teeth behind my smile and bide my inherited tongue.
Then he slowly lowers down, the muscles in his thighs straining with the resistance his leisurely move creates. When finally seated, he pulls at his cuffs to reposition his sleeves at exactly the right point to expose his Rolex watch on one wrist and a shabby leather string bracelet on the other. I make a mental note as the bracelet seems an important keepsake. Although doubt I will need to explore that in any great detail. I know what he is here for, and I know what he is expecting to get out of this session. There is no need to unearth any latent childhood or relationship issues he will have, that would be professional vanity on my part.
My eyes flit to the out-of-place photograph. Now that will irritate the hell out of me for the whole of this session.
After a few seconds, I unhinge my hands, surprised by how white my fingertips have become from the anxious pressure I’ve placed on them. Then, I purposely check my watch, an indication he has already wasted several minutes of his consultation. Although I’m sure he doesn’t care, his ankle rested up on his knee and hands languishing in his pockets are a sign of that.
Yes, Johnson, everyone knows you’ve got a big dick and, according to the internet search I carried out, you got it out last week for everyone to see. You don’t have to symbolically point it out right now too.
Usually, I would soften the atmosphere at a client’s first visit by explaining how the process might pan out or ask them to tell me about themselves. But this guy has got under my professional skin already and I don’t have the desire to pander to his egotistical needs.
So, I lean my head on one side and stare at him, like I’m weighing him up, when I’m actually taking my mind off to my Zen place. A beach, reminiscent of the one in the photograph, with pearly white sand and a warm breeze. Where frothy waves lap my feet and wet sand squidges between my toes. The sea air tingles my nostrils when I take a lungful, and that’s all it takes - one deep breath in my zone and I’m back to being Dr. Fairchild.
Then he moves the aspidistra.
The arrogant son of a bitch unfurls his legs, half stands from his chair, and places a long-fingered hand on either side of my Chinese porcelain plant pot and shoves the aspidistra to the floor.
“That’s better.” He sits back down, running his fingers through his dirty blond hair. “I can see all of you now.”
What the…?






Chapter Three
Johnson


There was no choice but to agree to this nonsense. After my unacceptable behavior at the country club, the Golf Association threatened to throw me out and that would see my career flushed down the pan. The only recourse was to seek help with my behavior, which of course I reluctantly agreed to.
I know a lot of golfers use psychologists to sort their headspace out, but I’m fine. Honestly. Last week was a one off. I’ve been practically a hermit for the last few months and I let slip that once because I lost a game and it got to me.
Actually, my playing partner decided he would toss it off, and we lost the game. So technically, I didn’t lose; we did.
Even so, it riled me enough to drink way too much Champagne, denigrate the club owner’s wife, fuck his daughter and piss in a priceless silver trophy.
A one off.
Anyway, enough of that crap, back to this doctor with her slender legs, crossed over at the ankles in a haughty but very sexy way. I’ve not fucked a doctor before.
I engage my best scrutinizing stare.
“How do you view women, Mr. Wilder?”
I still for a moment as her words cut through my fantasies. Is she taking the piss? Did she actually ask that of me?
“Excuse me, doctor?”
“How do you view women?” Her ice-blue eyes remain fixed as she repeats the question, using exactly the same words I heard the first time.
“What? Like how do they look through my eyes?” I falter.
“No, like what do you think of them? Not how do they look?” Her tone firm.
As a reaction to the discomfort her question causes, my lips pull away from my teeth making my dimples do their cute thing. Or that’s what I’ve been told anyway - when I smile I have cute dimples and they make panties miraculously melt.
If that’s all it takes?
I snort at the ridiculous thought. That is wishful thinking with this woman. She’ll either have asbestos lined panties or not wear any at all. I stare a little harder at her short skirt before replaying the question she asked in my mind.
Now there’s a right answer to this question, I’m no imbecile. But the quandary is - do I give that response or do I play a little with this doctor first?
Fuck it!
“I consider all women playthings I can pick up and then drop whenever I choose.”
With no verbal response I watch her pen a check on her notepad.
Then she continues without further comment. “And how do you suppose women view you?” Holding my stare with disdain.
I’m mildly irritated. Has she taken my answer as read? She believes I judge women to be play things?
“Huh,” I snort. “I didn’t mean that. I was… you know…” My dimples still trying to work their magic.
Now what am I doing, exactly? Why do I assume a woman who is clever enough to get through medical school and earn a living from understanding the depths and hidden caverns of a human mind, will appreciate my admission I was ‘messing with her’? Especially after I’ve described women as playthings.
During the pause in my answer, I try to interpret her facial expression, but it’s unfathomable. I’d hate to play poker against someone like her.
Feeling uncomfortable, I shuffle in the chair, my dimples put back in my arsenal for use with a woman who may appreciate them. Not a cat in hell’s chance with this ice maiden. Forget the asbestos panties, she’s locked a chastity belt beneath that skirt.
I sigh with frustration. “We both know why I’m here. If you like, we can be silent for the next forty-five minutes and then I’ll be on my way. I’ve got no desire to go along with this bullshit.”
“Actually, no I don’t know why you’re here. I mean, I read the answers on the intro document, but they were as benign as they get. So, Mr. Wilder, please enlighten me. Why are you here?”
“To get my game back on form. And to appease the Association.”
“Yes, that’s what you submitted in the document. So, what’s putting you off?”
“I don’t know. That’s what you’re supposed to tell me. Isn’t it?”
“Sure.”
What the hell is going on here? I’ve never had such a confusing conversation with anyone. Not sober anyhow. I blow out a breath of annoyance and comb my fingers through my hair. “Okay, what now?”
“I ask you some questions.”
I know that. Even a novice like me gets that psychologists ask questions. “Are we going around in circles here?”
“Possibly.”
“Go on then ask me some questions.” I throw a hand up in her direction. “But I may not answer truthfully.”
“That’s your prerogative Mr. Wilder, but please remember, if you want a solution then you should at least tell yourself the truth.”
“Whatever.” I roll my eyes.
So, she’s got me down as a liar too. A woman hater and a liar. Jeez, how to feel good about yourself and get on top of your game. Go see a psychologist - they’ll pull you up.
“So, are you happy for me to start again?” She taps her pen on the notepad resting on her thighs.
“Happy?”
“Do you want me to ask you a question?” she fires out.
“Might as well.” I examine my fingernails.
“Do you worry you’re a sex addict?”
I throw my head back and give over a deep throaty laugh. “Sex addict?”
The smirk is wiped off my face when my head falls straight and I see she’s not laughing, nor joking.
“Sex addict? What the hell is a sex addict, anyway?”
“Someone who puts sex before other more important things in their life.”
“Sex addict?” I can’t help repeat the phrase. Even Tony Soprano wasn’t asked if he was a sex addict. Was he? That’s it - I need to be more gangster with this woman and show her who the real boss is.
“Hang on Dr. Fairchild. I’m not clear what sex or women have to do with golf and getting my game back on track.”
“No, neither do I, but in your case, Mr. Wilder, they clearly do.”
I drop my head and put my hands up to my face, rest my elbows on my knees and tap my forefingers onto my temple to stop me from blowing a fuse.
How did I get to this position? I won a championship every year for six years straight, then last year flunked. It was at the time that the partying got out of control, and I know that had an effect. That’s why I hired Cherie, my PA, as my fake girlfriend for a while. But am I a sex addict? Is that the real reason I’m hurtling down the professional ranks?
Suddenly, I raise my head, my hands sliding down my cheeks. “I don’t believe that to be true for one minute. Until last week I hadn’t had sex for four months. There’s no way a sex addict would last that long.”
I sit back and fold my arms in front of my chest.
“And how did that make you feel?”
“You truthfully want to know what I feel when I’m having sex? When I’ve got some broad’s lips around my cock?” I raise my chin and laugh up to the ceiling again. Oh, I’m good at this.
“If you want to explore that aspect, go ahead. I won’t be shocked.” She locks into my stare. “But actually, I wanted to know about your celibacy and how you felt during that period.”
I rub my palm up and down my cheek, letting out a big sigh, before wriggling in my seat a little to loosen my pants from around my groin.
“You would actually sit there and listen to me describe my sexual encounters.” I snort and shake my head before standing.
I take my jacket from the desk and stride toward the door.
“Sorry, doctor, but this is too much. Way too much.”






Chapter Four
Meredith


As soon as the door shuts behind Johnson Wilder, I press a sweaty palm to my diaphragm to stop myself from hyperventilating. Eventually, when the dizziness subsides, I stand and walk towards the window in time to see him climb into his car and reverse at a reckless speed out of the parking space. Tires screech when he spins out of the parking lot.
I rest my forehead against the window and watch through the steam from my breath until his car disappears from view. Then, I pivot around and study the scene: the chair he reclined in, the aspidistra on the floor and my photograph awry on the bookshelf.
Why did I let him get to me? Because he did. Before he came into my office, I knew he would be irritatingly handsome and annoyingly well groomed. I believed I had immunity from that sort of attraction when it’s cloaked in an air of arrogance, but it seems I don’t.
My professionalism took a back seat to my need to show off. And it backfired.
All I had to do was stroke his ego, give him a lesson in mindfulness and send him on his way to the next championship win. He would hail me as the guru who got his form back and everything would be peachy keen. But no, I had to be the clever one. Make him squirm. Show him I know the real Johnson and the chink in his armor. I had to be the one that stood up for all those women he uses like sex toys and prod him in the chest and say, “Hey! You can’t go treating women like that. You need to have more respect.”
I pick my notepad up from the seat of my consulting chair and walk over to my desk, dropping the pad onto the inlaid leather top. Then I pluck the photograph from the bookshelf and slump on to my desk chair to study the image.
When the photograph was taken, I was only twelve, and the paper has turned an orangey pink with age. My super-short shorts highlight gangly legs, a tank that shows my midriff and hair that seems like was cut around a bowl stuck over my head. Life was straightforward when that image was taken. No heads to examine, no horror stories to listen to. And certainly, no Adonis-like golfers to lock horns with.
Life was about family and beaches and picnics and friends. I position the picture on my desk and pick up my cell. I need to record the notes from the session with Johnson Wilder now in case I forget the conversation.
My eyes roll in my head. Forget? Not likely.
I run my finger across the solitary line written on the notepad. “Believes he’s God’s gift to women. Question mark. Check.”
His face when I penned an over-emphasized check mark isn’t worth the regret I'm experiencing right now.
I open the desk drawer to pick out my bottle of fruit infused water and take a long sip from the integrated straw. Cucumber and strawberry flavors refresh my mouth, but nothing more.
“Okay.” I start the dictation. “Session one, Mr. Johnson Wilder…”
It doesn’t take long to record the conversation and add my observational notes. I hesitate at the end and wonder if this counseling will continue. It’s an open-ended booking, as most of them are. There’s no agreement to improve his game by a particular date and he is free to never come back.
A feeling washes over me at the prospect, and it takes a little while to pick it apart. It’s only when a loud slurp signifies I’ve emptied my two-pint water bottle, I realize with astonishing clarity - I want to see him again.
He intrigues me and I suspect there is a good man in there somewhere that I’ve a desire to pull to the surface. And of course, ogling over his beautiful body has nothing to do with it.
The research I carried out before the session had led me to a particular judgment on Johnson Wilder. One I decided I didn’t like and determined to expose in the session. That was selfish and against the patient’s needs. I shouldn’t have done that.
I drag my laptop across the desk and pull up the dictated notes to see if the voice conversion has worked. Sometimes I can have the most amusing interpretations to laugh over, but it seems there aren’t any today. Every word and punctuation are there and smack of my unprofessionalism. I slowly close the screen and tap the top with a finger.
Lost in my thoughts, I nearly leap out of my chair when I hear an unexpected rap on the office door.
Hastily, I clear my throat. “Come in.”
“Hey, Meredith.” My boss, Hector, pokes his head around the door. “Not disturbing you, am I?”
“No, not at all, please come in. I was about to call you, anyway.”
“Oh, really?” His eyebrows lift away from his eyes and his forehead furrows into a dozen ridges.
Sufficiently intrigued he reveals his full body from around the door, his ill-fitting jacket a stark contrast to the last suited man stood in that doorway.
“Yes, I wanted to go over an issue with you. Get your take on it.” I explain.
He tip-taps across the floor, his footsteps muted when he reaches the rug that defines the comfort of my consulting space.
I come out from behind the desk to join him and we sit in our designated chairs. This time I’m the patient and he’s the sage. I snuggle into the seat cushion and ask, “Where should I start?”
“At the beginning is usually best.” His smile is nervous as he rarely makes jokes, even clichéd ones.
“Well, I considered starting at the end and then have you tell me what you think went wrong.” I eye up the aspidistra still wrongfully positioned on the floor.
“If you like?”
I shake my head and smile. “No Hector, there’s no need for me to play games with you, I fear that’s what has got me in this state.”
“Come on then, you’ve properly peaked my interest now.” He crosses his scrawny legs and leans back in the chair.
I hesitate, working out how best to reveal my thoughts. “So, I had a consultation with a sports personality and I let my pre-conceived opinion get the better of my professionalism.”
He lifts his elbows up onto the arms of the chair and presses his fingers into a triangle shape. Like I did earlier when I was supposedly the consultant. “It happens Meredith, to err is human.”
“And to forgive is divine.” I finish the proverb and wonder whether Johnson would exonerate me from my crime.
“So, what pre-conceptions did you allow to taint your professionalism?”
I blow out over my bottom lip and pull on the hem of my skirt. “Before the appointment I carried out some research, and I discovered news articles suggesting his recent poor sporting performance is because of his lack of restraint when socializing. There are dozens of search engine pages covering his womanizing antics, and, in particular a lurid act at an awards evening last week.”
“And?”
“And, I decided that it was contrary to my beliefs on how a man should act.”
“It’s not wrong to have a moral compass, Meredith. In fact, it’s pretty much essential in this line of work.”
“Quite,” I agree, under my breath. “But where I overstepped the mark was with my line of questioning. It must have seemed more like an interrogation than a counselling session to him.”
“How do you know? He might have found it refreshing to be asked questions that perhaps others daren’t?”
I snort and nonchalantly pick off a long blonde hair from my jacket sleeve. “The abrupt way he left, leaves me in no doubt he appreciated neither the questions, nor how I asked them.”
He places his hands down, letting them rest on each of his bony knees. “If you suspect he may complain then I will keep a watch-out for any communication. But I don’t imagine he will. I’m confident he will ponder on the issues you have raised and come back for more. Often people who seek solace in sordid recreational activities are seeking an authoritative voice to shock them before they eventually listen to their advice. I don’t think you have any cause for concern. Write up your notes and file them away.”
“Thank you, Hector, and I hope you’re correct.”
“Me too, Meredith.”
Then Hector shuffles on his seat and breaks the solemnness with a smile. “Anyway, I came to find you, so I could give you these.” He slides his hand into his jacket inner pocket and pulls out two tickets. The glossy print glinting in the sunlight now streaming through the vertical gaps in the window blinds.
“Ooh, what have we here?” I take the tickets from him.
“They’re for a comedy evening to support a charity that benefits children suffering from limb loss.”
“Oh, excellent.” I feign excitement. It sounds great and I desperately need a night out. My social life is non-existent as I’ve spent the last few years with my nose to the millstone getting my career off the ground. Consequently, I’ve nobody to take to such an event.
“Nancy and I would go, but she has raging morning sickness right now. Rather than duck out last-minute, we thought you and a plus one might appreciate them.”
“Of course, Hector, that’s very thoughtful.”
“It’s next Saturday night. You didn’t have plans already, did you?”
“No.”
Plans, what are they?
“Great, and don’t worry about your client, I'm sure he will give the session a good deal of thought, unlike you, who should forget about it until his next session.”
Next session? I doubt there will be one of those.






Chapter Five
Johnson


I can’t mope around all day, fixated on that doctor and what she said this morning. A quick shower, a change of clothes and down to the driving range to hit my frustration out on some balls is in order.
Perhaps I’ll drop in at Mom’s after the range to indulge in home-baked goodies. I’m salivating thinking about it, which is good, as it’s something other than the thought of banging the doctor over her consulting desk that makes my mouth water. The thought lingers; sex with a doctor, now that would be a first. Although I can’t imagine for one moment, she would be willing as her view on me is ground level. It’s obvious she thinks less of me than a fly buzzing around dog shit on her shoe.
After my shower, I search in my closet for something uplifting to wear. I have a whole section for my golf attire. There are shirts on the top rack arranged by color and pants on the bottom. Today feels like a red kind of day and I pick out one of my favored Nike shirts and contrast it with black pants. Then I turn my attention to my fifty plus pairs of golf shoes, each only worn a handful of times before they’re sent off with the maid to a recycling center. Although I can’t imagine what happens to them from there. It’s not as if they are much use to someone homeless or down on their luck who have higher priorities than a round of golf.
A handcrafted insert covering one whole wall, any woman would cream her panties to own, holds each pair in their own individual box.
Actually, I wouldn’t know if it would have that effect on a woman as I’ve never entertained one here. A cardinal rule I have stuck to ever since I bought this house. I don’t want a woman to assume she can get her feet under my table, let alone make space in my dressing room.
You could say that I’m selfishly single because I value my space and always do things my way. But actually, I’m not single by choice; I’m single because I’m selfish. And if I wasn’t selfish, I would live in Florida right now in a carbon copy of this house with a beautiful wife and kids who would, of course, share my love of the game. The wife, by the way, would have a name. Kirsty.
I trot down the stairs in my brogues, carrying a sweater and golf shoes in a small black bag. I grab my keys off the central hall table and exit through the integrated garage, so I can pick my clubs up on the way. The garage has never housed a car, it’s kitted out with racks for various golfing tools and hooks for all of my clubs and bags. I choose the half set I’m currently using for the driving range and press the button on the electric door mechanism. Shielding my eyes with the peak of my ball cap from the glaring afternoon sunshine. I pop the trunk on my car and slide my clubs in at the carefully rehearsed angle. Then I stride round to the driver’s door, fling it open and jump in to the seat. It’s a maneuver I’ve practiced, and I know looks cool, although any hint of a sore back and I’m sure it would be hard to achieve.
“Lose Yourself” by Eminem punches out of the speakers when I start up the engine. A fitting song for my journey back from the doctor’s appointment this morning, but it seems overkill now. For the first couple of miles of the drive, I flick through the rest of my playlist to find a more soothing track but I’m interrupted by AJ’s call.
“Hey man, what’s up?”
“Just checking in to see if you’re a changed man.”
“If you’re referring to this morning’s session with Dr. Fairchild? Then no. Not at all.”
“Why, what happened?”
“She went all snarky. Asking about my views on women and whatnot.”
I hear his chuckle through my speakers and I don’t like it one bit. “What’s so fucking hilarious, AJ?”
“I’m imagining what you might have said in response.”
I snort and shake my head at the cell phone I positioned in a holder on the dash.
“You realize she has you pegged, Johnson?”
“I don’t agree. I don’t have a downer on women. In fact, I love women.”
I check out my face in the rear-view mirror.
“Yeah and that’s the problem Mr. Wilder.”
“Fuck off AJ.”
I have a mind to cut him off and switch back to Eminem.
“If you want to get back on form, you need to listen to someone,” he continues to bleat at me. “Someone who isn’t just gonna stroke that massive fucking ego of yours, but tell you like it is. That sounds like this doctor. I’ve tried, and you reckon I’m pulling your dick.”
“Yeah, that’s because you’re worse than me.”
Silence.
Ooh. I suck in breath across my teeth, I may have hit a nerve there. AJ recently did the dirty on his long-term girlfriend and now he’s dealing with the consequences. Oh well, he doesn’t get to tell me how to live my life without getting a little shit in return.
“Anyway, AJ, I’m heading to the range. Do you wanna join me? Shoot some balls?”
“Sure, I’m a glutton for punishment.”
The call cuts off and I turn up the volume so the music pounds through the Bose speakers. There’s no reason to rush, but I feel the need for a little thrill so I punch the foot pedal.
I’m still unloading my clubs from the trunk of my car when AJ pulls up. The braking wheels throw up dust all over me and my recently polished car. He has little man syndrome, I’ve been told, and therefore has the need to drive an oversized truck recklessly. Not bothering with the step, he jumps down from the cab, jogs around to the back and hauls himself up on the back fender so he can reach his bag.
AJ is a good golfer, but a hip injury has kept him off the professional circuit and by my side as my caddy. We’ve traveled all over the world together and lived in each other’s pockets for long enough to know we get on. As well as any man can get on with another that is. We argue. We fight. We take the piss. But we also build each other up and defend each other to the hilt.
“So, did you catch the news last night?” he asks, loading the strap onto his shoulder and giving the bag a jostle so it sits comfortably against his hip.
“No, why what did I miss?” I do the same with my bag and stride across the lot to the range reception area.
“McKenzie spouting about tactics and fitness for next week’s comp.”
“Huh!” I snort over my shoulder. “So, nothing he knows shit about then?”
“He mentioned you.”
I adjust my ball cap on my head. “Yeah?”
“Yeah,” he pants, trying to keep up with my long steps.
I open the door and walk through the throng of golfers milling near the entrance to the adjacent pro-shop. Most of them acknowledge me with a nod or tip of their caps.
When we’re out of their earshot, I carry on with my mild interest in what McKenzie has been saying about me. I’m quite used to being the black sheep of the golfing fraternity. I know my fans like it as they’re more interested in following a character rather than a boring has-been. I’m sure they give me a virtual slap on the back for drinking until dawn and then coming straight on to the course for back-to-back rounds.
“So, come on then, AJ. I’m sure I’ve heard it all before.”
“Yeah more or less, but he reckons you’re over the hill. Burned-out.”
We reach the corridor that leads to the driving range slots. There are two reserved for the pro’s and I take the one furthest from rest so we can talk privately. I place down my bag and select a club. The first I pull out and immediately slide back in before lifting the second all the way out. “Pah, what does that wannabe know about it. We’ll see who’s over the hill next week.”
AJ titters. He loves to wind me up and if he’s got nothing original to say he parrots someone else’s insult.
My target shots are goddamn awful and it doesn’t seem to matter what club I choose, or what advice AJ gives, I can’t settle my mind enough to hit how I want.
Although, I’m more bothered by Dr. Fairchild’s assessment of me than McKenzie’s. He’s got an ulterior motive. She hasn’t.
I call it a day, leaving AJ at the range to find another drinking partner so I can visit Mom alone. I listen to a podcast on the way over there, it’s a broadcast AJ recommended. A sports psychologist who can help with mind over matter and who will fly anywhere on the planet to consult for a fee. If I like his style, I might even do that, because there’s no way I’m going back to see Dr. Fairchild. I’m no masochist.
Within two minutes, the sports psychologist’s dulcet tones are grating on me. It’s like he has cotton-wool stuffed up his nostrils.
My mind bounces from the podcast to Mom’s baking, to Dr. Fairchild’s legs and finally what the weather will be like in LA later this week.
The car turns on to Mom’s street before I realize blocked-sinus guy is still talking. Oh well, at least I’ve saved myself a few bucks because I’m not about to pay for his flight any time soon.
I speed onto the driveway and smile when I see the door fling open. I waste little time getting out of the car and bound up the porch steps to her.
“Come here, son.” She wraps her arms around my waist and snuggles into my chest. “I’m sure you’ve grown.”
It’s her standard observation of me. I’m the wrong side of thirty and she still treats me like a boy. Well, that’s when everything’s good. If there’s a problem she needs help with, then she acknowledges me as the man of the family.
I ignore her remark and follow her through to the kitchen. It’s the heart of the Wilder family home and nothing like the kitchen installed in my house. In here, there’s a long pine dining table at the center, surrounded by an assortment of chairs which she regularly fills with family and friends. Frilly curtains adorn the many picture windows and there’s always background music courtesy of a local soul radio station.
As expected, an array of baked goods cool on the countertop next to the stove, covered over with a cloth. In stark contrast, my stove has never been lit.
I walk towards the goodies and lift the edge of the muslin square, rewarded by the delicious smell of biscuits. I cast a glance her way and she nods.
“Move out of the way then Johnson and I’ll fry bacon to go with one.”
“One?”
She tuts and swooshes me away. “Go find Lincoln and ask him to come in for food.”
I raise my eyebrows at her. She knows I’m no gofer, especially with Lincoln. He’s my kid brother, and he rubs me up the wrong way. His lack of motivation and disdain of sport, sets him at the other end of the spectrum and no matter how much encouragement I give him, he doesn’t seem at all bothered. Mom is always quick to defend him though as he’s her baby.
She maintains my stare, so I blow out a breath and push off the cabinets I’m leant against.
“Where is he?”
“Out back, in his studio.”
I open the screen door and walk out onto the porch. The late afternoon sun is dipping behind the trees that line the edge of the backyard, creating cool shadows on the porch. I notice that the wooden deck needs attention as the varnish is peeling. It needs scrubbing back and a new coat painted on, so I make a mental note to sort it.
As I step down onto the grass, the sounds of opera float through the air. I don’t know which composition, because I’m not cultured that way, but it sounds kind of sad.
Instead of knocking, I push open the door and hover in the entrance before letting the door close behind me. Lincoln has his back to me and is airbrushing fat salmon-pink lines onto a large canvas with a can of spray paint. The activator clicking when he stops to give it a shake. He’s not wearing a shirt and the muscles in his back are taut and straining with his confident moves. I seem to remember him saying that this was a new technique he was experimenting with but to my untrained eye, the portrait appears too detailed to come from a can.
I daren’t tap him on the shoulder, for fear he will turn and spray paint in my face at the shock. So, I scan the room for the sound system the opera is blaring from, but it’s impossible to locate anything in this mess. There are canvases, paint pots, rags, brushes, items of clothing, books, and cups cluttering every surface. It makes me cringe looking at the chaos of the studio.
Stuff it.
“Lincoln!” I bellow. My vocal chords smart with the paint fumes I suck in when I replace the breath I’ve just expended from bawling.
He turns on the spot and gives over a silent soft smile.
“Jeez, Linc, how can you breathe with all these fumes? I’m surprised you’re not high as a kite,” I shout.
He walks over, leaving barefoot trails in the fine spray of paint adorning the floor near to the canvas.
“Yeah, forgot to put a mask on.”
I shake my head at him. “Mom’s making something to eat. You coming?”
He nods, but then goes back to his canvas and sprays again. I pick up a paper face mask hanging on a nail and tap him on the shoulder with it.
“Here.”
He takes it from me and loops the elastic around his ears.
I’ve done as Mom asked. Whether he comes in is up to him, but at least I’ve stopped him from killing himself.
As I approach the house again, the savory smell of bacon wafts through the air. Heaven. As I walk in to the kitchen, Mom serves the bacon with two biscuits and hands me the plate. I can’t resist, and pop the still sizzling bacon straight into my mouth. The heat of it burns my tongue and I have to suck in cool air to overcome the pain.
Mom tuts at my cussing and places a cup of steaming coffee on the table which won’t help with the state of my mouth. I sit on the chair I claimed many years ago, at the head of the table and pour maple syrup onto the bacon. Mom sighs at my food foibles.
“Heard from Blane lately?” I ask, when my mouth stops raging.
“Yes, they’re both doing well. Yasmin is the picture of health and everything is going well with the pregnancy. They’ve not had any bother since that false alarm.”
I huff. “Yeah, now that was one helluva day.” That was the day Yasmin was laying over at Mom’s waiting for Blane to finish one of his inspirational talks at the local school. Yasmin mistakenly thought she was going into labor and I rushed her to the local hospital. More memorably for me, it was the day of that shameful event at the country club, and the reason for my current psychology sessions.
“I must visit them soon,” I comment.
“Have you not got the e-mail?” Mom asks.
“What e-mail?”
I don’t open my e-mails, not personal ones anyway. Cherie, the personal assistant Blane and I share, deals with all my correspondence but she drew the line at the personal stuff; claiming she needn’t be scarred for life by the images she found in e-mails from groupies. Yeah that’s right, golfers have groupies too, and mine are adventurous.
“It’s an update from Blane about where we’re at with the Wilder Foundation and details on a comedy benefit he wants us all to attend. It’s next week at the Loft Theater.”
“When next week? I’m in LA from Monday and was hoping to stay on to soak up the sunshine.”
Mom gives me the look.
I sigh. “But if I know when it is, I can make sure I’m back to take part.”
I break off a piece of the biscuit and swirl it around in a pool of syrup.
“That’s more like it Johnson. Read your e-mail and you’ll find out what it’s all about.”
Great! That means going into the abyss. Let’s hope there’s no-one that catches my eye in there.
“Are you playing golf in LA?” she asks.
“Yes, and it’s an important competition too.”
I rest my fork onto my plate and lean back to give my stomach time to adjust to the huge amount of food I’ve subjected it to.
Mom comes to sit opposite me, leaning in with her elbows on the table. “So, have you found your mojo again yet, son?”
“Mojo?” A word I’ve not heard Mom use before and it sounds strange coming from her.
“You know what I mean - have you got your head back into the game. You seemed to have a tough time before you and Cherie… you know… hung around together.”
I place a hand behind my head and stretch out my neck so a couple of vertebrae pop satisfyingly.
It’s not like Mom and I ever have chats about girls I hang out with, and I’ve only introduced a few over the years. So, she’s not aware of the arrangement I had with Cherie.
Relationships are not my strong point as I can’t seem to find the right balance between golf and love, which usually ends in the girl getting pissed with me. And there’s only ever one winner when that happens. Golf.
Even that one time in my life when everything was going well: top flight golf, seemingly understanding girlfriend, money rolling in and a move to Florida on the cards. Until the said girlfriend realized that without her family and friends and the lure of year-long golf weather for me, Florida would be a lonely place for her. I would like to say I chose golf over her, but that wasn’t how it panned out. She left me. Our new house. And the ring on her finger. So yeah, I avoid relationships now.
“How can I put this Mom? Cherie and I were never an item.”
She sips her coffee. “You need to give relationships more time to blossom, Johnson. Love doesn’t happen overnight; you have to cherish and nurture it.”
I shake my head. “That was never on the cards for Cherie and I. We were hanging out together… as friends. She was kinda helping me with my game.”
I can’t explain it truthfully to Mom, she need not know I’m a party animal with a supposed sex addiction who doesn’t know when to keep my dick zipped away. Or that Cherie was a paid Rottweiler to keep me from the girls and the girls from me.
“Oh, that’s a shame, Johnson. Seems she was good for you.”
I cock my head on a side. Her line of questioning has got me wondering if Mom has heard about my latest escapade.
“Yes, she was, I suppose.”
“What are you going to do now?”
“About…?”
“Your game, of course. I’ve given up nagging you to find a nice girl to settle down with.”
Okay, this conversation is becoming a little contrived, but I suppose she is my mom and I don’t want her to worry about me. I will have to reveal some of what’s going on.
“It’s all under control. I’m seeing one of those sports psychologists. They’re supposed to be geniuses at getting sportsmen to focus on their game.”
She reaches out for my hand across the table.
“That sounds reassuring. You make sure you tell him everything.” She squeezes my hand and fixes a stare on me.
“What do you mean everything?” Wondering if there is a startling revelation from my childhood I’ve blanked out over the years.
“Your father leaving us like that when you were at a vulnerable age.”
I huff, which is my way of saying, ‘I don’t want to talk about it’.
“I know you hurt when he left; that’s why you threw yourself into golf. It was good for you at first… but when it became an obsession, I didn’t have the skills to do anything about it. You were headstrong as a teenager. Still are. And I worried it would all come to a head at some point. I thought that would happen when Kirsty left you.”
I hate that she says that. The fact I couldn’t keep either a father or fiancé is something I can’t come to terms with and don’t want to talk to Mom about. She can be that way with my younger brothers, but not me. I’m supposed to be the strong one. The head of this family.
My jaw ticks.
“I was so proud of you when you pulled yourself together and was winning all of those competitions. When you bought yourself a nice house and car and all those fancy toys you surround yourself with. But with no-one to share them with? I worry you’re lonely. And I can’t bear that.”
“I’m not lonely Mom,” I lie.
“Promise you’ll tell this psychologist guy everything?”
I let out a nervous laugh. “Promise Mom. Oh, and it’s a woman. A female psychologist.”
“Oh, is she nice?” Her eyes hopeful.
“Nice? She’s a doctor Mom.”
She pulls her eyebrows together. “Make sure you leave no stone unturned, Johnson. This is your chance to stop your past getting in the way of your own happiness. Tell her everything.” She taps her palms on the pine.
“Yeah, will do.” I’m half listening because I’ve opened my emails to check out this Wilder Foundation event and I’ve spotted an e-mail from Charlena. I’ve not seen her in a mighty long time and from the signature picture she’s sent I’m rather intrigued to catch up as she suggests. I check my watch and decide there’s enough time to meet up with her tonight, so I fire off a proposition.






Chapter Six
Meredith


I’m sure there’s an appointment in today’s schedule I’ve not prepared for. Over the weekend, I was pre-occupied with the move to my new apartment on Upper Eastside and ran out of time to check my calendar this morning. And now I’m late to the office as I’d forgotten where I parked my car and under-estimated my new route. It would have been easier to have moved somewhere closer to work, but I resisted in favor of having a nice neighborhood to live in. Hector moved our office after I started with them on my internship three years ago into a purpose-built office block. It has great parking facilities but isn’t on any convenient public transport routes.
My SUV glides into the row that holds my reserved space in the parking lot.
I flick on my indicator and steer the wheel in my spot, only to stop at the bumper of a Porsche.
Of course it is!
I glare at the vanity plate, signifying it as Johnson Wilder’s car. Asshole.
Hector is at the prenatal clinic with his wife today, so I maneuver my car into his spot, leaving no room for Johnson to open his door. I’m still cussing under my breath when I enter our office building and rush passed the security guard to catch the elevator that has opened its doors.
My anger hasn’t subsided by the time I reach the eleventh floor, and I push forcibly on the outer door, stride passed the lounging Johnson and smoothly unlock my private office door.
I didn’t expect he would turn up for his appointment today and hadn’t prepared for him. That was the niggling memory that was trying to surface on the journey in this morning.
It takes a few minutes of pacing my office before I’m calm enough to determine my strategy. I sit at my desk and unlock the drawer that holds my notebook.
There’s a light rap on the door. I wait several seconds, expecting Johnson to enter without invitation, like he did last time he was here. Only this time he knocks again.
“Enter,” I call out.
Johnson pokes his head around the door and his honeyed mouth breaks into a dazzling smile. Dimples forming at each end.
“Am I okay to come in?” he asks.
“Eh… sure.”
I’m slightly flummoxed by such a well-mannered entrance and uneasy with my physical reaction to him. I was up for a fight, caused by him parking in my spot and the train wreck of a consultation the last time he was here. Instead, I have fluttering’s low in my stomach and my guard has dropped to the floor. So, I promptly winch my metaphorical guard back up - to half way for now and rest my hand on the lever for immediate action if needed.
He walks across to the chair. “May I?”
My head pivots a few degrees, so I can view him from the corner of my eye. This angle gives a more critical assessment and cannot be blinded by hot smiles and dimples. After a few seconds I determine his demeanor appears genuine.
“Of course.”
I remain standing and wait until he sits before taking my place opposite him. Luckily I have a trouser suit on today, so, despite my rushed entrance, I’m relieved for that at least.
I open my leather-bound notebook to the back, where I’ve pasted in a list of generic questions. Occasionally, I refer to them when my mind goes blank or the line of discussion is not progressing well but this is the first instance I’ve had to use them at the beginning of a consultation.
I start with a pleasant exchange.
“How are you today Mr. Wilder?”
“I’m ready for whatever you’ve got to throw at me Dr. Fairchild.” He removes his foot from his knee onto the floor.
Now that body language backs up his words, which is interesting.
“That’s good to hear, I wouldn’t want anyone to be wasting their time with these sessions.” I mentally will my hand that has drifted up to play with a curl in my hair, back down to my lap where it belongs.
“I completely agree.” He leaves his lips slightly parted at the end of the sentence, like he has something else to say, or to let them lull me into a fantasy of passionate kisses and lustful licks.
I open my eyelids wider than is normal before blinking out the vision and settling back into a normal gaze.
He simply smiles. Although I cannot assume there is anything simple about his smile. Until I can establish the hidden meaning, I winch up my guard a little more.
“How about you tell me what you want to get out of these sessions?” I run my finger across the line as I read aloud, to ensure that I don’t switch out any of the words with, ‘What is your game?’ or ‘Why the hell did you park in my space?’.
“I’m hoping that you can help prioritize my life. I seem to have a knack for putting items of little importance in front of others that should hold more significance.”
I wait a few moments before answering him. I’m keen to have this session play-out calmly with the appropriate pace and considerate pauses even though I know what I will pick out from his answer straight away. Especially as he has parroted back what I told him in the last session. Without referring to sex as the culprit, of course.
“When you refer to ‘items’ and ‘others’ in that sentence, what exactly do you mean?” Perhaps I am being cruel in asking him to say the words.
He leans forward, and the smile melts from his face. I’m not concerned by this more dominant positioning as I know what he is about to say.
I begin to nod as he speaks, a subconscious play-out of the words I hear in my head. Then the actual words filter through from my ears.
“I suppose by items I mean any material possession you care to name. Fast car, fancy house, first class air tickets, limited edition watches, whatever money can buy. Even…” He rubs his palm across his chin. “Yeah, whatever money can buy and, by others, I mean significant people in my life. Family I suppose.”
I clear my throat in an attempt to jostle my senses back into gear. He was supposed to say sex before golf. Nothing more meaningful. I’ve chalked Johnson Wilder down as a shallow, egotistical player with no regard for anything more poignant in life than his game. I’m good at this and I’m rarely wrong. Until now.
“Okay, don’t you spend time with your family, Mr. Wilder?”
“Yes, I just don’t put them first.”
“Why do you consider that is?” I ask tentatively, focusing on his face so I can gauge his response.
He leans back and knots his hands together on his lap.
“Not entirely sure, but I think it may have something to do with being a loner.”
“A loner?” I’m curious about this self-observation because as far as I knew he was never alone and always had a woman draped off his arm. “What defines you as a loner, Mr. Wilder?”
“Living alone.”
I place a metaphorical clamp onto my shoulders to stop them from shrugging with the response that I have of, ‘Well I live alone.’ Because actually if I‘m honest with myself, that’s what I am too. A loner.
“And why are you a loner?” Ruminating on my own predicament as much as his.
“Because I trust no-one.”
“Who broke your trust?”
“My father.”
Wham! That was the fastest isolation of the cause of a person’s angst I’ve ever witnessed. But hang on… is he playing me? Why does being a loner or not trusting people make you not find time for your family and choose their needs over less important things in your life? And why does that affect your golf?
Unless there’s no reward for winning anymore. When you have everything money can buy and no-one to share it with.
I tap my pen on my notebook while I decide how to navigate this revelation.
“Okay, let’s park that and go back to why you are materialistic.”
“Possibly because we didn’t have a lot of spare cash growing up after my father left and now I’ve got more than I know what to do with. I dunno? Perhaps I like nice things.”
I suspect he is trying. Or perhaps not. The conclusion I want to jump to is it's easier for him to achieve self-gratification from buying stuff than it is to acknowledge praise from his family. But I know nothing about his family, or at least I’m clueless about his standing within his family.
“Tell me more about your family, Johnson.”
Johnson, I like that name. It fits him perfectly. Sometimes a name doesn’t fit a person, like my name. Meredith. It sounds old-fashioned and prim and I know people are often surprised when they discover I’m not a spinster who wears frilly high-necked blouses and wrinkled pantyhose. Johnson however matches the authoritative tone he uses when he speaks. The words he uses are considered but straightforward. The way he holds himself.
I listen to him explain how his father finally left the family when he was thirteen and his mother raised them. Then he describes each of his brothers and it’s easy to determine him as the eldest. I stop feasting my eyes on him to make an observational note. ‘I conclude he has a desire to have his brothers admire him and acknowledge him as a fitting substitute for his father. But he considers himself a fake.’
I let my eyes wander up from my notepad and across to his hands, up the taut buttons of his slim-fit pale blue dress shirt. I skim over tanned skin pausing at the pulse point at the base of his neck, up his prominent Adams apple to a strong jaw which stops moving, requiring me to snap up to his eyes.
“Everything okay?” A sparkle in those azure eyes makes me suspect he knew I was taking in the view.
“Of course.” I say, with an annoyed edge to my voice. I’m irritated with myself not him. Well perhaps him, for being so annoyingly handsome and making me day dream about stuff I’ve got no business fantasizing about in the middle of a consultation. That makes him more of an ass in my mind.
“So, you don’t need me to go over any of that again?”
“No. I’m good. Please carry on.” I match his stare.
Everything he says for the next ten minutes reinforces my view about him feeling obliged to be the head of the family when actually he needs to be part of it and stop putting too much pressure on himself. And that golf has no attraction when the material rewards are jaded and praise from loved ones is not valued. But I suspect there is more he’s not telling me, as there is a leap from that to the sex addict I had him chalked up as. He must have had a significant woman other than his mother in his life.
“You don’t have a significant other you share your life with?” I ask.
He shrugs his shoulders. “No, never found one I could trust.” His hand belies his words when he tugs at the leather bracelet on his wrist.
I curl my lip.
As far as I know not trusting your father rarely leads you to not trust a woman. Not when you hold your mother with the reverence he has described. I need to revisit the research on that one.
The timer on my watch vibrates, alerting me that the session is now over.
“We made good progress today, Mr. Wilder.”
“Oh… do you think so? I thought I talked shit for forty-five minutes.”
I laugh politely. “Rest assured, everything you said today had meaning.”
“So, you gonna sort me out at the next session?”
“We’ll see. I suggest you ponder on the issues you raised today and consider them seriously. Next time we can delve a little deeper but it will take a few more consultations to get to the crux of it all.”
He presses his lips to a flat line. “Sure.”
I walk towards the door and open it for him hoping he will leave even though I know there is more he wants to say. I’m sure it is better for him to gather his thoughts first.






Chapter Seven
Johnson


I walk from her office, through the ante-room and across the hall to the elevator.
On the way down to the first floor I chew on my predicament and it’s growing concern. For me this was initially about getting the Golf Association off my back, but Mom’s advice got to me, especially as it’s my father that haunts my sleepless nights.
It wasn’t necessary to bang on about my ex, or any woman; I mean why is that even relevant to how I play golf? And there was no way I would divulge to the doctor about that new low in my life because I haven’t got my head around that new chapter in the Johnson book of failures and flaws. Not getting aroused with a naked woman is a first and even when Charlena’s skilled mouth came into play I was still as limp as a boned fish.
But I tried to tell Dr. Fairchild that I suspect my father might be at the crux of my problems. Over the course of the last year, I’ve woken up too many times in a cold sweat with a lasting image of my father stood over me while I take a tee shot to realize there is something amiss.
But all that aside, this is taking too long and I’ve got LA to contend with. I can’t wait for this to unfold in the slow manner it seems to take. Her admission that even at the next session I’m not likely to be cured is making me anxious.
The elevator spits me out at the first floor, like a nasty taste in its mouth and as I walk on towards the exit, my pace slows. I don’t have the strength to push open the door. My fingers tap on the glass and I turn around, the heels of my shoes clicking on the polished stone floor as I make my way back across the foyer. The elevator is waiting for me and as the doors seal me in, I gaze up to the ceiling and go over my opening line.
Meredith is stood at her desk when I burst in to her office, dictating on to her phone.
“Johnson!” She turns around with a shocked expression to her face.
“I’m sorry Dr. Fairchild.” I close the door behind me and pinch my temples between my thumb and forefinger. “I can’t leave it like this. I need this shit sorting already.”
Her face twitches and she opens her mouth, but no words come out. She places her cell down on the desk and holds out her hand to the consulting chair still indented from me being sat in it less than five minutes ago.
I shake my head at her request. This isn’t another pour out of my heart, I simply need her to agree to my request. It’s the only way.
I need help.
Shit. Did I just admit that to myself?
I’ve spent the whole of my life assuming I’m the best, now it’s all falling apart, and there’s nothing I can do about it.
“I’m… I’m sorry Johnson but it doesn’t work like that. It’s not possible to resolve issues that have manifested over many years in a single consultation.”
“Oh, don’t worry, I get that. It’s not a simple consultation I want. I need you to come to the next tournament with me.”
Her jaw drops and eyes widen. “You can’t be serious?”
“Deadly.” I maintain my stare.
“I don’t do consultations outside of the office. It’s a rule.”
“What like a company rule or your rule.”
“Doesn’t matter, it’s a rule. Anyway, where even is this tournament?” She seems frustrated, but I’m sure this is the only way I will get through this.
“LA,” I state in a matter-of-fact way.
“Los Angeles! That’s not even local.” Her voice cracks at the end of the sentence. “How long is it?”
“The rest of this week. I fly out this afternoon.”
“Nope. I couldn’t.” She shakes her head and crosses her arms underneath her chest.
“Why?”
“I’ve got patients.”
With no hesitation I tell her, “Schedule them out.”
“I’ve got commitments.” she protests.
“What a cat?” Even I’m getting frustrated now.
She pauses, pushing her face slightly toward mine. “And how do you know I’ve got a cat?”
“You don’t believe I will reveal my innermost secrets to someone I’ve not had research carried out on, do you?”
She huffs. “You’ve researched me?”
“Damn right. And I know you can do this.” I scratch my palm across my jaw before proclaiming my last-ditch attempt at making her agree to my proposal. “I need you Meredith.”
I watch her blow out a breath before she replies. “Absolutely not Johnson, this goes completely against my professional practices.”
“Is that your last word on it?”
“Yes.”
My shoulders droop and I heave out a breath. I’m not winning this request, in fact it seems like I win nothing anymore.
With a flick of my hand, I turn and traipse out of her office.
When I reach my car, some asshole has blocked me in. The reserved place label in front of the car, reads, ‘Dr. Hector Miller Jr’.
What a dick.
I fling open the passenger door and with all the skills of a contortionist in a circus tent, I wriggle my way across to the driver’s seat.
✽✽✽
 
The next morning, I rise early to wander around the LA course, while the mist still carpets the greens. Mentally, I take each shot with experienced precision, and not an image of my father in sight, resulting the three holes under par. Not bad at all.
When I return to my hotel room, I am pleased my sponsors have filled my room with their new range of clothing, accessories, and clubs. Although it’s nothing like the range they would have gifted me a year ago. Even their patience is wearing thin at my losing form and negative press.
AJ is due here any minute to go through it all with me although I know from the off that I can’t afford to be switching clubs out at this late stage. I’m nervous enough as it is without any last-minute adjustments.
I’m not a complacent golfer and I’ve always taken these tours seriously.
Scratch that, recently I have become the epitome of complacency and often take tours on the fly, with the belief that my talent and the practice hours I put in on the course and at the range will see me through.
And complacency is a foolish card to rely on with all the young wannabes snapping at my heels. Rising stars, like McKenzie, who have never had even a twinge in their back, now have me in their sights, and like a wolf pack stalking its prey they are closing in fast.
The usual musical rap on the door signifies AJ’s arrival, so I go let him in.
“How’s it going man?” His enthusiasm a standard part of his character.
“Great, come and get a load of this.” I show him through to all the bounty.
He holds up a pair of trousers. “Wow, I’m sure these are getting tighter every year?” Shaking his head, he throws them back on the pile and picks up a rather garish v-neck sweater. The purple and pink diamond pattern clashing with his brassy-blond hair.
I screw up my face. “Yeah, you can have that if you like, dude.”
After an hour of banter, warm-up exercises and pep talks. We walk out to the waiting golf cart to take us to the first hole.
We’re drawn in the first round and I’ll be glad to get out there and hit some balls. Worrying about what might be will not do me any good.
The crowds are already out and the usual whoops and cat calls rain out from the rowdy bunch that follow me. I raise my white kid leather glove in appreciation and take a calming breath before assuming my position at the tee.
My ability to block out any noise or movement is essential every time I take a shot, but I can’t seem to find the off switch. I straighten up, wiggle my arms and head to loosen up my shoulders and then move back in to hit the ball.
I pull back the club letting my wrists guide the swing, just as my father whispers in my ear. “You thought you had it all sewn up. Didn’t you son?”
Thwack! The drive is immense but off target, coming to land several seconds later in the trees to the left of the fairway.
There’s a shiver down from my ear, across the back of my head and down my spine. I know it’s my mind playing tricks, that’s how it goes lately. I’m on a mission to ruin everything and will bring anyone in to this that I see fit. Including, it seems, my father.
That first shot sets the tone for my whole game. Off target and severely lacking. Needless to say, I don’t make the first day cut and rather than hang around I catch an early flight to New York, leaving AJ to sort out my gear and spend the rest of the week enjoying the tournament. So much for me soaking up the sunshine.
On the airplane back home, I nurse a glass of bourbon while watching the top of the clouds turn from white, to peach and finally black. The rest of the passengers seem pretty subdued too, probably the thought of leaving the sun behind and heading to the storm that is throwing itself at my home state.
I throw the bourbon to the back of my throat but decline another offered by the stewardess. That first one was just so I could chill the fuck out and stop worrying about my lack of form, a second would set me on a path of no return. A direction I am determined not to go down again; not until my head is in a better place, anyway.
The second the tires skit along the landing strip, I’m on my phone instructing Cherie to sort me a ride. I’ve no desire to hang around in the airport on the off chance I get snapped by the paps.
“Where shall I ask the driver to drop you this time Johnson?” she asks.
“Home, of course.”
I cut her off before she has the chance to make another sarcastic remark. I’m seriously not in the mood for that.
The passenger whose been sat next to me silently for the whole journey screws up her face, which knocks me a little. She doesn’t know me, or who I was having a conversation with just then. If she determines the need to pass judgment, then I don’t need it. I’m my own judge right now and the sentence I’m bestowing on myself ain’t lenient.
As the airplane taxis to the stand, I rest my head back and literally feel my confidence melt away.
And without confidence what’s left?






Chapter Eight
Meredith


I’ve only forgotten about the charity event I’d promised Hector I would attend. I stumbled across the tickets in a desk drawer earlier today and it’s played on my mind since.
The event is tomorrow and, although I haven’t any alternative stuff to set aside, there is the slight issue of having nothing to wear, and the major issue of no-one to accompany me.
Window gazing has been my main activity today and although I couldn’t tell you what I’ve actually seen, there have been clear revelations about my life.
The main one being - I haven’t actually got one.
Other than the usual weekend treats every successful American woman aspires to, like reapplying nail polish, watching re-runs of Friends and cuddling the cat. I roll my eyes. I do nothing fun at weekends.
It seems harsh, considering I’ve slogged through several years of college and med school to have a better life, one where I let friendships slide by and throw away any chance of a social life.
I sigh. Letting the frustration of my boring life blow away along with the carbon dioxide.
My phone is of no help; I pick it up and scroll through the list of contacts for a suitable plus one, while scanning the ticket for the details of the event.
The number of redundant contacts it holds is a joke. Actually, it’s not funny, it’s kinda sad. At college I had a fantastic social circle, we’d go to parties, ball games and even vacation together.
Vacation? What was one of those?
Then it all got serious. Med school was tough. I had to put in hours of solitary study just to keep up and although I told myself it would all be worth it, I’m not entirely convinced it is.
I knew I would love my job; I expected that all the way through school but I hadn’t quite appreciated how detrimental it would be to the rest of my life. I suppose now I’m licensed I should relax on that side a little and get my act together.
Hector is always suggesting I go to professional functions and networking events, often leaving copies of the Psychology Monthly open at an obvious page for my consideration.
And now here I am desperately searching for someone, or anyone, to come with me to this… to this… “Wilder Foundation fundraiser,” I shriek, gripping the ticket with both hands.
No, this can’t be.
Wilder?
I fire up my laptop and punch in the web address for the Wilder Foundation. Yep, there it is. Blane Wilder and his twin Miles. Exactly as I imagined them from Johnson’s description. Lincoln and, obviously, Johnson.
I sink into my high-backed leather desk chair and contemplate whether this is a problem.
The venue, I recognize, and imagine it will be a grand affair with a thousand or so guests. I anticipate Johnson will be engaged in host activities, mostly on stage with his brothers, and at the top table. That’s if he’s even there. I remember he said he would be in LA this week.
Well, I hope he won’t be there, because he might have something to say about the parking prank I pulled on Monday. I bite my lip when I remember how I had watched with glee as he had to lie across his seats with his long legs dangling out of the passenger seat to lever himself across. And the guilt when the security guard told me he had requested Johnson park in my space when a delivery truck obstructed the visitor car park.
Anyway, I can’t go. I’ve not got anyone to go with.
I heave a breath into my chest, huff it out and examine my cell contacts once more. Nope. I can’t go.
I dial through on my desk phone. “Hector. About this function tomorrow night, I can’t go. I kinda forgot about it and haven’t arranged a plus one. Can someone else go instead?”
“No.”
A wave of resignation washes over me.
Then he adds, “But I can come with you. Nancy will be fine on her own. She’ll probably appreciate an evening in with the TV remote.”
“Great.”
I pace my office for a while, wasting time I haven’t got, pondering over what to wear, how to get to the event and whether there are any lines I need to practice before I show up.
Unless my wrist watch is lying, there’s ten minutes before the next client which is not enough time to do any prep for the weekend and neither is it enough time to review my notes for this client.
Crap.
I’m losing the composure I’ve worked hard to adopt for a psychologist of my novice experience.
Panic stricken, I bring up his patient notes and speed read through the whole file, with only seconds to spare before there’s a knock at my office door. This guy’s issues seem complex and I should afford him more prep.
“Come in Mr. Simmons, please take a seat.”
I reach for my notebook, casually opening it to the questions at the back and secretly chastising myself for having to use them again so soon.
The session is very interesting and I surmise it will be one of my primary case studies. I pull on every resource available within my clouded mind to ensure the patient has a positive experience. I sign off his insurance papers and we agree to meet at least once a week to progress the issues he is facing.
With a spring of relief to my step, I run down the stairs instead of taking the lift to pump energy into my being. I’ve got stuff to do tonight and won’t be indulging in my usual Friday night routine of grabbing pizza on my way home and a bottle of my favorite Cab Franc before chilling on the sofa with a good film. Tonight, I’ve got to pick out an outfit and check I’ve got matching underwear.
I laugh to myself as I slide through reception toward the exterior doors and throw a hand up in the air. “Matching underwear! Why on earth should I be worried about that?” The security guard furrows his brow at my apparent borderline personality disorder.
I will get that bottle of wine on the way home after all.
The liquor store is on the next street from the office and I pull in to the parking area at the front. Shaking my head again as I ponder my stupidity and jump down from my car to walk toward the store.
As I stoop to the lower shelves that stock my usual brand of wine, I suddenly get the urge to be a little more adventurous. Drawing back my finger from the neck of the bottle I raise my gaze to a higher shelf. I’m bringing in over ninety thousand a year now, I need to elevate my choice in wine along with a lot of the moderated lifestyle choices I make. The move to the new apartment was the first, decent wine shouldn’t be the second most important aspect of adjustment in my life, but it will do for now.
Back home, I pour a glass of wine and sift through the clothes in my closet. It’s exactly how I thought it would be - I’ve got nothing remotely suitable for such a prestigious event. Especially one that may have Johnson Wilder at.
I don’t even know why I brought all this crap with me when I moved, I should have taken it to charity or throw it in the dumpster.
My usual evening attire is far too casual and aimed at the odd evening bowling or a party on campus. Yes, it is that out of date. The desire to find a suitable outfit is abandoned in favor of laying amongst it all on my bed and scrolling through Facebook at all the lives my alumni are enjoying. A few of them are overseas. A lot are married and some even have children. All having a life colored with enough variety and interest to tell everyone else about it.
Essentially, they all have a life.
Me? I’ve got a career.
It’s three in the morning, when I wake still fully clothed and laid on the contents of my closet. I peel back the duvet and shake the clothes onto the floor, slip out of my work clothes and snuggle into the mattress. The comfort is short-lived though and I spend the next two hours tossing and turning, watching shadows on my ceiling cast by passing cars.
When finally, the light filters in from around the window blind, I get out of bed. I glance over to the bedside table and wince at how much of the bottle of wine I’d drunk. For a day that commands more energy than I desire to expend, I’ve got an inkling it will be a long one.
My attention turns to a sudden splatting of rain against the window and I pad toward it to investigate how bad it is out there. The storm we’ve endured for the last couple of days is reported to get worse as the day progresses and by the size of the puddles that have filled the drains the weather reporters weren’t exaggerating. I stare aimlessly, lulled by the ravines, only snapping out of it when I shiver.
Coffee. I need coffee.
After making a strong pot, I flop back onto my bed, open the notes app on my phone and dictate a list of stuff to achieve today.
The first and most important is food, or more specifically bagels, followed by clothes shopping and finally to hit the beauty salon.
I book an online appointment with the snazzy looking salon down the street and crack on with the rest of the list.
It seems such a long time ago since I was even remotely interested in fashion. At college we all slouched around in our boyfriend’s hoodies. Then when I started working, any budget I might have had for nice clothes was taken up with suits and shoes befitting my profession. Now I’ve got spare income and I’m determined to spend it.
I don’t have time to go into the city so have found a decent size boutique a few blocks away. When I venture outside the storm is whipping up and I pull the collar on my inadequate jacket up around my ears and hold it in place. Sidestepping and leaping over puddles on the way is a bind, but I know that driving would have been a waste of time as parking on a Saturday any closer than where my car is now would be impossible.
I stop at the local deli for a bagel and more coffee before scurrying onto the boutique.
When I reach the sanctuary of the overdoor heaters, I unbutton my coat and shake off the excess rain, then there’s a few minutes for me to touch the quality of the cloth and test out the strength of the seams before a sales assistant comes to my rescue.
“Can I help you with anything?” she asks.
“Yes, you can.” I open my notes on my cell, and reading verbatim tell her, “I need three sets of evening wear suitable for galas, swanky parties that sort of thing. Five sets of evening wear appropriate for decent restaurants and five sets of smart-casual for, well, anything else.”
When I glance up from my phone the sales assistant’s mouth is agape. It's obvious she's never had this kind of request before but I’m sure when she’s done she will see that it is actually the way to go.
Within fifteen minutes, there’s a veritable range stashed at the side of the changing room.
“You’ve even got my sizing spot on.” I call out to her from behind the changing room door, swinging around to check-out the mohair sweater I’m modeling and wondering if I dare wear it without a bra that would spoil the effect of the cut out back.
I take a cab home as there are too many bags to carry home in the rain. But there's no time for a second try on as I need to venture back out to the beauty salon.
Although I walked passed this establishment frequently, it is significantly different from the inside. There’s a hive of activity and girly chatter. They whisk my coat off my back and hang it on a coat rack where it drips water onto the floor. A range of herbal tea options are fired at me; ready to enjoy after I’ve been in the waxing room. It scares me to imagine what torture they will subject me to in this small claustrophobic room.
The procedure is carried out by a glamorous technician who’s obviously proficient in her work, as her high definition eyebrows only pucker slightly after I reveal my 1970s style mound. I wish I had at least bothered to trim it before coming here.
I wonder if this is how my grandmother acted, when she had a cleaner and would spend an hour before her expected arrival tidying, scrubbing, and disinfecting everything in sight.
It's as if the technician reads my mind. “We'll have you up-to-date in a flash,” she comments, as she pours an extra dose of wax into the electrically heated tub.
By the time she's finished I'm a couple of pounds lighter but in need of more than a herbal tea to calm my nerves.
Then, as if on a conveyor belt, she hands me over to an equally glamorous woman whose surgical implements are lined up in an impressive multi drawer tray. When she produces a card with a range of eyebrow shapes, I am panicked into choosing a pair that leave me with an expression that looks permanently surprised. Sensing a mutiny, the beauticians all crowd around my chair exclaiming how wonderful my new look is, even saying it makes me appear younger. Which I’m not concerned with, at all.
The rest of the make-up, including stuck on eyelashes, make the eyebrows less of a fright as they diminish with the amount of corresponding eye color and contouring painted on.
Finally, I have glitzy talon shaped nails glued to mine and my hair styled in a chic chignon plait. With the final wiggle of my eyebrows I don my still damp coat and a clear plastic shower cap before making my way back home.
✽✽✽
 
I haven’t previously noticed how many mirrors I have in my apartment, but I'm constantly surprising myself when I flit around with the final preparations for my evening out, at the shocking reflection.
The last time I prepared for a serious night out girlfriends surrounded me and it took most of the night to get ready. On my own I’m sat in my new matching underwear an hour before the town car is to collect me.
Feeling nostalgic I put on some Britney, making myself chuckle at the way we all used to prance around our dorm mimicking her moves. We had nothing to fear and no baggage back then. The world was there for us to grab greedily with both hands. I wonder what went wrong? For me, anyhow.
Thirty minutes out my palms sweat and I’ve a fleeting notion to call it off. Who wants a life anyway?
I spy the wine bottle left from last night, now languishing on the kitchen windowsill plugged up with a red heart-shaped stopper. I’m sure there’s a glass full left.
The dress fits better than it did in the store with the help of the shape enhancing underwear and I’m feeling confident when I climb into the car, cognizant of even the driver giving me a second glance in the rear-view mirror.
As promised, Hector is waiting outside the Loft Theater, appearing kind of comical himself in a white suit with pants tight to his skinny legs and a bright yellow waistcoat under his jacket. At least it makes him seem cheerful.                                            






Chapter Nine
Johnson


There’s a good vibe about this place I decide as I scan around the foyer of the Loft Theater. The bar area through the doors on the left is heaving, which is a good thing as I don’t need easy access.
My fingers curl up at the thought of a nice bourbon to take off the edge. It’s been a shitty week and there’s nothing I want more than to get to know Jack tonight.
But I’ve promised. Promised everyone that’s asked. I will be on best behavior this evening because that's the right thing to do. This fundraiser is the biggest yet for the Wilder Foundation and I’m not such a jerk I don't get that.
I catch hold of a staff member and ask for directions to the conference room we’re meeting in for a quick run through with the MC for the evening.
The conversation can be heard from the other side of the door but they'll stop when I fling open the door and enter the room. That’s the way it goes with these family get-togethers.
“Don’t mind me.” I stride over to Blane and ruffle his hair. Turning to Yasmin I scoff, “Expected that you would have cut off his tail by now.” Referring in part to his hair caught up in a band at the back of his head.
She laughs, or I suppose it’s a laugh, she’s a feisty one that Yasmin and has almost become as fair game as each of my brothers.
The only problem right now is every loaded comment I make is me trying to be the Johnson they expect me to be.
Confident. Arrogant. In charge.
And right now, I’m none of those things.
“What’s that quote - wit is far more a shield than a lance?” she quips.
“No idea Yasmin, you’re the educated one. All of that literary nonsense goes over my head.”
“Quite,” she murmurs, as she moves to Blane’s side.
There’s a spare seat at the end of the table so I take off my jacket, hang it on the back of the chair and sit down to listen to the evening’s instructions. A scuff on the toe of my shoe irritates me when I rest my foot up on my knee, so I beckon Lincoln over to my side.
He crouches down beside me and I lean over to whisper in his ear. “Do me a favor, go see if there’s someone that can come and polish my shoes? A bell boy or someone.” I point to the offending mark.
“Why can’t you go?”
“Because…” I curve my hands up off the table they’re resting on, showing what I hope is my obvious need to remain here and oversee the arrangements for tonight.
He snorts, but backs out of the room anyway, which makes me smile. Not having our father around has spoiled the poor kid and I try whenever I can to take on that missing role. As head of the family now, it is my responsibility.
“Johnson, you’re allocated to hosting duties.” Blane tells me.
“What’s that mean?”
“Circulating around the guests, making sure everyone turns out their pockets and enters into the spirit of the evening.”
“Okay. Suits me.” Which is does, I’ve no desire to be the center of attention on the stage. I’ll leave that to Blane who loves nothing better.
“Oh, and then we’ve got the golf academy awards to give out at the end. We’ll call you up on stage to hand those out. Yeah?” Blane adds.
“Yeah.” I’m in certain need of a stiff drink now.
The MC runs through the order once more and the technicians talk him and Blane through the mic set ups while I catch up with Miles, Blane’s twin.
“You need to look up my tailor.” I run a finger and thumb up the edge of his white denim jacket. “Shit, you look like a scruffy musician. This ain’t no music awards, bro.”
“Tsk. What do you know about fashion, anyway? I’ve seen you strutting around the golf course sporting those dull threads. Shit, you look like you’ve gone back in time, dude.”
I throw back my head and laugh. A hollow laugh.
He swivels down onto the chair beside me. “How do you think he’s doing?” He cuts a glance toward Blane.
“Fantastic.”
He nods. “Makes me proud, you know?”
My chest inflates at the same time as my heart aches. “Me too, bro. Me too.”
“Anyway, I’m sure it’s beer o’clock, don’t you?” He jumps up and pats me on the shoulder.
“Sure.” One beer won’t do any harm.
Blane bouncing up and down and shaking his head from side-to-side shows we’re all done, and with a final hand to Yasmin’s pregnant belly he leads the way back out to function room.
It’s not until I spy Lincoln leant across the bar, stood up on the foot rail, and with his hand-cupped chin in the barmaid’s face I remember about the scuff on my shoes. If he wasn’t in the middle of such an obvious chat up move, I’d interrupt.
“Hey catch a load of that.” I elbow Miles and lift my jaw towards Linc.
“Fuck me. That’s a first,” he chuckles.
“Or perhaps not.” I screw up my forehead. The pretty bartender is laughing and flirting in a way that makes Linc seem as if he knows what he is doing. “He’s a dark horse that one.”
With instructions to turn on the charm offensive I slip my jacket back on and stride over to mingle with the first group I encounter while Miles grabs us both a beer.
It’s not a problem I don’t know most people here and although it’s likely they’ll know of me I’m sure I can maneuver a conversation around any delicate subject areas.
That is until I spot her.
Dr. Fairchild.
It’s like the crowd parts in a choreographed way to reveal her. She’s spotlighted by an overhead chandelier that bounces light off the sequins on her dress and sets the sheen on her hair alight.
Holy fuck!
I know how Danny felt when he saw Sandy at the fairground. I could easily drop to my knees and crawl towards her right now. Tongue out and panting, ready for her to reveal her leg from that thigh length split in her dress and grind her stiletto onto my shoulder.
“Dude.” The cold beer bottle taps on my shoulder again and again. Reaching around with my hand to take it from Miles without breaking the vision is impossible and in the brief glance I make to secure it in my hand, she’s gone.
“Everything okay?” Miles sucks the froth from the top of his bottle.
“Uhuh,” I whistle over the bottle neck.
“You seem like you’ve seen a ghost. Or is it a compromising ex?” Miles jokes, nearly knocking the bottle from my hand with a flick of his elbow.
“Huh,” I snort. “Thankfully not. It’s much more intriguing than that.”
The MC taps on the mic from his position on the stage and asks us all to take our seats. The background music in the bar cutting off abruptly to allow his instruction to sound through the speakers.
The crowd shuffles along into the function room, leaving behind scores of high-level tables full of empty and partially drunk glasses of champagne. I drain my beer and snag an untouched glass on my way passed.
The ushers help everyone sit in their allocated places, aided by the many personal assistants the room of celebrities require. Our shared PA, in the form of Cherie, is uncooperative as ever, standing from the sidelines and allowing Miles and I to flounder. I curl my hand aloft at her, only to watch her smile and then look away.
Jeez that woman is hard work.
Yasmin comes to our rescue and we follow her to an empty table near the front. Mom is unwell, so the two spare seats are swiftly removed under Yasmin’s instruction.
There’s a decent line up of popular comedians ready to make us laugh, tonight. The first is a short woman who holds back no punches as she rips into each of us. I’m the butt of the biggest laugh lines, as I should have expected, and as long as I laugh louder than anyone else it will seem as if I’m taking it good-naturedly. Which I’m not. I hate being mocked. Although my sensitivity to it is something I’ve only recently become cognizant of.
The highlighting of my presence is unnerving and I’m desperate to peek at the pair of eyes I know are burrowing into the back of my head. I suspect it may be Dr. Fairchild. And if it is, I need to be ready for whatever expression her face may hold.
Cautiously, I turn and as my vision grows accustomed to the dim light, I discover the whole room is staring toward the front. Obvious, but it makes my expectation of a casual glance cast her way impossible. Especially because she is once again glowing from the reflection of her mirror sequined gown. It’s as if the whole room catch our exchange and the energy that sparks the nine-yard distance between us. The chance to school my expression is lost and I’m powerless against the way my jaw drops, having to literally pop it shut with the back of my hand. The time I have spent facing away from the stage and the exaggerated smooth turn back has caught the attention of the quick-witted comedienne.
“Hoping for a birdie, Johnson Wilder?” she mocks, throwing out the quip like a third-grade schoolteacher and making me seethe inside from the unnecessary embarrassment.
There’s only one rebuke, and it is to smile and gently applaud as if she is faintly amusing. Clever bitch. I squirm even more when everyone else joins in the laughter. I wouldn’t mind the joke isn’t even funny.
I can hear Dr. Fairchild now. “How did it make you feel to be mocked by a woman, Mr. Wilder?”
“Fucking awesome, doctor. You know how I admire women so.”
I grind my teeth, impatiently waiting for the interval so I can strike up a conversation with my old friend Jack.
The comedienne bounds off the stage, and without waiting for her inevitable reappearance for an undeserved encore, I turn my back on the stage and make my escape.
I cut the doctor a sideways glance on the way passed and although my intention was to check out those impossibly long legs, my attention is drawn to the guy at the side of her. I hadn’t noticed him earlier and it wasn’t a vibe I picked up on during our counselling sessions. Although I suppose we only talked about me. And if I speculate now, of course she will be in a relationship. There’s no way a stunner like her with oodles of intelligence will be single.
Anyway, my interest in her is now diminished. After the incident with the married woman and my encounter with her husband, it’s safe to say I’ve learnt my lesson on that score.
I beat the rush to the bar and order JD on the rocks, and it hits the spot straight away. The sultry burn sears as expected around my tongue and to the back of my throat like the old reliable friend it has become. But I will stick with the one.
With one arm propped on the bar I watch the audience filter through, the noisy chatter a sign they are having a good time. I swirl the ice in my drink and raise my glass to my lips giving me a magnified vision through the bottom of the thickened glass of the doctor gliding toward me.
What is it with her today? She’s like a catwalk model the way she moves. I could put a royal tiara on her elegant head tonight and it wouldn’t appear of place.
I lower my glass, lick the caramel sting from my lips and regard her more, twisting on my elbows to face back to the bar before she clocks me gawping at her. Beyond the glass shelves showcasing various liquor bottles, the mirrored wall still gives me my fix of her. She pauses inside the room and scans around until her eyes fix onto mine.
Not one to hide from any situation I down the rest of the drink in one swift gulp, plonk the glass on the bar and shake my head at the bartender who is about fill it up again. Turning around, I lean my elbows back and cross my ankles so I can enjoy the sight of her promenading towards me.
My best dimple popping smile appears at the optimum distance for her to appreciate it most. Only to be spoilt by her date bounding up from the side, pulling up his zipper.
“Good evening Johnson.” Meredith says, before turning to the guy at her side.
“Hector, meet Johnson Wilder, one of the hosts.”
“Ah.” He wipes his hand on his trousers before extending it.
My hand slides into my pant pocket. There’s no way I’m touching a guy who obviously has come out of the john.
In an effort to get over my hygiene snobbery, I ask, “Can I get you both a drink?”
“Sure. What would you recommend?” Meredith asks.
“It’s my first time here so I’m not sure what they’re good at fixing, but…” I cock my head to one side and let my eyes swim up her graceful figure. “A Cosmopolitan would be fitting tonight.”
Hector coughs, wrenching my gaze from Meredith and reminding me he’s stood next to her.
“Yes, that sounds perfect.” She runs a delicate tongue over her bottom lip.
I turn to Hector and lift my jaw to silently invite his request.
“Yeah, I’ll have the same, actually. I’ve not had a Cosmo in so long.”
Okay, he’s in touch with his feminine side I decide. On my turn to the bar I catch Meredith throwing me a sarcastic look. She has read my mind or more likely my expression.
Casually, I raise a hand and the bar tender jogs over to take my order. On a whim I order a Cosmopolitan too. It must be that I’m trying to fit in or show her I’m not judgmental. 
“You enjoying the evening?” I try to make small talk, carefully ensuring my conversation equals out between them.
“Sure,” she answers. “It’s wonderful and nice for it to be an upbeat evening and for such a good cause.”
“Yes. I’m mighty proud of my brother.”
Her eyes mist over and her eyes flick across my face.
Yes, I mean that, doctor.
I pass her cocktail over, the swirl of orange peel precariously swimming across the surface of the wide-rimmed sugar-coated glass.
“I see you’re still finding that return to form a little elusive, Johnson,” Hector comments.
I frown across at Meredith and she shakes her head quickly as if to confirm she hasn’t spoken to him about anything I’ve said. Or I hope that’s what she means, because otherwise I’m out of here. Right now.
“Yup.”
“You’ll get it back though. No-one can drive a tee shot as direct and as far as you. One Hit Wilder strikes again. That’ll be the headline.” He strokes his hand across the air emphasizing the vision of the news.
“Do you follow golf, Hector?”
“Sure. I play every Sunday without fail; although I might have to put my tee time back a little if I have any more of these.” He holds his glass aloft.
“What do you play off?” I ask, settling into a conversation which allows me to watch the doctor while not losing my train of thought. Which I prove to myself as he spouts about his game and the tricky shots; the key matches he’s watched me in and that period I hit the sweet spot every goddamn time.
“Don’t you mind Hector playing golf every week?” I ask Meredith over a sip from the glass, the overly sweet drink matching my forced mood.
She cocks her head onto one side, her mouth teasing open. “Do you think…?” She flicks her finger between her shoulder and Hector’s. She stutters a laugh.
Hector suddenly cottons on to what’s going on too and takes a step aside.
“No,” they both say in unison, giggling nervously at each other.
“Hector’s my boss,” Meredith explains. “He has a sick wife at home, that’s why I’m here with him.”
“Ah, okay. Sorry.” I view Meredith in a new and more obvious light.
“I’m Hector Miller Jr.” Hector offers his hand out once more. “We’re here on a corporate ticket. One of the many Wilder Foundation sponsors.”
“Ah, okay. Thank you.” Seems like that hand will get a pass off of pee after all; before I remember the name from the parking incident at their offices.
The revelation he’s her boss, also gets me wondering what he would have to say about the knock back she gave me when I asked her to accompany me to LA. I’m positive if he was my psychologist he would have jumped at the chance. It gives me an idea to ask him to persuade her it’s for the best, the only way to get my career back on line.
At the end of the conversation, when the MC calls us all back in, I decide I like this Hector guy, even if he blocked my car in. And when he passes over his business card, I promise to call him and perhaps shoot some balls one Sunday. Possibly, as soon as tomorrow.
Meredith moves to position her empty glass on the bar, her breasts rubbing against my arm as she does. The electricity that jolts up my arm is insane. It’s the first time we’ve touched, and it’s not enough, leaving me wanting much more.
The next comedian could be funny as hell but I haven’t got a clue as I’ve zoned out. Chewing over Dr. Fairchild and the conflicting thoughts I have about her.
Perfect and not my usual type.
It snaps a memory, on one of the last practice rounds I had with Dad. We got to discussing women while we scuttled around in the trees for my wayward ball. It must have been one of the last rounds we had together and my hormones were kicking in big time. He tried to make the point about the differences between having a good time with a woman and a meaningful one.
I didn’t understand the point he was trying to make and haven’t dwelled on it since because to me they were one and the same. Why would you want anything more meaningful than a good time?
But sat here now, the penny has dropped. I don’t want any more good times. I’m ready for something more meaningful.
I turn to Miles.
“Hey, did Dad ever have that conversation with you about dating a woman that’s meaningful?”
“Dad?” He squints at me. “Why the hell are you thinking about that loser?”
“I’m not. I’m trying to remember what he was talking about.”
“No, Johnson. He never had that conversation with me. In fact, I don’t remember any conversation with Dad, I kept out of his way remember? Anyway, what the fuck does he know about meaningful relationships? Look at what he did to Mom.”
“Yeah, good point, Miles.”
✽✽✽
 
My moment on stage is fantastic, hanging out with kids that go to the golf academy I’ve set up. It’s way passed their bedtime though, so there’s a chorus of yawns. Which feeds a perfect line for even the MC to get in on the comedy act. Joking how golf bores everyone to sleep, even kids.






Chapter Ten
Meredith
So, I’m confused. Or maybe tired. Actually, both.
I’ve had a wonderful night and met some great people at the table, however, I’m bemused about my feelings toward Johnson Wilder. My patient. And it’s not anything he’s done, it’s all me.
My view to date has been he is a womanizer with a sense of entitlement who is as shallow as they come. A golfer making money from a hobby that has less point to it than any other sport. But I’m wrong. On every point.
There were no women dangling from his arms tonight and he didn’t leer at any, or make any inappropriate crass remarks. If anything, it was me that overstepped the mark, drooling over his body in his tailored suit and shamelessly brushing passed him in my confidence boosting dress. Never mind. I’m sure he didn’t notice. He seemed not to anyway.
And shallow. Maybe not? His family all seem lovely. Blane and his twin, Miles, and the beautiful Yasmin. And then the golf academy he has set up, and how he was with all those adorable children. Watching them clamber around his legs and smile up at him, wide-eyed and full of admiration. And then when he picked up the smallest child who fell asleep against his leg. I sigh a breath.
It seems as if I’m the one that is shallow. Not him. This guy is more meaningful than I’ve given him credit for. Meaningful. Yes, his life is meaningful.
The last of the cotton wool pads goes in the wastebasket and I stand back to view my face in perspective, but no, it’s still shocking. These eyebrows seem to have taken on a life of their own. I zoom in again and waggle them furiously. They didn’t appear so awful with the rest of the professionally applied make-up to counter their effect, but without it they look hideous. I consider fishing out the scissors and cutting bangs although that’s not a good idea right now. I’ll sleep on it.
The rest of the weekend is spent getting my shit together in the form of sorting out my apartment and Monday morning I’m waiting, with my travel mug in my hand, for my coffee to brew. I’ve had a productive weekend and I’m buzzing for a fresh working week complete with new bangs.
✽✽✽
 
Placing my travel mug onto my desk, I check my calendar and my palms tingle at the sight of Johnson Wilder’s name on my morning schedule. How can that be?
Behind the appointment there’s a note from the secretary, explaining that Johnson asked for it to be bumped up from next week and how she thought that would be okay since he’s an existing patient.
Huh? More likely he charmed the ass off her.
In a panic I rush between my desk and the consulting chairs and then back to my desk.
Oh Lordy!
A quick glimpse in the mirror at my hair, flicking the front to make sure it is free-flowing and not snagged on the hideous caterpillar eyebrows. I check my teeth and the blending of my make-up and stuff the mirror back into my purse.
Then before I can fret with anything else, there’s a rap on the door.
“Come in.” My voice falters, having to repeat the command with more confidence.
The door opens, and he stands in the doorway, both hands up on the frame.
My stomach turns over in one big swoop, like I’ve gone passed the dip on a rollercoaster.
“Okay to come in?” He cocks his head on one side and I can see the dimples at each end of his smile.
Initially, he was a good-looking stranger and now I know more about him his category has changed. I’m not sure what label I should give him now, but it’s causing my heart to beat erratically and my legs to turn wobbly.
“Of course, Mr. Johnson, I mean Wilder.” I garble, standing up from behind my desk. “Please come in, sit wherever you like.”
What the hell was that? I’ve not been this nervous since my med school interview. And why have I invited him to sit where he wants, what if he chooses the desk or the window ledge?
Come on Meredith, get your act together. You’re a professional.
My chest puffs out in response and as he strides across the room and sits promptly down in the patient’s chair, I circle the other way and assume my seat.
There’s no notepad in my hand and I feel instantly bare. No preparation and no back up questions.
For a few moments, he pulls at the hem of his trouser against his ankle which is hooked up on to his knee. His handsome red leather-soled shoes, waggle as he waits. For me. To stop staring and start up a conversation
“I very much enjoyed Saturday night. Learning about the Wilder Foundation was very interesting.”
He lifts his head. “Yeah, it’s meaningful.”
I suck in a breath. Meaningful. That’s exactly what I was ruminating last night before bed and even the word I used.
“Is this the missing thread from the conversations we’ve had in our previous sessions?”
He furrows his brow. “I’m sorry Dr. Fairchild, I’m not sure what you mean exactly? But if you’re going to tell me how to get my game back and stop constantly thinking about my father. Then go for it.” He slides his foot down onto the floor and folds his fisted arms in front of his chest.
I leave the thread I was about to pursue in favor of finding out what nerve I’ve touched. “You seem uptight?”
“That’s very perceptive, doctor.”
I let the silence fall for another couple of moments before I carefully move the conversation forward.
“Is that why you felt the need to bring forward this appointment?”
“Well, that and an urgent proposal?”
I cough. “Sorry?”
“About getting my form back. Why else would I want to see you?”
No. Now I didn’t want him to jump to that conclusion. Quickly I backtrack through my words because I don’t want him misjudging my comment.
“Okay.” I smooth down the lines in my skirt and fix my eyes onto his, blinking away the personal image I’m taking in and focusing on the professional one.
“So, shall we start with you telling me about how you got into golf?”
“I started a long time ago, when I was four or five.” He allows himself a slight smile.
“Good memories?”
“Yeah. Dad was patient with me. I’m sure if he pulled me up every time I rolled around in the sand or plucked the ball from its initial landing spot to deposit it somewhere more favorable, then I would have given up.”
“Is that the main place you hung out with your dad?”
“Yeah, he was never at home. Either at work as a salesman or with me at the golf course, or Blane at the athletics track.”
“And not with your other two brothers?”
He huffs. “No, Miles is into winter sports and was away a lot at training camps. And Lincoln, well Lincoln came later. Although I’m not sure Dad would have been around him much. He’s not like us other three, he’s arty.” He sniffs.
“Sounds like you don’t appreciate art?”
“No, it’s not that, I appreciate sport more. Anyway, what do I need to do to make my game work for me. All this talk about family confuses me more and I’m sure you’re about to cut me off again.” He checks the Rolex on his wrist.
I pause and take a deep breath.
“The long and the short of it is, you need to focus more when you are playing the game, escape into it, so all of these issues in your life don’t manifest themselves at the crucial points. But… you can’t ignore these other issues. Another time we need to work through them because they are causing you distress and ultimately there’s only so much blanking out you can do.”
He sighs. “Okay, I get that and that’s why I asked you to come with me to LA and why I asked to see you this morning.” He uncrosses his leg and rests his elbows onto his knees, leaning toward me.
“So, Dr. Fairchild, I need to ask you again, will you come with me on a golf tour? I need your support on the course, not here in an office where I can’t link what you’re saying to the state of my mind during a game. My comp last week in LA was an utter disaster and I can’t fail at this one. It will be the end of my career.”
I open and shut my mouth several times before pulling myself together. I’m flustered that he is more or less blaming me for losing a tournament.
“No. It’s not usual, or appropriate, Johnson. I thought I’d made myself clear last time you asked.”
“Hmm. Please don’t get mad with me, but I spoke to your boss yesterday on the golf course and he sees it differently. There are psychologists out there that are focusing on the golf market and they will fly to wherever a comp is being held. Your boss suggested I speak to you again. In fact, he promised me he would e-mail you about it.”
“Did he now?” I murmur, seething inside that the two men have colluded against me, but at the same time doubting Johnson’s claim because I’m sure Hector wouldn’t set me up like this.
I raise from my chair and go around to my desk, open my laptop and flick through my emails quickly locating the unread one I’ve got from Hector. Yep. Johnson isn’t lying. Hector considers it a brilliant idea. Just the thing to cement the firm’s standing in the golfing fraternity.
I click off the e-mail.
“I don’t know.” I check my watch. “I’ve got another patient to see now. I’ll consider it and we can discuss it some other time.”
“I don’t have any other time, I’ve got stuff on tomorrow and flying out the day after. That’s why I asked for this appointment to be squeezed in.”
“Well, I can’t discuss it all now, I’ve got another appointment now and I’m back-to-back until this evening.”
“That’s fine with me. We can meet over dinner.”
“I don’t deem that appropriate; I don’t date patients.”
“I didn’t actually say it was a date.” He smiles, as if recognizes I’ve made a Freudian slip.
“Hmm. You didn’t, did you?” I turn from the distractions out of the window and lean my backside against the ledge. “Now I’m embarrassed for jumping to that conclusion.” I admit.
Quickly he jumps in. “And to make up for that I reckon you should say yes.”
I worry my lip in between my teeth.
“I don’t know.” I say more to myself than him, buying time by gazing out of the window again and watching my next patient scurry across the parking lot toward our building.
“Does it have to be dinner, can’t it be meeting here? I might be able to rearrange an appointment to make space for you.”
He shakes his head. “I can’t I’ve got arrangements to make and can’t get back to the city until later this evening.”
I curl my finger in my hair, then snap it away and down by my side.
“Okay Johnson. No harm done with dinner is there?”
“Text me your address and I’ll pick you up at seven.” His winning smile, secured at each end with a dimple.
He walks out of the door, letting my next patient slide in.






Chapter Eleven
Johnson


Meredith lives a few blocks down from Blane and Yasmin’s place, so I will crash with them tonight after dinner with Meredith
This evening is about the trip to Augusta, there’s no way I’m jumping to any conclusions about hitting her up and spending the night at hers. Anyway, with my recent performance I wouldn’t dare. It makes me shudder when I recall the embarrassment I suffered at Charlena’s hands and mouth and every other tactic she employed to get me hard the other week.
Usually when I’m in the city, I would book a hotel, but with Blane’s place being close to Meredith’s apartment, and the added reason of having an early morning meet at the golf academy with him, I’ll crash in one his spare bedrooms.
I park my car in a nearby secure lot and use Blane’s driver to take us to the restaurant. I’m not a fan of public transport or yellow cabs.
Meredith is waiting inside the foyer of her apartment building when we pull up, and my heart leaps into my mouth. There’s no missing her, no mistaking her for anyone else. There’s something about her that is a magnet.
The driver climbs out and goes to open the door, allowing me to fixate on her as she slides in next to me.
She is fresh faced and although she clearly has make-up on, it’s not trashy. Far from it. Simply highlighting her natural perfections - the brightness of her eyes and the rosebud shape of her delicate mouth. Her hair hangs loose around her shoulders tonight. And as her hand reaches up to push it back behind her ears, a single pearl drop ear ring reflects on her flawless skin.
She unfastens the leather-clad buttons on her cashmere coat and loosens her scarf, releasing a fresh floral scent across to me.
“So, Johnson Wilder, where are you taking me?” She gives over a coy smile.
Suppressing a smirk, I deadpan, “Pizza Hut.”
“Oh, okay.” She furrows her brows slightly.
“I am joking, of course.”
“I like Pizza Hut.”
“Will you be disappointed now?”
“Perhaps.” She gives me a derisive look.
I rise to the challenge. “Where could I take you tonight that would be a disappointment?”
She drums her fingers onto her lap. “Kiki’s?”
“Why? What’s wrong with Kiki’s. They make the best sushi.”
“Is that where we’re going?”
“No. I didn’t plan this date a year ago.” I chuckle. I’m trying to keep the conversation light.
“Did you call this a date? You’d better ask the driver to turn this car around right now.”
“If you wish,” I call her bluff, not sure actually whether she was being serious.
“Clever,” she chides. “What would you do if agree?”
“Turn the car around,” I lie.
Fortunately, with a shake of the head she lightly dismisses my remark.
We pull up outside the restaurant and the driver rushes around to hold open the door. I like that he does that; it adds to the exclusiveness of the service.
“Have you been here before?” Meredith asks.
“Not for a long time.”
The last time I was here was with my fiancé, Kirsty, and I suddenly wonder if that’s the reason I’ve booked it tonight, and not that it was the first restaurant I thought of?
I’ve gotten out of the habit of going to restaurants with dates, because to be fair none of my hook ups can be seriously considered dates.
I inwardly sigh and remind myself this is not a date.
“The rumor mill will start about you and me now.” I flick my hand between the two of us.
“Why? Just because we’re eating dinner together? There’s no harm in that, is there?”
I shrug my shoulders. “Well, not to me, anyway. Depends what you’ve got at stake though?”
She cocks her head. “What do you mean exactly?”
“Won’t your boyfriend be pissed if it’s rumored that you’re Johnson Wilder’s latest date? Or does he know you’re here and trusts you enough not to fall under my charismatic spell?”
“That’s wrong on so many levels. And will you please stop referring to this as a date?”
I raise my eyebrows.
“First, I don’t have a boyfriend, secondly your ‘spell’ as you term it would have no effect on me.”
That was my way of checking for sure she isn’t taken. She’s a stunner and good-looking women like her are never single. That’s why I assumed she was with Hector the other night and even though I discovered she wasn’t, I still thought she must be in a relationship. And I didn’t consider asking Hector yesterday, in fact I kept off the subject of Meredith as I didn’t want to say anything out of turn. All of our conversation around the course was about golf and the psychology of it. Not about women and certainly not about Meredith.
“Why are you gay?” I joke, as I hold open the door for her.
She splutters. “No, but that’s not the only reason any sane woman wouldn’t fall for your charms.”
I laugh. “No? Well, I can’t come up with any more.”
She leans away from me. “You are arrogant, Johnson Wilder, anyway I thought you knew everything there was to know about me?”
The maître d’hotel struts across to greet us, and after a slight bow, shows us to our reserved table.
Letting Meredith go first, I admire the way she shrugs off her coat, letting it confidently glide down her back into the waiting hands of the maître d’hotel.
Then my jaw slackens. She’s wearing a powder blue mohair sweater with a cutout in the back stretching from a delicate mother-of-pearl button at the nape all the way to the curve of her ass. I can make out every vertebra and I have an urgent desire to stride across and claim each one with my mouth.
To me, that is not a sweater a woman would wear to a professional date. Not a single woman that knows the effect it will have on a testosterone heavy man like me. And I’m sure she knows that.
I run my fingers through my hair and veil my desires as she turns and sits.
“No,” I croak, “I don’t know everything there is to know about you, that was an off-the-cuff remark. They sent me your bio when I booked in with your firm. It was one of those chatty paragraphs that said you like to cuddle your cat and whatnot.”
“Ah, I forgot about that.”
Without alcohol to lubricate my dialog, I’m awkward.
First, I lose my confidence on the golf course, then in bed and now I’m out of sorts just talking to a woman. Jeez, what’s happening?
“No Johnson, I’m unfortunately single, having put my career before my personal life.”
Hmm. I know how that goes.
The chill in the restaurant must have affected Meredith, a summation I make when I spot the tantalizing shape of peaked nipples at the front of her sweater. In an instant my mouth goes dry, and it’s an effort to prise my eyes away.
Fortunately, she takes hold of the menu offered to her by a waiter and holds it up breaking my stare. I take my menu and flit across the list of dishes trying to read any of the letters arranged on the page but I can’t focus and neither am I able to sum up any small talk, because something’s not right.
Completely wrong, in fact.
“Rest room,” I mumble, and she regards me over the menu with a puzzled expression.
Without a further word of explanation, I stride off toward the back of the restaurant and hurry down the corridor. Pushing open the door I head straight for a cubicle, glance up to the ceiling and say a short prayer, before I dare peek.
Yep, he’s all snug and in one piece but most definitely fast asleep. It seems he’s not interested in stirring for anything and I’m sure I’ve no idea what I’ve done wrong. I pull him out and nothing. Flick him from side-to-side. Nope. What the fuck?
Now, I’m no teenager that gets a stonking hard on with every woman’s nipples I see or jizz in my pants at the sight of anything erotic. I’ve had over a decade of perfecting the control I have over my cock. But there’s usually a stirring. Or a reassuring twitch. Especially when my mind is saying yeah, she’s fucking beautiful. Which it is right now.
A breath whistles out of my pursed lips, and I put him away. I study my face as I wash my hands at the sink and I’m concerned at the doubting guy staring back at me. What is happening to me? I stretch out my jaw and pull my fingers through my hair to summon up positive energy before I return to the dining room.
Meredith looks up as I reach the table.
“Everything okay?”
“Uhuh.”
She tips her head to one side.
“You sure?” She rights her head. “Is it something I said or someone you’ve spotted in here? There’s definitely a problem.”
“I’m fine. Leave it.” I snap, before I can stop myself.
She folds her hands on her lap and glances around the room. I’ve messed up and I have no idea how to charm my way out of this.
Here I am sat across from a woman I have feelings for, whatever they might be, and I’m worried that I’m suffering from self-deprivation.
I take hold of the menu but my appetite has disappeared, so when the waiter returns I order the first dish I see. Duck terrine.
“You’re very refined,” she quips.
I flash my eyes across to her after I hand over the menu to the waiter. “Why?”
“Terrine? I thought you’d go for a more manly dish. Like a blue steak or a leg of lamb.”
I don’t just sink inside; I full-on collapse. What the hell is happening to me?
Briskly, I call the waiter over. “Whisky. And make it a large one.”
“Cabernet Franc.” Meredith instructs the waiter when he turns his attention to her.
The waiter steps away to tend to the drinks and Meredith rests her elbows on the table and leans over. “Is something going on here? I sense there is.”
“Not sure.” I drum my thumb on the table. “I guess I’m not myself tonight.”
“Any particular reason?” she asks in a hushed tone.
“To be honest, a restaurant isn’t the best place to confess to you how I’m feeling right now.”
“Confess? That’s a significant word to use.”
I snort, while weighing up whether I should open up to her. The stakes are high and the options limited.
There’s no way I can admit that I have feelings for her. Especially when I explain that she needn’t worry because the guy downstairs has hung up his ‘out-of-order’ sign. I mean, what sort of woman would be interested in a man who can’t get it up?
Either way, a restaurant is not the place to have such a discussion.
If anywhere.
Ever.
“Yes, my bad. Confess is completely the wrong choice of word. I’m just feeling a little sick.”
“Ah.” She hesitates while continuing to stare me out. “If you’re sick, duck terrine isn’t the best thing to try. We can always call it a day and re-schedule the discussion about Augusta for a more convenient time.”
Yup. I’ve majorly fucked this up. I don’t know what I thought this would be? A date? Never.
I down the whisky when it’s brought over and grab the waiter’s arm when he turns to leave. “Can you cancel the order? Put everything on the bill though.”
The waiter scurries off to the maître d’hotel and rather than have a scene at the table, I push back my chair and stride over to them to apologize, skim over an explanation and pay with my Platinum Amex card.
The waiter appears with our coats and Meredith calmly pulls hers on, draining the glass of wine the waiter had served to her before we walk out to the cool evening.
Fortunately, there’s a passing cab, so I hail it down and let Meredith get in.
“Sorry,” I say, as I reach through and give the driver a fifty-dollar bill and then close the door on her.
It’s damp and cold, so I pull up the collar on my jacket and march off down the street in search of a drink to swamp out my problems.
The first bar I reach is busy and when I open the door to the sweaty stifled space, the stench of beer hits my nose. A slow pan around the room at the hung heads of the patrons makes me realize drowning my problems with alcohol will not make them any better.
Turning on my heels I venture back onto the street and tackle the sidewalk at my usual pace, built up from years of covering at least ten miles a day on a golf course. There’s a crowd ahead of me I will have to navigate my way around and as I prepare to step off onto the street, I spot they are gathered around the entrance to Pizza Hut.






Chapter Twelve
Meredith


It takes a few minutes before I’m able to close my mouth; left gawping from the shock of being exited from the restaurant and shoved into a cab, with no explanation, just a simple apology.
“Well, that’s it. Johnson Wilder is an arrogant, privileged… ignoramus!”
The cab driver registers my tirade through the rear-view mirror with amusement.
“Ignoramus? What century did you pull that cuss from?” He laughs back at me.
I allow a faint smile. “No, actually, I can’t cuss in front of others. It’s an affliction I have.”
“What like you’ll come out in a rash if you do?” He laughs and shakes his head.
I rub the back of my hand that still stings from the memories of my grandmother rapping it if I used language she deemed inappropriate or lazy. ‘There’s a whole dictionary full of more expressive words,’ she would chastise.
“Something like that,” I mutter back to him.
“Anyway, where are we going?” he asks.
I give him my old address, and it’s not until we are pulling onto the street I realize my mistake. The driver isn’t amused and neither am I. So, when he drops me two blocks out from my new apartment, I don’t complain as I’m more than ready to walk the few hundred yards home.
I stuff my hands in my pockets and walk toward home. I peer into the internally lit windows from the houses in my new neighborhood and stop at a few of the restaurants to check out their menus. Johnson’s selfish curtailment of our evening has left me hungry but I’m not in the mood to sit at a table on my own on a Friday evening.
As I pick up my pace, and curse my choice of shoes, I decide I don’t have the right to feel the way I do. Yes, the evening was curtailed because he got sick, but what was I expecting to get out of it?
I dressed up; first mistake.
Flirted; second mistake.
And now feel hurt; third and final mistake.
Being alone and walking the dimly lit streets sends a shiver down my spine so I pick up my pace. When I step onto the crosswalk, I check for cars each way and notice down the street to my left a gray block of a building with amber glowing signage. ‘Train With Blane’.
I stop on the crossing and stare for a moment. What are the chances of me living a short distance from one of the Wilder Brothers headquarters? A decent guy too, Blane Wilder. Obviously nothing like his elder brother.
“Arrogant, privileged ignoramus.” I mutter, stomping off as much as my heels will allow to the sidewalk opposite.
There is still a frustration to my tread when I turn into my street, dipping my head to hunt in my purse for my keys. I’m circumspect when I raise my eyes to my apartment building and spot the shadow of a man trotting down the exterior steps.
My breathing halts when the figure turns towards me and I recognize the familiar gait. It’s Johnson.
Well, I’m not about to cross the street to avoid him or turn around and pretend I‘ve not spotted him, especially when it now becomes clear he’s seen me.
“Meredith. I…”
I ignore him and turn up to the steps, pausing when I spot the boxes stacked up at the top. A note stuck to them is flapping in the breeze. Slowly I climb the last few steps and squint at the message.
Sorry.
I’m an ass.
… lost my confidence.
Standing over the words, I listen to the sounds of my heart telling me to let him bare his soul and it muffles the frustration in my head.
Slowly, I turn to find him waiting for my reaction. “Come on then, Johnson, the pizza will get cold.”
He wastes no time in bounding up the stairs, lifts the boxes and balances them onto his forearm so he can hold open the door for me.
Silently, he follows me through to the back of the first floor to my apartment.
Once inside, I hang up my coat and put my shoes away in the closet, before padding through to the kitchen. Johnson is rooted to the floor inside the door.
“Come in then.”
He toes off his shoes and the pizza boxes topple from his arm. I rush toward him and catch as they slide, our arms caught up together and faces inches apart. It’s the closest we’ve ever been and I catch a sadness in his eyes, evident by a gray cloud smoking the blue.
“Are you okay?” I ask.
“I will be, if you shuffle that carton back on to the pile.”
I smile. “That’s not what I meant Johnson. But we can’t have a conversation over a stack of pizza boxes.” I align them and move back down the hallway. This time he follows.
I nod toward the small dining table I have set up in front of the windows of the living space and he places them down.
“Okay, I’ll get off then,” he mumbles.
“What? I thought…?”
He scratches his head. “I wanted to apologize for being an ass at the restaurant. They’re for you.” He extends his hands towards the carry-out. “An apology.”
“Come on, it’s fine, you must be hungry too.”
He shrugs his shoulders.
“Here. You can make yourself useful at least.” I take a bottle of wine from the rack and thrust it at his idle hands while I retrieve a corkscrew from a drawer in the kitchen.
When I come back to him, he’s pulling out bottles from the rack.
“You’ve got a fair collection here.”
“I treated myself. This new apartment came with the wine rack and it kept staring at me with its empty eyes. So, I filled it.”
He takes the corkscrew, places it down on the table and instead of using it twists off the lid from the bottle with his fingers.
“Oh!” I laugh, picking out two matching wine glasses. “And before you ask, no I haven’t got beer or whisky or anything other than red wine. So, Mr. Wilder, you will have to break a habit and try some.”
“Guess so.”
He takes off his jacket and hangs it from the back of a dining chair.
He still seems uncomfortable, so I take the glasses over to the low table in front of the sectional sofa. “We must sit on the sofa to eat. It’s carry-out law.”
He passes over the wine bottle and then carries across the pizza while I bring through linen napkins.
We crossover awkwardly in the small space between the table and the sofa. My chest brushing against his arm. And as I sit on the sofa with one leg crossed underneath the other, uncomfortable in my evening attire, I wonder why I’m being so forgiving. If he had left, as he wanted, I would have dressed in my lounge pants and tank, instead of cringing at the thought of dropping pizza sauce onto my new sweater.
I open the boxes and take out a slice and he follows suit.
“What’s gotten into you Johnson?”
He slowly chews through his mouthful before answering.
“I don’t know how to explain it without sounding like a dork, but it seems like my confidence on some major shit in my life has disappeared.”
“What golf?”
“Not only that, other stuff too.”
I pour wine into each glass, sliding one across to his end of the table.
“Like what?”
His hand covers the bowl of the glass, and he raises it to his lips to take a cautious sip.
“Women and stuff.” He pulls at the leather bracelet wrapped around his wrist.
I smile. “Don’t you think that’s ironic?”
“How so?” He furrows his brows.
“When you first came to see me, you had golf issues brought on by your distractions with women and now you turn your attention back to golf you’re having problems with women.”
He scoffs.
“Sorry, now it’s my turn to apologize. I didn’t mean to dismiss your feelings.”
“As long as you don’t call me a sex addict again, then I’m good.”
I wince. “Yeah, I suppose that was harsh. It’s just that you come across as a little… arrogant sometimes. As if women don’t mean that much to you, simply a means to an end.”
“I’ll be honest, Meredith, you’re correct. I haven’t let a woman mean anything for a while now and only spending time with women that want to party ensured I didn’t slip up on that score. It’s not that I don’t value or admire women, shit, of course I do, but it scares me. And before you say it, not because it will affect my golf, but because I’m afraid it won’t work out. That, I can’t deal with.”
I take a long sip of my wine, letting it swirl around my mouth as I ruminate on what he has said.
“So, this is us as friends talking now rather than doctor and patient.”
“Friends?” He raises his brows at me.
“Well, you have brought pizza, and it’s from Pizza Hut. In my book that makes you a friend.” I place my half-eaten pizza slice onto my napkin and lean back onto the sofa. “You’re over-thinking stuff Johnson. People fall in love all the time, in many random situations at any time of their lives. Most have baggage and all are afraid. But you need to go with it. Let those feel-good chemicals flood your body and recognize that they are there not just to motivate you to have sex…” He huffs, which I register but finish my sentence, “but to fall in love too.”
He picks off crumbs from his thighs onto his napkin. “See here’s the thing.” He then takes several gulps of his wine, placing the empty glass onto the table. “I am getting all of those feelings, the chemicals and stuff, and I know it’s not about sex.” He huffs again, “but I don’t have the confidence to take the next step.” He shakes his head. “Because for once in my life that next step looks as if it’s made from quicksand.”
For once I’m cautious to read between the lines. The way he has shifted his body toward me and the depth of his gaze makes me shiver.
Slowly and quietly, I ask. “Who is this next step with?”
He turns away from me, rests his elbows on his thighs and clasps his hands together, letting his head hang. Then after several seconds of my heart beating at twice its normal rate he rotates his head and on a breath, blows out. “You.”
Before I react, he bangs his palms onto his knees and stands. “Anyway, on that bombshell, I suppose I better leave.” And without looking back at me walks off toward his shoes.
I plonk my glass on the table, unfurl my legs and run after him. “Johnson. Wait. I…”
He turns to face me as I hurtle toward him.
“I… You.” I catch my breath, my hand resting on his forearm. “You haven’t waited for my response.”
He laughs. “I don’t need to, it’s obv…”
I raise up onto my tiptoes and brush my lips onto his, cutting off his rebuke. Pulling back, I register there is little in the way of a response.
“Oh.” I press my fist into the small of my back. “That’s awkward.”
His face flushes up. “I’m sorry Meredith, I’d be no good right now.” He puts his hand up to my face, cupping it with his palm.
“Sorry.”
With that, I watch him slip into his shoes and walk out on me.
I close the door on him and roll my head over so my back is against the solid wood. What on earth have I done?






Chapter Thirteen
Johnson


My head is a fucking mess. There’s not a single lucid thought in there right now.
I trip down the stairs and stride off down the street toward Blane’s. When I realize I’ve left my jacket at Meredith’s with the keys to Blane’s apartment in the pocket I slow my pace, wondering if I dare go back to get it. Instead, I shove my hands in the pockets of my pants and hurry on.
I’d rather face the wrath of Yasmin and her pregnancy hormones when I wake her up than embarrass myself with Meredith again.
What the fuck was I thinking telling her I was falling in love?
I’d gone to leave pizza, that should have been it.
Sorry, I’m an ass, here’s pizza to make up for it.
I kick out at a can littering the sidewalk; it lifts and clangs against the railings of a house.
Fortunately, the lights are still on at Blane and Yasmin’s apartment, and Blane even sounds awake when he answers the intercom.
“Hey bro! How was your date?” He shouts across from the sofa when I enter the apartment.
I ignore his question and go straight to the refrigerator.
The light when I open the doors, illuminates the kitchen area. “You got any beers in here amongst all this healthy shit?”
“No idea. Yasmin seems to have taken to stocking the refrigerator and seemingly rearranging it every day. Nesting she calls it.”
“Where is she anyway?” I shove the jars and bottles to one side of the shelf, so I can pull out a lonely can of Bud Light from the back.
“In bed. She’s good for nothing after eight pm at the moment. Not long to go now though.”
“I hope you’re keeping close to her from now on though bro. I can’t go through another episode like that false alarm the other week. I thought I would have to deliver your baby on the freeway.”
“No chance of that happening. You don’t think I’m gonna let you take another significant moment of my life from me.”
I hop over the back of the sofa and lay out with my head resting back on my elbow. “You make that sound like I’ve taken other significant shit from you?”
I wonder why I’ve asked that? Am I on that much of a downer I feel the need to invite everyone to tell me how much of a douche bag I am?
He turns down the volume on the TV. “Now you point it out, yeah it does and with good cause. You’ve always acted like the top dog. Even on shit that doesn’t matter. In fact, especially on shit that doesn’t matter.”
Seems I am on a downer.
“Like what?”
“That whole Cherie business for starters. You didn’t need to pick her to be your decoy or fake girlfriend. But you knew if you did, it would cause grief for me.”
“In what way?”
“She was my PA, and we were happily doing our thing, then you came along and threw a spanner in the works.”
“Not sure I agree with that, Blane. I merely brought the issue of her wanting to be with you to the surface. Anyway, it was before you and Yasmin got together.”
“Some things don’t need to be brought to the surface. They are better off unexposed, left to fade away to nothing.”
“Hmm.” I tap my foot to the low volume beat of Dr. Dre. “You may have a point there, but I find it hard to ignore issues like that.”
“What are you on about now?”
I take a large pull on my beer.
“Dunno, just the usual women stuff. Anyway, what’s this you watching? Looks interesting.”
“A business program.”
“Huh? What’s Dr. Dre got to do with business?”
“It’s about his deal with Beats. Look man, stop trying to change the subject. What’s going down with you at the moment? Your games off, again, and you’re in the news for all the wrong reasons, again.” He turns the TV off. “When you gonna sort your shit out? From where I’m sitting you’re no longer the big brother I should look up to. You’re turning into a washed up has been, just like…”
“Dad.” I finish his sentence off for him. “Yup, I know and I’m trying to get help from one of these sports psychologist types. That’s where I was tonight at a meeting with Dr. Meredith Fairchild. It wasn’t a date, I was trying to sort out arrangements for her to accompany me to Augusta for the tournament.” I open my mouth and pour a steady stream of beer down my throat. “The only problem is…”
“You’ve fallen for her.”
We both laugh, and not in a light, funny way. A nervous, embarrassed recognition of how fucking predictable I can be.
“Shit, Johnson, you can’t spend five minutes in the company of a woman without succumbing to the call of her titties and ass.”
I lean over and place the empty can on the table.
“I know man, and I don’t disagree. That’s exactly how I am, but, and don’t laugh here bro, because I’m being serious. Meredith’s different and it’s not about the titties and ass with her. It’s about the way she moves and her refined way of talking. She’s got sass but in a grown up kinda way.”
He whistles. “Shit, Johnson, you have got it bad. Never thought I’d see the day that you admired a woman’s personality over a booty call.”
I huff at his remark.
“It’s … I’m not sure what to do about it?”
He sneers his top lip at me. “You’re not sure what to do about it? Fuck bro, what’s gotten into you? When did you need an instruction manual?”
I blow out a breath and sit up, raking my fingers through my hair. “I know. My head’s in pieces. I’ve got no confidence for anything right now. Golf. Women. Life. I’ve even… yeah everything’s gone.” I can’t bring myself to admit to the problem with my buddy downstairs. That’s a step too far with anyone, especially one of my brothers who has had years of fine-tuning the art of one-upmanship. Who knows when he might use that little gem against me.
“I know this is gonna sound a little unusual for you Johnson, but why don’t you try a more conventional route.”
“That’s what tonight was.”
“I thought you said it was a meeting and not a date. If you tried to hit up on her during that, no wonder it didn’t work. You need to go slow, man. One step at a time. Get to know her and…” he laughs, “let her get to know you.”
“Who’d have thought I would take relationship advice from you?”
“I know, but see where I am now. If this is what you want, you’re gonna have to change your MO. Get back to basics and keep that dick of yours on a leash.”
“Fucking hell there’s no danger of that being the problem.”
He gives me a quizzical look.
“Yeah, never mind. One step at a time heh?”
“Yeah, that’s what I would do, anyway. Get to know her as a friend might. Hang out. Take her places. Let her into your life. Even invite her to that fancy house of yours that you let no-one in for fear of leaving footprints on your fancy white carpets. Try to prove to her you aren’t the playboy she and every other woman judges you to be.” He pauses, waggling his finger in a way he’s been dying to do all his life. “Just make sure she can return those feelings, before you commit. Which means calling a halt to the doctor patient thing.”
“You’re correct on that score. She’d get struck off, or whatever they call it, if she’s found to be dating a patient.”
“Yeah, but don’t forget to watch out for the signs from her. If she’s not got feelings for you, don’t pursue it. You’ve got that Augusta championship coming up remember? You need her for that first. Otherwise you’ve got nothing, bro. No golf. No woman. Nothing.”
“Yeah, I need that man. Need that bad.”
He rests back on the sofa. “Anyway, what exactly happened tonight?”
Feeling a little more relaxed with my emotions and sure my brother is on my side, I tell him. “So, we went to dinner, I got thinking about her and me and it messed with my appetite, so I told her I was sick and we left early. Or should I say I put her in a cab home. Then I felt shitty about it so I got pizza carry-out, took it to her place, we ate and I said something about falling for her, she tried to kiss me and then I ran out.”
He curls his fist in front of his mouth. “You did what? Unreal bro! That has got to be the shittiest date that never was. How the fuck are you going to pull it back from there?”
I shrug my shoulders.
“You need to at least text an apology. Tell her you were sick again and had to leave before you puked in her apartment.”
I screw up my face.
“Well, not those exact words, you know, apologize and say you was sick.”
“Yeah, perhaps. Anyway, I need you to do me a favor. I left my jacket there. I need you pick it up for me in the morning.”
“Like fuck I do.”
“Well, what’s Yasmin got on tomorrow?”
Blane laughs, a belly creasing laugh. “You’re seriously considering asking Yasmin, in her full-on, hormone riddled state, to run an errand? And for you of all people. Jeez man you need to grow a pair.”
“I suppose you’re right. I guess I’ll have to ask Cherie when she comes over in the morning for our meeting.”
This time he hangs off the sofa he’s laughing that much.
I shake my head. “For fuck's sake where the hell did we get all these sassy women from?”






Chapter Fourteen
Meredith


I don’t have a good night’s sleep and I’m at the office unusually early. I need to talk to Hector and I can’t function until I do.
For the zillionth time I touch my lips, resurrecting the memory of me lurching toward Johnson and landing that kiss on his mouth. The embarrassment when he pulled away was mortifying.
I wait by the window, watching for Hector to pull his station wagon into the parking lot, then I open my door to catch him when he enters the offices.
“Meredith?” He pushes on the ajar door.
“Yes Hector, come in. I left the door open, so I’d catch you as I need to talk to you.”
He comes in and places his attaché case on one of my chairs.
“Yes, no problem, but I need coffee.”
“Sure. I’ll get us both one. You sit there.” I hurry down to the vending machine in the hallway, keen to give something in return for the advice I’m hoping to receive.
I hand over one of the cups, the plastic wobbling with the heat.
“Okay.” I say on a breath and sit down opposite him. “So, Johnson Wilder.”
“Ah yeah, the golfer. Great guy. We had an awesome round of golf at the weekend.”
“Yes, a great guy.” I repeat his words. “Well, the thing is.” I smooth down the front of my skirt with flat palms. “It seems as if he might have feelings toward me.” I bite my lip while I wait for his response.
He’s grimacing, but not from what I’ve said, but from scalding his mouth on the hot beverage.
“What makes you suspect that?” He still seems more interested in his coffee than my revelation. “He mentioned nothing about you. Other than this trip to Augusta.”
“Well, we went to dinner last night, as you agreed with him.”
He glances up. “Dinner?”
“Yes, anyway, it was curtailed because he became sick, but then he turned up at my apartment with pizza and said he had feelings for me.”
“What exactly did he say? I mean could there have been any misinterpretations?”
“He said he had feelings, but couldn’t take the next step because it was likely to be quicksand.”
“So, what’s the problem? He’s declared he’s not going to do anything about it and as you know it’s perfectly normal for patients to have feelings for their psychologist. We're usually the first people in their life who truly listen to them. It means we’re doing our job right. You’re doing well, Meredith, and I’m very pleased at how this foray into sports psychology is going. And Johnson Wilder is such a genuinely nice guy. I’m going to play at his golf club when we next have a round together.”
“But I don’t want to do the wrong thing or for it to be misconstrued.”
He rises off his seat, still seemingly more interested in the coffee than what I have to say to him.
“You won’t Meredith. You’re a class act and you have the ability to make this a success. Just don’t go inviting him to your apartment again.”
“I didn’t… he… oh, never mind.”
“Anyway, got to dash, I’ve got a meeting with a contact Johnson has given me, could open up more clients for us.”
Oh great.
“Hector.” He turns. “Why don’t you go to Augusta instead of me?”
He shakes his head. “Oh, how I’d love to Meredith. But Nancy…” he sucks air in between his teeth. “She’s not keen on me being away from home right now.”
✽✽✽
 
So, despite the awkward evening out, an apologetic text from Johnson and my insistent boss means I’m now knocking on Johnson’s hotel room door with sweaty palms and not so steady legs.
Everything about this swanky hotel has me feeling nervous. The array of internationally famous golfers I’ve seen milling around; the camera crews camped outside the hotel gates; and Johnson, beyond this thin piece of wood, in a room with a bed.
I rock on my heels, lift my face up to the ceiling and wish the floor would open.
If Hector hadn’t been insistent and my professional pride weak, I would not be here right now. Or that’s what I’ve been telling myself in the maze of corridors I’ve walked down to get here.
“Just a minute,” he calls out from the other side of the door and I listen nervously to him scurrying about. My fingers are crossed behind my back hoping he’s not bundling a woman into his bathroom. I knew we should have met in the foyer or out on the course. But oh no, he insisted on the privacy of his room, or as I quickly dismissed, mine.
“Hey. You got checked in okay?” he asks as he opens the door.
“Yes, thank you.”
He steps aside and I gingerly enter the room. With relief, I note that it is tidy and even the bed, I spy through the adjacent bedroom door, is made up.
“Coffee?” He points to the small machine on the low shelves running along the side of the wall. “I’m sorry I can’t offer you anything stronger, I requested the mini-bar be de-stocked.”
“Sure, coffee’s fine.” I say, as I wander up to the window that overlooks an expanse of grass, bordered with a few brightly colored shrubs.
“Nothing exciting to see from here. I don’t normally spend much time in my room on a tour.” His attempt at small talk is a little unnerving and not natural, so I get to the business in hand. Recalling the words I had rehearsed repeatedly on the flight here.
“So, Johnson. As you know, I consider this situation unconventional, but we’ll work with it. It’s not necessary to discuss what happened the other night as I’m mindful that you are to play tomorrow and don’t want to confuse matters. So, we’ll stick to the golf today and train your mind to eliminate those self-destructive thoughts that appear when you least want them to.”
“Okay.” He places my cup of coffee onto the low table and then sits down on the sofa in the living area of the suite.
“Not here, though. Out there.” I nod out of the window towards the hotel golf course, pleased that I could work in a swift exit so early in our conversation. “Oh, and you’ll need golf clubs, balls, tees et cetera.”
“Right. Okay.” He jumps up from the sofa and picks up his cell, seconds later instructing someone to bring all the items to the hotel entrance.
I take the coffee from the table back to the window.
After hanging up the call, he asks, “Shall I change?” He opens up his arms, requiring me to look at his body.
“Sure,” I say, snapping my head back to the window, so as not to give the wrong expression as I drink in his form.
As I take a sip of the coffee, my eyes can’t help but refocus from the trees and shrubs waving in the light breeze back to the reflection of the hotel room and Johnson unbuttoning his shirt.
“I’ll wait for you outside.” I splutter, having to wipe my chin with the back of my hand when the coffee dribbles out.
Then, I rush from the room, averting my eyes from his body as I pass. I’m sure he deems it perfectly acceptable to undress in front of me, but after our recent encounter I’ve got to keep to my professional persona. I’m a psychologist and the only undressing I need to witness is a mental one, not physical.
Once outside, I walk around, trying to breathe in fragrant air and let the warm sun relax my mood. A short while later, Johnson appears dressed in tight white pants, a bright pink golf tee and matching cap. His cleated shoes are also white and pristine; they don’t look as if they have been out of the carton before.
He looks from me to the golf cart I am stood next to, and waves to the guy perched on the edge of the driver’s seat.
“AJ.” he hollers, as he continues to stride towards us. “This is Meredith. Have you pissed her off already?”
I’m confused by his line, but AJ doesn’t seem to be.
“No, just didn’t know who she was.”
Johnson slides into the back seat of the cart. “Come on, Dr. Fairchild.” He pats the cushioned vinyl next to him.
I reluctantly walk across and on a sigh, climb into the cart.
“Hey,” AJ greets me, before lurching the golf cart off the gravel-covered driveway and onto the grass. Johnson flings his arm around the back of my shoulders as I’m about to slide off the seat on to my backside.
“I presume you’re the caddy?”
“Yes, doctor. Are we heading to the practice range?”
“Yes. First tee please.” Not knowing whether I’ve quite got the lingo correct but figuring if I say it confidently then they will grasp what I mean.
We bump along the grass and over stony paths at an unnecessary speed. My feet slide on the floor and my backside repeatedly bounces from the seat, and as much as I want to shrug off Johnson’s hand from my shoulder, I fear I will no longer be sitting in here if I do.
Finally, AJ slows the golf cart down and on a turn Johnson steps out proficiently from his side leaving me to grip onto the seat bar in front.
AJ jumps out, takes the golf bag from the back storage shelf and plonks it on the grass at Johnson’s feet. They both stand still, staring at me as if I should have been out of the cart already.
I peel my white knuckled grip from the seat bar and join them.
“Okay, let’s take a moment,” I instruct. “Talk me through your usual procedure. Who does what and in which order.”
“AJ usually selects the club while I put on my glove. I take it from him, walk up to the tee. Punch a tee into the ground, step back. Look up the fairway and then walk to the tee. Adjust my feet and take the swing.”
“Okay. Let’s take each of those elements one at a time.”
AJ walks across to the bag, selects a club while Johnson puts his glove on.
“Right, stop. What can you hear right now Johnson?”
He pauses, to consider it. “Nothing.”
“Focus, what can you hear?”
“The whirring of a golf cart somewhere.”
“Listen again.”
“Huh?”
I wait for him to tune in to all the sounds.
“Perhaps a water sprinkler.”
“Again.”
“Birds and the leaves from those trees over there.”
“Anything else?”
“Not really.”
“What about your breathing?”
“Suppose so.”
“Okay, now what can you smell?”
“Smell? What is this?”
“Go with it, Johnson.”
He sighs. “Okay. Outdoors.”
It’s my turn to sigh now.
He closes his eyes. “Grass. My aftershave. Your perfume.”
“Anything else.”
“I don’t know and I’m not sure how this is helping.”
“Don’t concern yourself with that just yet. What about the leather from your glove? Or whatever your club has been cleaned with last?”
He curls his lips.
“Now walk up to the tee as normal.”
He takes a few strides with the club, a ball shoved in his pocket.
“Okay stop. What are you thinking right now?”
“Why AJ picked this wood and not the driver?”
“That’s doubt. You’re giving yourself an excuse to fail, or rather pinning an excuse on AJ if you fail.”
“What should I do instead?”
“Agree between you before you even walk out on the course, what club you will tee off with.”
“But that’s the way it’s always been, and it worked fine.”
“Sure, when you were confident and didn’t have a nick in your armor. Now every little slither of doubt is like a crevice in your mind, opening itself up to mind numbing paralysis. And failure.”
“Okay, what’s next?”
“Assume your position at the tee.”
He idles up to the tee and pushes the plastic peg into the ground. It seems a little off, without the sense of purpose I’ve seen golfers, including Johnson, approach a tee. “Is that the way you usually approach the green, like you’d rather be somewhere else?”
“Huh?”
“I’ve seen you on TV, you attack the position. No hesitancy, no stuttering and no holding back. Anyway, carry on.”
He positions his feet, hip distance apart, shuffles his balance, looks down the fairway and then pulls back to take the shot.
The ball flies down the course and before he has time to see where it grounds I walk into his vision. “Whether you hit that ball well, with all the technical ability of a well-schooled golfer is not down to me. What I want to know is what you were thinking when you took the shot.”
“Thinking?”
I continue to bore my eyes into his. “Yes, thinking.”
“Nothing, or I don’t remember.”
“Really?”
“Perhaps whether my back was sore and if I should take anti-inflammatories tomorrow.”
That makes me laugh. With all the rounds and tee shots he has taken, he is making many rookie errors.
“What’s funny?”
“Just how easy this is. I will not put right all of your psychological issues today or even this week, but if you follow what I tell you, I guarantee your game will be as good as your technique allows.”
He shakes his head. “If you say so.”
“I do. Let’s take this from the top.”
He does as I ask, and as we walk through every stroke and accompanying thought I realize how much this means to him. When he putts the ball in the hole, he wastes no time in picking it out and moving onto the next one.
I imagine this is how sports people are; not afraid of practice and doing things over and over until they click. It’s insightful to witness Johnson’s steely determination first hand. As much as this guy screws up in other aspects of his life this is where he would balance it out. But now it has caught up with him.
It’s not until I twig we’re about to walk the ten miles around this whole course do I dip out. My feet are killing me and it’s not surprising considering I’m wearing ballet pumps and not sneakers. My foray to the boutique didn’t include training gear.
“Shall I leave you to it? We can catch up later to check on progress and iron out any last-minute issues before tomorrow?”
“Yup.” Johnson looks up at me from his stooped position. The club resting on the ground and angled between his legs. “There’s a table booked in my name for us at the hotel restaurant at seven pm.”
“Oh.” After the other night’s disaster, I was hoping for a quick chat, not a drawn-out discussion over dinner. “Don’t you want to sit down as soon as you’ve finished this round?”
My plans were for room service and snuggling down in the large hotel bed while reading the last few chapters of my book.
“Up to you, but I’m not going back to my room until after six. I’ve some TV interviews and what not, so if you’d rather meet me back at the room, we can always order room service?”
I catch AJ snickering.
“Okay, restaurant at seven.” I turn to leave.
“Do you want a lift?” AJ asks.
“No, thank you.” I hastily reply. “I’m good to walk.”
Turning toward the hotel, I hobble for a hundred yards, before giving in and peeling off my pumps, letting the cool grass squidge between my toes.
When I near the hotel entrance, I take a deep breath and push my feet back into my shoes, deciding to check out the spa on my way back to my room to get booked in for a mani-pedi. They fit me in straight away and I sigh as I lower my feet into the tepid bubbling water of the foot-spa, letting my body relax from my feet upwards.
“Are you here with a golfer?” The beauty technician asks as she looks up from the stool positioned at my feet.
“Sort of. Why do I look like a golfer’s wife?” I ask, curious whether there was a particular trait that determines what such a woman might look like.
“Yes, suppose you do, although I only asked because it’s only golfers staying here this week, what with the tournament and everything.”
“Of course. Do you get many golfer’s wives in here then?”
“Sure.” She plucks one of my feet out of the water and cuddles it dry on a towel resting over her knee. “Although it’s mainly girlfriends rather than wives.”
I raise an eyebrow before furrowing them both and asking for clarification on my assumption.
“What girlfriends of married golfers?”
She pulls out the other foot and dries it briskly before resting both onto the stool.
“Some, but obviously I don’t gossip about that kind of arrangement. All hotel staff have to sign a non-disclosure agreement. Management are keen on that stuff, making sure this is a safe-haven for the celebrity golfers. They don’t want to lose any business.”
“Quite,” I murmur.
“Which golfer are you married to then?” she asks, as she massages my feet with a salt scrub that smells of tea tree and lavender.
I splutter. “Oh no, I’m not married to one.”
“Ah, I see.” She winks at me before walking off with the foot-spa to replace the water with fresh.
Shit. Now she believes I’m one of those illicit girlfriends, secreted here with a golfer who’s been telling his wife for years how it’s better she doesn’t travel with him as it’s such a boring life. But what do I tell her instead? I can’t divulge that I’m a psychologist helping Johnson focus his mind on the game. I’ve patient confidentiality to consider. And anyway, I’m sure the merest mention of Johnson’s name will have her fantasizing about all sorts.
She comes back with the fresh water, rubs off the salt scrub and changes conversation completely. Asking about polish colors and what I thought of the latest trend in stiletto shaped nails. I go along with the conversation, deciding it is better to leave the wife versus girlfriend explanation alone.
While she concentrates, with a tongue stuck out of the corner of her mouth, at the precise lines she creates for the French manicure I wonder what sensible clothing I will wear from my new range for dinner.






Chapter Fifteen
Johnson


Instead of the usual disappointment when I take a sip of the San Pellegrino the hotel restaurant waiter has poured me, it affirms my decision to act clean on this trip and focus on the game. My head is clear, and that’s how I intend to keep it.
I’ve been playing golf long enough to know everything Meredith highlighted today on the course was basic and distilled down to focus and concentration. They were natural qualities I used in the early days of playing because my mind wasn’t full of distractions and I had plenty of confidence. But the drift of complacency over the last year has opened a gap and the self-confidence that is flooding out will destroy me. But I’ve no time to dwell on that crap. I have to come out on top this week.
So tonight, I’ll try my best to reflect with Meredith on how it went today. Test out her thoughts for the rest of the week then tell her I don’t need her services for the rest of the competition. Because I don’t need any distractions.
Especially not when they come in the form of the vision that has entered the restaurant.
Hot shit!
In desperation, I school my facial expression into what I hope looks like someone pleased to see their doctor arrive for an appointment and not a hot date.
Meredith is wearing a pale gray pant suit and her blonde hair is swept up into a high ponytail that makes her look as glamorous as fuck.
I take another sip of water before she arrives at the table, mitigating the chance of my voice cracking with the surprise. My clear mind suddenly fuzzes over again with the thoughts of her.
“Hey.” The word comes out thankfully smoothly.
“AJ not here yet?” she asks, as she slides into other side of the half-moon shaped booth.
“No. Why should he be?”
“Oh… No, I’d assumed this would be a run through of today… wrongly obviously.” She raises her hand to grab the attention of the waiter.
I’m even more uncomfortable.
“Sorry. Would you like a drink?” I ask.
She turns back her hand still aloft. “Yes please. A glass of Cab Franc would be nice.”
“Sure.” I nod toward a waiter and he immediately trots across for me to repeat her request.
“That’s annoying.”
“What is?”
“The way he came over as soon as you blinked.”
I don’t comment because unfortunately that’s the way it is here.
“What do you want to talk about tonight?” she asks.
“I’m not sure. I don’t want this to turn into a counselling session and I’m sure you would rather it wasn’t another date.”
She laughs and shakes her head.
I look up as two fellow golfers enter the dining room, and we exchange polite nods.
“Are they golfers too?” Meredith asks.
I nod, and then take a gulp of my drink, letting the bubbles fizz inside my mouth before swallowing.
“Would you be having dinner with them this evening if you weren’t here with me?”
I snort. “Not likely, they all keep their distance since that incident at the awards evening.”
Her mouth forms an ‘o’ shape.
“Case in point.” I shake my head, disappointed with myself, that she knows the intimate details of my out-of-order actions that fateful night.
She takes a careful sip of the wine, a faint lipstick mark left behind in the shape of her lip. “Mmm, that’s nice.” She places the glass back onto the glass-covered table, her hand remaining on the stem. “As we’re on our own, we should clear the air about the other night.”
“Yes, I’m sorry. I overstepped the mark and I shouldn’t have. I could have put your job on the line.”
She lays a hand on my forearm and a warm fuzziness travels up into my chest. “No need to explain. I get it, you’re in the middle of some emotional turmoil. You’re trying to stay away from women and the only woman you’ve been near of late has been me. I mistook your actions because I’ve not had a date in such a long while. At the end of the day, I’m your doctor and you’re my patient. It obviously can’t be anything more and I’m sorry for making it awkward.”
“You’re sorry? There’s nothing for you to be sorry about. I’m the one that messed it up.”
The waiter comes back to take our food order, and it gives me the chance to study her while she considers the menu and discusses the choices with the waiter.
She’s different to any woman I’ve spent time with before. Her refined ways are not false or stuck up, gentler and more natural. Her elegant fingernails lightly scour across the pages and occasionally one makes its way to the corner of her mouth. And when she smiles, it radiates through her eyes making my heart ache.
“Where were we?” she asks when the waiter recedes from our table, catching the tail end of my stare.
“I was apologizing for my behavior the other evening.”
She takes the opportunity to touch my arm again, and as much as she intends it to be a light friendly touch, it’s anything but. I want to put my hand over hers and keep it there or perhaps move it down onto my thigh. My heart races at the thought.
“Johnson, we’re both adult enough to admit that we’re attracted to each other. It’s whether we do anything about it.” She pauses and I’m ready to tell that I am but before my mind can formulate the words she continues, “and right now my choice is made for me. I have a professional code to uphold.”
“Not after tomorrow.”
“How so?” She furrows her brow.
“I will settle the final bill at the practice and I’ll sign a declaration, or whatever is needed, to prove to anyone that cares ask that we’re no longer doctor and patient. It leaves us free to take that next step…”
“Into the quicksand?” she huffs.
“Into the quicksand.”
She looks away from me, for what seems like an awful long time. “And what about your golf? Don’t you need ongoing help with that?”
“Meredith, I can find another sports psychologist if I need to, but I can’t find another you.”
“Really?”
“Yeah, I’ve been listening to this guy on a podcast and he’ll fly anywhere in the country to help someone like me focus on my game.”
“No, I mean, is that how you feel about me?”
“Yes.” I stare steadfast into her eyes. Watching the pupils dilate and shrink as she tries to latch onto mine.
“I’m not sure Johnson. This is all quite out of character for me. I haven’t had a date for a long time. And even if we’re not a doctor and patient, I’m not sure if it can work between us.” She studies her glass, twisting her finger and thumb on the stem before looking up at me through curled lashes. “I won’t deny, I am attracted to you Johnson, but I’ll be honest, it’s thrown me because I didn’t see you as my type.”
That’s not a full rebuttal, so I carry on carefully.
“What is your usual type?”
“I always imagined growing up I would fall for a knight in shining armor. Someone who would save me from my boring life and sweep me off my feet.” She shakes her head and laughs, “and now, I suppose I’d settle for honest, caring, reliable.”
“I will not tell you I can be all those things because any fool can do that. What I would like to do is to show you. If I promise not to hit on you until I prove to you I am all of those things will you at least let me try?”
She drops her gaze to the table and slowly shakes her head.
“I don’t know Johnson, right now, you need to focus on your game. You’ve told me this competition is important to you and fantasizing about you and me is distracting.”
“Yeah, you’re right. This is massively important to my career. But I can’t have a career if there’s no-one significant to share the rewards with. You highlighted that.”
“I didn’t mean that I should be the one.”
“Yes, I know and my mind is several steps ahead but you’re the one I can’t stop thinking of.” I put both hands up, showing her my palms. “Look, I don’t want to push anything on you, if you don’t feel the same way as I do, I’ll back off.”
She takes another sip of her wine, places the glass on the table and then slowly brings her gaze back up to me.
“I’m not sure how I feel Johnson. Although I’d be lying if I said I felt nothing for you.”
There’s a shaft of light and that’s all I need.
“How about I focus on the golf this week and you go back to New York to think on it? Then if there’s still something here.” I motion with my hand between us. “Then will you at least consider spending time with me?”
She screws up her mouth.
“And I don’t mean in bed, I’m talking about a date. Nothing more. Just time to get to know each other more.”
She blows out a breath, but still doesn’t say no.
“If you agree now, it will be the biggest incentive I’ve had in a long time to do well in this golf tournament.”
She laughs in a delicate female way. “You’re not playing fair Johnson Wilder.”
“I know but that’s why I’m a winner. I won’t take no for an answer if I know it’s the right thing to do. And you are the right thing.”
Finally, after another sip of wine she says. “Okay, I’m not committing to anything right now. If you do well tomorrow, I’ll get the next flight home so you can focus on the tournament. Then, if you still consider there’s something missing from your life and regaining your golfing prowess isn’t enough then call me.”






Chapter Sixteen
Meredith


Johnson did fine on the opening day at Augusta, so I heeded his request and flew back to New York. I’m keeping a close eye on the golf results, hoping he doesn’t crash and burn at any point, because I want him to do well.
For his sake and possibly ours.
His decision to sever our doctor and patient relationship was exactly what I wanted. As soon as he said it, it felt right. My heart told me by thumping erratically in my chest and my head agreed if only to save myself from professional harm.
But I’m less sure whether I want to have a relationship with him. Last week after a few glasses of wine, and his strong, handsome body on my sofa, I would have succumbed to whatever charms he dare use to have his wicked way with me. But hanging out, signifies something more serious and requires me to consider his reputation and the potential scarring of my heart. I’m not as black and white about his gigolo nature as I was right at the beginning but the gray in between is less clear.
I go straight to the office from the airport to give Hector an update.
“I’ve had to sign for this, this morning.” Hector comes in to my office and wafts a white envelope in front of my face. “What happened?”
“I’m guessing that’s from Johnson Wilder?”
“Yes, I mean…” he opens the envelope and pulls out the letter, unfolding it to A4 size before skimming through the lines. “He says everything is fine and the counselling you provided was exemplary. It seems odd that he would end it so soon. I thought you’d be in Augusta for the whole week?”
“Apparently not. He’s happy with his progress.”
“Is this anything to do with your admission last week he had feelings for you? Has anything untoward happened?”
I shake my head and perch my backside on my desk.
“No, Hector. Nothing has happened since.”
“Okay.” He pauses, taking in the look on my face, which must give nothing away as he continues. “Well, I’m glad you’re back. One of your patients has been getting quite agitated about having his appointment re-scheduled to next week. I’ve emailed you his details.”
“No problem, I’ll look, and then I’ll go pick my cat up.”
“Yes, that would be good. Nancy believes she’s developed an allergy, must be the pregnancy hormones.”
Hector leaves and I move around to my desk chair. Sitting down I take my laptop from my travel bag and plug it into the power lead secured to the desk. I place my elbows on the desk and drum my fingers together in front of my face. I should be feeling good about not continuing to counsel Johnson. I didn’t even want to do it in the first place and now with all this talk about quicksand. I’m confused.
The laptop powers on, so I click to my e-mails and scroll down the list to Hector’s.
Mr. Simmons. Okay that’s fine, his case is complex and it will be good for me to throw myself into it.
I sneak a look at the golf results and see Johnson’s name above the cut line. That’s good. I shoot him a text.
Me: Good going Johnson. Keep it up.
The next hour flies by, then I go pick up Tabby from Hector’s and take her back home. I have a text back from Johnson when I get out of the car which is a little brief but friendly all the same. I shrug it off and let myself into my apartment, keen to have a cozy night in.
Because yeah, a cozy night in, is an activity I never get to enjoy.
My shoulders heave with the sigh this thought results in.
If I at least give Johnson a chance, then I may get to do something different of an evening.
I change into a new velour lounge suit, put cat food from a pouch into Tabby’s bowl and stand over her while my equally unappetizing pouch of food heats in the microwave.
It’s been me and Tabby for so long now, I’m overdue a little dating action. It’s only I didn’t imagine it would be with the likes of Johnson Wilder. I’m sure by this age in my life I would be in a relationship with another fellow professional. Although I don’t know why I thought that might be the case as it was always the jocks I hooked up with at college. They always seemed more fun.
I open a new bottle of wine. Promising myself I’ll not drink it all tonight, but knowing the way my mind is I probably will.
The microwave dings and I pour the contents of the pouch into a bowl from my new matching dinner set and take it though to my little dining table near the window.
Did I presume I would grow out of my attraction to the athletic type? And is it because I’ve not been near any guys like that for so long I didn’t realize I still was?
I load my fork with the tomato and herb quinoa and stare out of the window at the building opposite through the rustling branches of trees.
Now I’ve been exposed to Johnson Wilder, it seems my womanly desires have been re-ignited. But he will have to prove he’s left his womanizing ways behind, because as much as I am physically attracted to him and as much as I need some fun, if it will ever be anything more he will have to prove he is special. I’m single, independent and self-sufficient and I’ll take a good deal of convincing to let him into my life.
The phone vibrating on the table, makes me jump in my skin. I finish my mouthful before answering the call from the man responsible for lighting the furnace within.
“Hey. How’s it going?”
“Yeah, fantastic. I’ve made the cut, so on to the next round. There’s a big gap in the leaders’ board to make up. But it’s doable.”
“That’s great Johnson. I’m so pleased for you.”
“How has your day been; everything okay with the flight?”
“Sure. I popped into the office and I’m back home now.”
“Great. I assume Hector got my letter.”
“Yes, he was a little unsure, but he’s glad it worked out for you.”
“Good. Look, I thought we should put a date in the diary. I don’t want to miss an opening in your social calendar.”
I snort. “Fat chance of that.”
“I’ll be back for the weekend, no matter what happens here, so I wondered if we could hang out on Saturday.”
“I thought you would focus on your golf this week and we’d talk when you got back?”
“I know. But I’m finding it hard now I’m back in my room to think of anything but you.”
My heart misses a beat at his frankness and I know what he means because I feel it too.
I crisscross the quinoa with my fork while I deliberate, and as I can’t find a reason to decline. I agree. “Yes, okay. Just hanging out, yeah?”
“Yeah, just hanging out. I’ll pick you up mid-morning, say ten am.”
✽✽✽
 
As the rest of the week crawls by, Johnson keeps in regular contact. Updating me on his game and his impending flight home. He even asks if he can take me to dinner when he lands on Friday evening. With all the willpower I can muster I decline and insist he sticks to his original plan of a date during the day. One where I’ve got no plans to drink alcohol and let my guard slip. I’m looking forward to seeing how Johnson plays it during these slow steps he’s promised.
I’m awake early and take a lot more time than usual to ready myself for the date.
“Where are we going?” I ask, when I answer the apartment door to him. He relaxes forward tantalizingly close to my face, his hands holding his weight on the doorjamb above the door entrance.
“Somewhere I’ve never been before. Possibly you have. And then somewhere I’ve been before. Potentially you have.” A broad smile erupting across his face at the conundrum.
“What? That’s not a great way to describe anything. Especially if you want me to look forward to it.”
He chuckles. Irritatingly.
My leather jacket is hanging on the coat stand, ready for me to put on.
“Oh, we’re walking there.”
“Okayyy.” I open the closet and swap the jacket for my coat, popping my leather gloves in the pockets just in case. “You’re in an upbeat mood.”
“So I should be. I’m spending the day with you,” he says, with not one ounce of sarcasm.
I bend my head while I shuffle my sweater sleeves down to my hands, under my jacket and allow myself a secret smile.
“Ready.” I put my head through the strap of my purse and pop the keys into it. Johnson takes hold of the door handle and closes the door, the lock clicking shut.
“Don’t you have a key for the bottom lock?”
“Yes, but it’s stiff, I only use the cylinder one.”
“That’s not safe. I’ll get that sorted for you.”
“It’s fine, I only need WD-40 to spray on it.” I know he’s trying to impress but I can sort my domestic issues out.
We head out into the cold air and I immediately retrieve my gloves from my pockets. Even though the sun shines brightly through the branches of the budding trees, it isn’t enough to counter the bitter wind.
Johnson’s strides are long and I’m exerting myself to keep up with him.
“What’s the rush?” I pant.
“Oh sorry, I’m not used to…”
“Walking with a woman in heels?” I ask, wishing I’d swapped my leather boots for a pair of flats.
He chuckles. “Yeah, pretty much.” He slows to a more reasonable pace for the rest of the walk.
“Ah, the Met.” I acknowledge when we reach the bottom of the sweeping stone stairs. “So, this is the place you haven’t been to?”
“What makes you suppose that?”
“You said you didn’t like art.”
“I said I preferred sport.” He climbs the stairs two at a time.
“What, you’ve been here? Was it on a school trip?” I call up to him.
I see him shake his head and hear his rich chuckle as I follow him up the stairs.
“You have got a dim view of me, haven’t you?” he asks when I reach the top.
“No, I like winding you up.”
The entrance foyer is noisy with people entering and exiting and finding their way around.
I unbutton my coat, push my gloves back into my pocket and look up at the domed inner ceiling, taking in the grandeur while Johnson goes to the ticket office.
“Where first?” I ask, when he returns brandishing two admission slips.
He waves a folded paper map in front of my face. “You choose.”
“So, I was correct, you’ve not been here before.” I unfold the map, turning it around so I can get my bearings.
We wander through the halls and corridors, stopping now and then to look at paintings and artifacts, before coming to a stop in front of a marble sculpture. The inscription reads “Ugolino and His Sons” by Jean-Baptiste Carpeaux.
Johnson stills directly in front of it and it’s at that point I discern he has been here before. He doesn’t let his gaze flit around the statue or read the inscription, like I’m doing now. He stands and stares with a steely gaze into Ugolino’s eyes.
The inscription doesn’t make great reading, showing the father and his four sons on the brink of death, and my psychologists mind doesn’t take long to work out why this holds so much importance to Johnson. We’ve never picked up on the discussion again about his father and the effect it had on him. He stands in reverence in front of the artwork.
“Come on.” He smiles and takes my hand as we walk off toward the renaissance paintings. His hand is warm and large against mine, and as much as I want to pull away from it in an act of independence, I don’t because it is so welcome.
After an hour of meandering through the artifacts, he stops once again. This time it’s as we enter a room opposite a huge renaissance painting. Unlike the last time he stopped in this way, his face isn’t somber. I continue passed him to inspect the painting.
“That’s you and me,” he whispers into my ear.
“What?” I gasp, staring at the nude Venus, whose blonde hair is piled up on top of her head and her arm outstretched as she attempts to hold Adonis back from his fated last hunt.
“You believe you’re Adonis?” I splutter.
“No, but you’re Venus.” He walks off, leaving me agape.
“Where next?” I ask, as I catch up with him.
He smiles over at me. “Looking at all those naked women has made me hungry.”
“Me too,” I say absentmindedly.
“Really?” He eyebrows lift toward his hairline.
I roll my eyes. “You know what I mean.”
“I have an image.” He laughs.
“No, Johnson, wipe that image from your mind.”
“Okay.” He chuckles, “I’ll replace it with Venus again.”
I gasp.
We venture out into the cold air and walk off hand in hand down the street toward Central Park.
“Hot dog?” He loiters near a cart.
“Sure.”
Johnson orders two hotdogs and we eat them as we amble toward the Park.
“Are we going to the zoo?” I ask, hoping that to be the case.
“No. This.” He points his napkin toward the ice rink.
“Oh.”
“So, you don’t skate?” He asks with a glint in his eye.
“Nope, never even tried it,” I say, with a glum voice, imagining Johnson will be fantastic and I will end up on my butt every five minutes.
“No, neither have I.” He walks off to the ticket kiosk.
“Really?” I say under my breath.
We put on our skates and tiptoe out onto the ice. I clutch onto the railing around the edge of the rink until Johnson offers out his hand and I half-run, half-fall over to him until I can grasp onto his fingertips. He pulls me toward him and we grab hold of each other’s forearms. Just as we think we’re stable, another skater whooshes by causing Johnson to leans backward. He tries to right himself but the jerky action results in his feet scooting out from underneath him and the front of my skates stick in the ice.
He takes the impact of our fall on his back, and, with a little scream, I land on top of him. We both lie still for a few seconds winded from our fall before I regain my senses and sense the vapor of our breaths swirling back and forth in the inch gap between our mouths.
I’m bewitched by his eyes; convinced his pupils have dilated as if to suck me in.
My heart thumps in rhythm with his.
Moments later, our co-joined state is interrupted by a rink assistant pulling on my arm in an attempt to help me up.
“You okay?” she asks.
“Yes,” I reply, still staring into Johnson’s eyes.






Chapter Seventeen
Johnson


When I finally pull into my driveway, it’s passed midnight and I’m shattered and bruised from all the falls I took on the ice.
I turn the key and listen to the car cooling down for a few minutes, noticing that I’ve driven the entire trip in silence. I rub my lips, still tingling from the goodbye kiss we shared before I left her apartment.
It’s obvious I’m in new territory when it comes to taking it slow. Ruminating on the lingering sensation of a solitary kiss is killing me. I want her. So. Bad.
However, my self-doubts have crept in over the last hour on my drive home. She seemed to enjoy today, and it seemed natural the way we laughed, touched and kissed. But I’m thinking ahead, which I swore I wouldn’t do. Now I can’t be sure whether my dick will rise to the occasion and it’s making me anxious.
I rub at my lower back as I climb out of the low seat of my Porsche and stretch out before walking toward the front door of my house.
Once inside, I throw my keys on the table and walk through the darkness into the kitchen. I pour two fingers of bourbon into a heavy-bottomed tumbler and take the stairs up to my bedroom.
As ever, my room is pristine, no clothes strewn about or bed unmade. It is, as Blane pointed out, a lonely, soulless show home.
I toe my shoes off and sit on the edge of my bed, staring across to the moonlit adjacent golf course. I need to go on a round tomorrow. Just to clear my head.
✽✽✽
 
The early morning round on my own, is healing and although I have to push my father’s whispers away a few times. I accept it is my fault for visiting the Carpeaux sculpture. Those white lifeless eyes boring into my soul. It’s hard for me not to conclude that my father left me because he doesn’t care.
It takes effort to refocus before each shot on my technique and put into play the mindfulness exercises Meredith showed me.
I close my eyes and imagine her holding the club, my arms wrapped around her arms, snuggling her back into the curve of my chest. I nuzzle passed the summer fresh hair and cover her hands with mine before pivoting my hips and bringing the club back behind my head. My groin pressed into the top of her ass brings my mind back to my dick in all its rigid glory. I hit the ball with precision and strength, powering it down the fairway and straight onto the green. That fucker is going straight in. I launch my club into the air after the ball.
Thank fuck for that.
I stride off toward the green, knowing for certain that ball is in the hole.
And although there’s no-one to witness it, I don’t care. Because all that matters is the manifestation that my confidence is on the up.






Chapter Eighteen
Meredith


I’m growing tired of Hector’s constant barrage of questions about golfers, their habits and issues. He’s determined to move into the sporting arena but with only one professional name to our portfolio it’s difficult. The contact he met with the other week seemed promising but unless Johnson gives a personal reference, even that will not work.
Hector seems equally frustrated by my limited answers and we seem to head for an impasse.
So, today, I try to throw myself into my other work, taking on new clients and putting effort into researching and following up with existing ones.
But my mind constantly drifts to Johnson and the date we had at the weekend. We had fun and rather than being tired on Sunday, I was refreshed. I tried not to read too much into the kiss at the end of the date.
Because that’s all that it was.
A kiss.
I like how it felt and if it had developed into more, I’m sure I would have gone with it, but it was Johnson that broke it off.
Not abruptly like he did that first time. My eyes roll at the absurdity of that incident.
No, simply because it ended. And it didn’t seem as if it was ever going to be anything more. Like he planned it that way.
It’s been so long since I last shared a kiss, I’ve potentially put too much weight on its meaning. When Johnson placed his lips onto mine, he moved in a slow and seductive way, giving me time to enjoy the texture of his skin against my chin and to inhale the spicy scent of his cologne. The taste of his tongue was sweet and savory like salted caramel. There was no fervor or need and he gave much more than he took.
Well, he said he would take it slow.
I shrug, open my laptop and save the notes I made from my last consultation.
Then I take out the fruit infused water from my drawer and take a sip, watching through my window, my last patient stuttering across the car lot.
Poor guy, he’s not likely to experience such a kiss, such is his level of anxiety about relationships.
It makes me aware of a comparison with Johnson that I don’t want to dwell on. If I delve too deep into Johnson’s subconscious I worry I may end adopting my usual emotional detachment.
A text from Johnson breaks through my contemplation.
Johnson: Time for lunch?
I glance down at the green salad I had brought with me this morning and shut the drawer on it.
Me: Sure
Johnson: Come downstairs then.
Once again, I come from behind my desk to the window to see him resting against the fender of his Porsche. His legs crossed at the ankles and phone in his hands.
I scrabble in my purse for my make-up bag and take out the mirror from inside it. Checking my face for flaws, freshen up the rouge and apply lip gloss. Then I pull a brush through my hair before hurrying out of the door and into the elevator.
It’s not that I’m rushing to his beck and call, it’s only that my free time is limited. I’ve got appointments this afternoon and calls to make. Or that’s what my head is telling me, anyway.
I walk out of the building toward Johnson, and ever the gentleman he opens the passenger door before scooting around the hood to the driver’s seat.
“Hot dog?” he asks.
“Oh, okay.” I agree, not terribly impressed with his suggestion.
He chuckles, looking across at me as he starts the car and revs the engine.
“Only joking, although watching you eat that dog on Saturday was so hot.”
“Oh.” I blush up, wishing I hadn’t touched up my rouge. At least he can’t see what is happening at the top of my legs. The warm moist sensation makes me tingle as I wonder what has come over him today.
“We’re going to a little Italian I know. I figured you can’t take the whole afternoon off and I know they can make a decent pasta dish in a matter of minutes.”
“Sure.” Reminding myself not to order spaghetti, or actually I should. A faint smile blossoms on my lips at the image of sucking it up in front of him.
Johnson turns the music down so I can hear him ask how my morning has been. Good Riddance by Green Day, mellowing into the background.
“Not too bad.” Not wanting to recount any details of my stressful morning. “Anyway, what are you doing in New York?”
“Wilder Foundation meeting with the family and Cherie. Blane’s got big plans, as usual. This time he wants to create an annual event for children and young adults with limb loss to compete at track and field but where international athletes participate also, to draw in the crowds. I tell you, I’ve never met a guy as driven as him. All while his first child is about to make an appearance.”
“He sounds inspirational.”
“He is.”
I bite the corner of my lip, but can’t help the words from tumbling out. “Would it have been difficult to admit to that before his accident?”
For a nervous second, he looks across at me and I wonder if the old Johnson will answer.
“Probably,” he mumbles, as we pull into the parade of shops where the Italian restaurant is located.
“You all seem to get on well.”
He laughs, “You wouldn’t say that if you spent time with us. No, actually that’s unfair, we get on. We’ve had to, to overcome the challenges we’ve faced over the years.”
“And your Mom sounds lovely. So strong.”
“The strongest.” He looks across at me as he parks up. “You strike me as being pretty strong too.”
“Suppose I am.”
We both climb out of his car and when he goes to place his hand on the restaurant door handle, I tuck my fingers into the crook of his elbow.
“Johnson, you’re not going to order duck terrine again are you?” I joke.
“That’s not even funny.” He deadpans, but not able to hold a straight face, he cracks and chuckles. “No, I’m going for a full-blooded blue steak.”
Oh, if only I didn’t have appointments this afternoon.
We are the only patrons in the restaurant and after ordering our food, Johnson reaches across the table for my hand, which I gladly give him.
“What made you strong?”
I smile nervously. There’s never a right time to tell someone new about my past, and in my line of work I’m used to listening to other people’s woes I’ve never practiced telling anyone mine.
“I’m fine, it’s only my upbringing was restrictive and rather boring.“
“Why, what do you mean?”
“My dad died with no warning from a heart attack and my Mom couldn’t cope. The grief was too debilitating for her, so my grandmother insisted we move in with her. Which meant her rules, and her old-fashioned take on family. She wasn’t mean or anything, just strict. I suppose it helped me focus on my studying at school. I was a grade A student.” I laugh. “But I had to be strong willed to make sure I lead my life how I wanted and not become reliant on others like my Mom did. But it was all fine in the end. When my grandmother passed away at a good old age, Mom found a new friend. A man. He’s lovely and looks after her well. And I, well I loosened up plenty at college.” I muster a smile.
“You must have worked hard for what you’ve got today, and I’m sorry if I rail-roaded you into any of this.” He leans forward. “I should never have put your job on the line. That was selfish of me.”
“No Johnson. That wasn’t you. I am perfectly capable of saying no.” I lick my lips. “I just decided I didn’t want to.”
“Okay, now I know you might say no to this, I’m a little nervous in asking. I wondered if you were available to accompany me to the annual golf club dinner in at the end of the month.”
“Is it one of those events you would have taken Cherie to previously? To ward off all of those hussys?” I laugh, trying to make light of the situation.
“Yes, it is exactly like one of those events, but this time there is no pretending. I would like you to be there as my real girlfriend.”






Chapter Nineteen
Johnson


Tonight, is the night.
I know that’s a bad thing to say as soon as the words spill out over my lips. They were meant as an affirmation to my confidence, but they’ve only made me frown.
Meredith and I have been on eight dates now. All have been fun but innocent. I’ve gotten to know her by talking to her, asking questions and watching. It’s a revelation, asking someone how they feel instead of assuming from their actions.
I never knew any of the women I’ve spent time with in the last few years. I might have worked out how to make them scream my name or what their best dance moves were but I never asked how they felt when they watched a movie or lost a close friend.
Even with Kirsty I knew stuff about her, but she never opened up, not that I remember anyway. Because that’s another thing I’ve learned to do. Listen. I listen with not only my ears, but my vision too.
I catch the corresponding twinkle in Meredith’s eyes when she’s excited and the laziness of her smile when she’s teasing or turned on. The way she curls her hair and then swiftly pulls her hand away when she reckons I’ve not noticed. The way she squeezes her legs together when my dimples come out to play. And how her nipples harden when I whisper in her ear.
I listen to it all.
Tonight, my golf club is hosting the annual ball and as their favorite, and only, pro-golfer I’m expected to attend and give a speech to all the members about my experiences on a tour. It’s a way of saying thank you to the owners for the freedom of playing the course whenever I choose. It’s not the financial benefit I enjoy, it’s the convenience and pride of it being near my home. And if I can motivate even one local golfer to become professional, then it is worth my time.
It’s not the usual sportsman type dinner, there’ll be no crass comic or lewd performer. My golf club isn’t like that. The chairwoman of the club will host both male and female golfers tonight.
This will not be the first time I am accompanied by a woman but it will be the first time it is more than for show. I’m taking a risk. I know that. There will be a lot of characters there, involved in my past, some of whom may pass a quip or two that will make me wince. But as long as I have my wits about me it should not be an issue. And anyway, Meredith knows who I am and where I’ve been. Mostly.
I double check my teeth and the line of perfection of my shave. After splashing cologne onto my sensitized skin, I leave the bathroom and enter the walk-in closet to dress.
I’ve a brand-new white dress shirt which I finish with cufflinks before sliding a belt from the revolving rack and run it through the belt loops on my jet-black pants. I run a clothes-brush over the shoulders of the matching suit jacket before slipping it on and secreting my wallet into my inside pocket. Finally, I pick out a Rolex. Perfect timing. Just enough to get to Meredith’s but not too much to dawdle about it.
When I pull up outside her apartment, I let the engine idle while I call her on the phone. The hall light in the block switches on and seconds later she comes to the door. I have to jump out of the car before she reaches me, keen to open the passenger door for her. But for a moment I’m rooted to the spot by the sight of her.
Every time it gets me.
Makes my breath stutter at her perfection.
And I can’t say it’s simply her hair, or her smile, or the way she sashays her hips. Because it isn’t any one of those things. It’s all of them put together.
I rush around onto the sidewalk. “Meredith,” I breathe as she walks down the stairs to the open car door.
“Punctual as ever, Johnson.” She smiles, letting her eyes swim over me in a way that makes me stir.
I reach forward putting my thumb on her chin and press my lips onto hers in a lingering kiss.
Tonight, is the night.
“You look gorgeous, Meredith.”
“Oh, why thank you Mr. Wilder. You don’t scrub up so bad yourself” she says with all the sassy confidence of a forties movie star, before lowering herself into the car in a refined way.
I close the door and stride around to my side, start up the car feeling the rumble of the engine further energize me.
“I could have driven you know, Johnson.”
“Yes, you could have, but I want you to relax and enjoy the evening. I’ve made sure they’ve got your favorite wine behind the bar.”
“Thank you,” she purrs.
“Anyway, it means I get to spend extra time with you. Alone.”
I reach across with my hand, rubbing the fabric of her silk dress up and down her thigh.
Now don’t jump to conclusions. I’ve made no plans for after the ball and she’s asked no questions. Where she stays tonight is entirely up to her but taking it slow is another way of saying winding it up. I’m feeling good today and by that I mean confident, and when I’m confident, I know I’ll not disappoint.
It doesn’t take long with good company at my side to eat up the drive to the golf club. We talk about music mainly and find out we’ve got a lot in common on that score.
The front parking lot is full when we arrive and I drive up to the clubhouse and let the concierge park the car around the back, in my reserved spot near the first tee.
The chairwoman comes straight over when we stroll into the function room and the official photographer crouches down at our side, snapping away, rotating his lens to perfectly capture our entrance.
Several introductions are made as we’re steered through to the top table and we take our seats next to the club captain and his wife.
As the stragglers file in and locate their seats, the noise in the room builds, but I blank it all out when I spot Darcy, weaving her way through the room, her eyes latched onto mine. She’s like a black widow spider about to eat her last fuck. Actually, I’m sure I wasn’t her last fuck, but she was mine.
“Darcy,” I acknowledge her, as she slithers to a halt at my side. Knowing full well to ignore her would only fuel her vicious tongue.
“Johnson.” She glides her eyes from mine to Meredith’s. A slight twitch evident at the corner of her mouth and her false eyelashes flicker when she lingers a little too long. I slide my arm up on Meredith’s chair.
“I’ve not seen you around for a while,” she falters, flicking with increasing intensity, between Meredith and me.
“No, you haven’t. That’s because I’ve not been around. Too focused on getting my life together.”
“So I see.” She straightens up and huffs. “Well, if real life gets too boring, give me a call.” Then with a final nasty look thrown at Meredith she turns on her heels.
A sigh of relief escapes my lungs, and I turn to Meredith to explain. She softly shakes her head. “It’s fine,” she whispers, “It’s all in the past.”
This woman.
I smile my thanks to her.
In contrast to the bitching I deserve she chooses to forgive me. No questions asked. No sarcastic comments made. She didn’t even stoop to take a shot at Darcy. Even though I’m sure she would have come off fine if she did.
A casual raise of the hand and a waiter comes across, bending down beside me to hear my request to bring over the wine I had asked them to stock for Meredith.
“Thank you,” she mouths, as she places a hand onto my knee and slides it slowly up to the middle of my thigh.
The combination of her lips pouting and the caress of her hand squeezing my thigh makes me rigid and I sense my ability to take it slow is coming to an end.
If there weren’t as many eyes on me right now I would take her by the hand and lead her straight out of here, across the eighteenth hole and back to my house.
The first woman I’d take home. Because she isn’t any woman. She is the woman I have chosen to put on a pedestal. The only woman I have ever tried to take it slow with.
I charm my way through the rest of the evening, my arms and hands always on Meredith’s chair or shoulders. She rewards me with the occasional lick of her lips, a flutter of eyelashes or a push back of her hair.
I lean in to her whenever she speaks, not because I can’t hear what she’s saying but because I need to top up my fill of her summery scent.
When the time comes for me to speak to the guests, I do so stood at the table, using a roaming microphone. The slight touch at the back of my knee nearly distracts me from my mission, but I stay focused because after this speech I’m done. No need to stay on. Coffee poured. We can escape.
I sit back down and casually suggest we leave.
She picks up her purse from behind her back and rises gracefully from her chair.
“So soon?” she asks quietly, with a faint smile on her lips and a wicked glint in her eye.
“Not soon enough,” I rumble back, my lips feathering the shell of her ear. Her back arches under the touch of my palm.
“Lead the way then, Johnson.” Her head tipped toward mine.
I take hold of her hand, interlocking my fingers in hers and pilot her through the hall.
Unfortunately, there’s only one set of eyes that lock onto mine before we reach the doors and Darcy directs all her venom at me. I hope to show no emotion and deadpan my way through the look and then the nasty smirk before prising my eyes away.
The valet spots us exiting and with a nod of his head runs out of the door. Moments later my car has pulled up outside and with the engine still running he hops out to open the door for Meredith.
“That wasn’t too bad,” she comments, as she buckles her seat belt. “How long will it take to get home?”
“Depends where home is?”
She looks across at me, making the hairs on the back of my neck tingle. “My. Home.”
Now usually I would see this as a tease and words would trip off my tongue that would charm me into getting what I want. But not this time. I’ve made a commitment to take it slow. I also want to know for sure I’ve not fucked things up and that Darcy’s intrusion hasn’t influenced Meredith.
“Is there a problem?”
“No Johnson. No problem, I’d just like to wake up in my bed in the morning.”
“Okay.” I grip the steering wheel and check the mirror in readiness to pull off.
“With you.”
I snap my head to hers. Not sure of what I heard but the seductive smile glowing from her face is enough of a confirmation. My foot presses hard on the gas pedal.
There are no more words spoken between us on the drive back to New York, because all I can visualize is the two of us making love, and that vocabulary comes from a whole different dictionary.
There are no parking spots close to her apartment so I double park and wait until she is inside the building then race around to the twenty-four-hour secure parking lot near to Blane’s place.
With the car abandoned in the first spot I find, I jog back the couple of blocks, slowing to a pace when I near the steps. I lean against the door frame as I wait for her to answer. It’s not until the third attempt I hear the automatic release click on the door.
I waste no time covering the space between the door and her apartment, her door left partially open.
“Meredith?” I call out, and wait for her reply.
Nothing.
There’s a dim glow from the room off to the left of the hallway and I push cautiously on the door. The panic in my stomach knotting when I see her.
Laid on the bed.
In a pale pink negligee, trimmed with delicate feathers. One leg is flat to the bed and the other bent at the knee. Her arms draped up onto her pillows and a pink satin ribbon balled up between her hands.
I can sense my eyes widen at the sight.
Elegant, graceful and so fucking sexy.
I take a step towards her.
“Stop!” she commands.
“What?”
“Stand there and take your clothes off.”
I pause for a second, my hand drifts up to the top button of my dress shirt. And as each button is undone there’s a frisson of excitement. She trails a solitary finger up her thigh and as I shrug off my shirt, she circles the finger over her sheer panties.
My hand goes to my belt.
“No,” she kneels up onto the bed in front of me. Her fingernails trail down my chest and stomach before coming to rest on my buckle. She pulls the leather free from the metal and in one swift movement tugs the belt through the loops in my pants.
My heart rate raises a notch.
Discarding the belt on the bed her fingers make swift work of the fastening on my pants and as she teases down the zipper my thoughts snap to my dick.
Is it gonna play ball tonight or is this going to be the most embarrassing moment of my life?






Chapter Twenty
Meredith




Johnson’s delay in coming back to the apartment had me pacing around, wondering whether to brew coffee or go with my desires. But I knew what I wanted and was damn sure he did too. The few glasses of wine I drank tonight helped release my inhibitions although I’m in unchartered territory. It’s been a couple of years since I last had sex and I figure it’s time for something more grown up. Although knelt before him now he feels kind of tense.
I curl my fingers onto the waistband of his pants and push them down along with his boxers.
Now free, his cock bobs before me and my mouth salivates. I lick the silky tip and it twitches some more so I circle my tongue around the end tasting his skin and leaving wet trails behind on his shaft.
My hands move up the front of his firm thighs and around to his backside. I curl my fingertips into his tight muscular ass and brace him against my mouth as I take him in. I feel him grow against the inside my cheeks and his long fingers dive into my hair, tugging at the back of it and pushing my head down his shaft. I have to open up my jaw because the size of him now is much bigger, and curiosity makes me trail my right hand around from his ass, along the sensitive inside of his thigh and to the base of his cock. I take it in my fist and can’t get my fingers to close around it.
My fist moves up and down, my mouth sucking and gently blowing air down his shaft. As I speed up to a steady rhythm he pulls back on my hair twisted in his hand.
“Not yet,” he growls.
I pull back and my eyes widen at the size of his cock. The end reddened by my assault and throbbing in front of my eyes in all its thick, ten-inch glory.
I go to put it back in my mouth and taste the pre-cum on my tongue.
“No, Meredith.”
“But your cock is perfect, Johnson.” I purr.
I’ve seen his cock now and if I’m not allowed to eat it anymore, I want it inside me.
He pulls on my shoulders until I am level with his face, pressing his lips onto mine he forces his tongue into my mouth and our teeth clash together in a show of wanton lust.
“Not as perfect as you my dirty talking woman.”
“But I need your cock inside me.” I pant into his mouth as he pushes me back onto the bed.
“And I want it inside you too. But all in good time.”
He straddles on either side of my waist and reaches up to the pillows to locate the ribbon I took from around my negligee earlier. “You wanted to use this did you?”
I pull my bottom lip in between my teeth and nod.
He unfurls the ball of ribbon and taking hold of my wrists he pushes my hands up toward the head of the bed frame.
My skin tingles from the sensation of his cock rubbing up and down my belly.
“Yes. Tie me up and take me. Now.”
He wraps the ribbon around my wrists and ties it to the metal frame. Then he crawls down my body, kissing and sucking greedily all the way. Lingering over my breasts and sucking, biting and roughly laving my nipples.
His palms are flat on my thighs and with increasing pressure he pushes, lifting them out and up.
A groan rumbles from deep in his chest and I feel it growl out against the exposed wet folds of my flesh.
“You’re pussy, it’s so fucking wet.”
His strong tongue licks all the way from my puckered hole, in to my pussy and onto my clit. My hips buck and my clit pushes onto his nose. He raises his chin and suckles the protruded nub and then laps at it with the flat middle part of his tongue. I writhe to escape from the intensity that is building up. If his hands weren’t fisted under my ass cheeks and my arms restrained by the ribbon, I would have wriggled off the bed by now.
When I finally give in, the orgasm crescendos, starting low in my belly and then exploding out into a ricochet of sparks and fireworks.
“Fuck,” I groan.
He dips a finger into my juices, then circles my sensitized clit keeping my orgasm alive. He switches hands so he can reach over to the floor for his jacket.
“Bedside table,” I pant.
He opens the drawer and scrabbles about pulling out a packet and ripping it open with his teeth.
Once on, he runs his fingers along the line in between my breasts, up my neck and jaw and into my mouth, I taste myself on his fingers and suck off the juices as he rubs his sheathed cock up and down my clit.
Then he pulls back his hips and teases my entrance with the tip of his cock. This goes on for way too long and I’m desperate to wrench my arms from the ribbon so I can grab his backside and force him in.
Instead, I wriggle my hips to try to gain ground, rotating them around and around the end of his cock. He pushes in a little more, the tip of his cock pressing against my g-spot and I rock my hips against it.
“Oh fuck, Johnson,” I cry.
“Come for me. Come for me hard, babe.”
“I. Want. All. Of. You.” I pant, continuing to rock on him.
He rolls his thumb over my clit and the stuttering vibrations thud through me. Before they have a chance to fade out Johnson rams all the way in, his balls smacking against my entrance.
“Johnson.” I scream out his name
“That’s it baby, keep coming for me. Keep coming.”
And I do.
With every thrust my orgasm screams out, over and over and over again.
I don’t hear him come, but I’m sure he does. I don’t even sense him withdraw, but he most certainly does.
Because everything is numb and overwhelmed with the sensation of my ongoing orgasm.
When I finally regain my senses, I loll my head over to his direction and he reaches over with his hand to untie the ribbon.
The smile on my lips grows until it becomes a laugh he throws back at me.
He pulls my head onto his chest and wraps his arms around me; I look up passed his chin.
“Where did that little minx come from?”
“I’ve no idea.”
“Well, I hope she intends to make an appearance again.”
“Me too.”
The alcohol gets the better of me and I blank out, waking hours later to the smell and sound of sizzling bacon.
My nose twitches and I take in a deep lungful which makes my stomach growl.
I open my eyes and raise up onto my elbows, looking down at the crumpled duvet on the floor next to the bed and the solitary sheet twisted up between my legs. I clamp the sore top of my thighs against the cotton which reminds me of how wild I became last night and I throw my head back on the pillow with a wistful smile.
Well, he’s still here, I’ve not scared him away with my brashness. And he’s cooking bacon. And if I freshen up I might even get to experience him sober.
I sneak into the bathroom, listening to him opening and closing cabinet doors in the kitchen, clattering dishes and whistling away to himself. I freshen up, brush my teeth and pull a comb through my hair, wipe away the remains of make-up smeared across my face and skip back into the bedroom before he has time to reappear.
I plump up the pillow and arrange my hair in what I hope looks like a seductive pose around my shoulders.
He pads through to the room carrying a lap tray and wearing a cooking apron. The outline of a semi-erect penis bobs seductively against the fabric of the apron.
Now do I want bacon or cock? Surprising even myself at how dirty my mind has become now I’ve become intimate with Johnson Wilder. I wonder why that is, but refocus on the situation facing me and leave the self-analysis until later.
“Hey babe.” He places the tray down on the bed at the side of my legs. Leaning over me and placing a soft lingering kiss on my lips.
“Hey you,” I say, rubbing my palm on the shape of his cock over the starchy cotton of the apron, and re-engaging the kiss.
He chuckles onto my lips.
“You not hungry then?”
“Oh, I’m most certainly hungry.” I rub harder and I push the tray over to the edge of the bed with my foot, before catching him off guard and flicking him onto his back, straddling him. I know I can get off in this position pretty quickly and it doesn’t take long of rocking back and forth with my fists curled around the halter on the apron before my walls clamp around him and the rocking turns into a cock clenching orgasm. I force my eyes to stay open to watch the veins at his temples bulge and him puff silently into his cheeks as he comes too.
Then I collapse off him and roll onto my back, my chest heaving and legs quivering from the exertion.
“Does bacon microwave okay?” he asks, staring up to the ceiling.
I laugh, rasping in a breath. “I’ve no idea Johnson, nothing has usually distracted me enough to have to set it aside and microwave it later.”
He laughs. “I’ll try.” Sitting up and straightening the apron and then reaching across for the tray.
When he stands, I smart his backside with my hand.
“Hey.” He jumps forward, nearly tossing the plates from the tray.
He’s still trying to work out how to operate the microwave when I enter the kitchen, in my short robe. “Don’t worry about that, I’ll fry up fresh.” I take another pan out of the rack.
“Great, I need to jump in the shower I’ve got to meet AJ soon. We’ve got a tournament in Texas next week and we’ve stuff to arrange before the flight there tonight.”
“Okay no problem.” I turn up the heat of the ring under the pan and put a filter paper into the coffee machine. “You sure get around a lot.”
“Yeah.” He sidles up behind me and wraps his arms around my waist while I try to concentrate on piling four scoops of coffee powder into the filter paper. “You can come with me if you like.”
“I’d love to, but I can’t.” His forearms rubbing against my sore nipples makes me lengthen my neck, leaving it exposed for him to pepper warm kisses up. “I’ve got a full schedule this next week.”
“Never mind. Maybe next time, eh?”
“Next time.” I let out a groan as his kisses reach my earlobe, sending an electric shock down my spine when he nibbles at it. Then he licks the shell and dives his tongue into the middle, my hearing all wet and hot.
“Johnson, don’t do that.” I can’t help press my backside into his growing cock. “You’ll be late.”
“I know and there are no condoms in reach.” He pulls away from my back, leaving a cold shiver in his wake.
“Yeah and don’t expect you’re going anywhere near me unsheathed. Not after all those women you’ve reportedly been with.”
“Hey, I’m not stupid. I’ve never been with a woman bare.”
“What even when you’ve been drunk?”
“No.” He pauses. “But you’re right I need to get checked.”
He kisses me on the cheek and recedes from the kitchen to take a shower.
I wonder if my comment has upset him; although it is the truth and an important issue to bring up.
I’ve stacked bacon on top of waffles by the time he reappears in all his naked glory, toweling himself dry. He disappears into the bedroom and emerges wearing only his pants and stands at the kitchen counter, eating bacon and washing it down with the strongly brewed coffee.
“Hey, I’m sorry if that remark about other women sounded insensitive.”
“It’s perfectly reasonable to bring it up and I promise I’ll make an appointment with the doctor. I should have done it before now.”
“Okay good.”
“Have you got any plans for the rest of the day?”
“Nothing startling. I might go back to bed, read a book, take a bath, go back to bed…”
He leans back and throws the rasher he was chewing on, back onto his plate. “Stop Meredith, the thought is killing me. You all cozy in bed and I’m out there arranging boring shit with AJ.”
I laugh. “No, I will take a bath though and then I’ve got case notes to catch up on.”
“On a Sunday?”
“You’re working today aren’t you?”
“Suppose so, but paperwork. Man, that sounds dreary.”
“Yes, but it’s got to be done. It’s the only way to keep ahead of the game. Some of my patients have complex issues, and I need to make sure they get the right sort of counselling.”
“Nothing like the sort of counselling I get I hope.”
“Pah. You’re not even my patient any longer. So, don’t take that tack with me Mr. Wilder.”
He leaves shortly after and I soak in the tub. Luxuriating in the essential oil infused bubbles before settling down at the table with the case notes.
It’s hard to remain focused when my mind constantly drifts to Johnson and my daring last night. I decide to text him before it gets too late, and he replies straight back to say he’s arrived in Texas and is in the hotel bar having a drink before turning in.
We exchange a few more texts before he stops. Shrugging my shoulders, I take a cup of cocoa to bed and curl up under the freshly made duvet with my current book of choice. “Darker” by E. L. James, I want to hear Christian Grey’s voice in their relationship.
The smell of the pages and the effects of the cocoa soon have me drifting off into a satisfied sleep and when I wake a shaft of daylight dazzles my eyes.
I reach across the bedside table to silence the bird chirping out from my phone and see Johnson has sent me a text. Just one word.
Johnson: Sorry.
That’s strange. I sit up and rub my eyes and then open the string of texts to see if there is anything preceding it I’ve missed, but there’s nothing. Just that one word.
I’ve not got time to dwell on it, I need to get into the office and I busy myself with my morning routine. When I’m soaping myself in the shower a thought crosses my mind about the hotel bar Johnson was in and I rinse the conditioner mask from my hair, switch off the shower and wrap a towel around my body before going into the bedroom to check my phone.
I tap in his name into the search bar and several results pop up. The latest one is about the Texas tournament he is playing in but it looks too official, so I click on the next one down which is a news feed from the local Texas paper. The image is of Johnson and AJ, sat on bar stools, with that woman from the function we went to on Saturday night stood between his legs. His hands on her thighs. The headline reads, “Will Wilder throw away his latest chance?”
I launch the phone onto the bed.
What a sucker you are Meredith.
I knew he was an arrogant, privileged ignoramus. It’s obvious he merely wanted a shag with his shrink before going back to his usual booty call.
I mean why else would she be in Texas? With him?






Chapter Twenty-One
Johnson


Well, fuck me. And she certainly did. Who’d have thought Meredith was the wild and dominant type in the bedroom and… I’d like it.
I’m supposed to be the alpha male, the head of the family, the one that takes a woman and owns her, but I’ve finally met my match in the bedroom. Even walking into her this morning wearing an apron didn’t emasculate me.
I lick my lips at the thought of taking this relationship up a notch or two and seeing what she has in store for me.
I’d not thought about her history or what she might do to me, as ever, I only dreamed about taking her and fucking her senseless. There’s an added dimension to this now, and it makes me feel on top of the world. My confidence is back but only because she has given it to me, in a more fulfilling way. It’s not about what I want, it’s about the both of us. Our desires.
We pick up our hire car from the airport and I drive to the hotel while AJ calls ahead, making sure the rooms and my golfing equipment are accommodated as requested. We’ve got plenty of time to kill so we go to the bar for a couple of beers, which is what I’m limiting myself to tonight, only for our jovial catch up to be spoilt by the arrival of Darcy Trainor.
She makes a beeline for me, her father veering off to the right to a group of his peers and before I can turn away she’s positioned herself in between my legs. I plonk my beer bottle down on the bar and turn to push her away, so I can stand.
She makes a sarcastic quip and I tell AJ I’ll see him bright and early for some practice shots. There’s no way I’m hanging around when she’s here. Anyway, I’m gonna smash this game tomorrow, I’m aiming for the top three, so an early night with no drama is what I need.
With a clear conscience, I fall straight to sleep. When I wake, I check my phone and see I’ve got two missed texts from Meredith.
I’m about to type a reply when AJ knocks on the door. “Come on man, our ride is here. We need to shoot.”
When I open the door to him, he passes over my usual smoothie he’s picked up from the hotel kitchen, so I pop my phone in my pocket and leave the texting until I’m in the car.
The hotel is close to the golf course and we are there in a few minutes, l start to type out a reply to Meredith but don’t get further than the opening word before the driver veers sharply to miss a deer that leaps out in front of us. The unexpected swerve sends my phone flying out of my hand and lands between the passenger seat and console in front of me.
“Hey man!” I shout.
“Sorry.” He pushes both his hands up toward the windscreen at the second deer that bounds across the road in front of us.
I loosen my seatbelt, so I can reach to pluck the phone from the metal slider the seat operates on, but my fingers are too thick.
“It’s stuck.”
“Watch out.” The driver presses a button on the console, so, I lean back and watch on with horror as the seat crunches over the phone.
“For fuck's sake. It’s ruined now!” I shout.
“Sorry. I meant to move it forward not back.”
I turn to AJ. “You’re gonna have to fix that. I can’t be without a phone.”
He titters. “No-one can be without a phone, Johnson.”
Slamming my elbow onto the door armrest, I stare of the window away from the two fuck-wits in the car taking my blood pressure sky high.
“Un-fucking-believable,” I say to no-one.
We are waved through the course security and as soon as we pull up to the VIP parking lot, I lurch away from the car, shouting back to AJ. “You’d better make sure that phone is sorted and back in my hands before this game tees off.”
“Yes, sir,” he shouts sarcastically, hanging back with the driver to retrieve the phone and make whatever arrangements are necessary to organize a replacement handset.
I stride up to the crowds that have arrived early and we have good-natured banter, signing merchandise and generally putting the phone incident behind me.
They make the draw and I’m first off the tee which is my preferred position.
The first round is miraculous. Every shot perfect, every breath of wind in my favor. And my eagle at the seventeenth secures my win.
Fuck me.
I’ve finished the day in the lead.
Unheard of in two years.
The years of partying and pretending that everything was fine, convincing myself time and time again each loss was simply a blip about to come good.
Now it has.
AJ scoots off to get an update on my cell phone while I have a jovial conversation with the president and the course judge.
We go back to the hotel and I retire to my room with my new cell, keen to ring Meredith with my news and see how her day has been.
She answers on the first ring.
“Hey babe.”
“Congratulations Johnson,” she says curtly. “I saw your result.”
“Yeah, everything clicked into place today… But what’s up with you. You sound kind of… put out?”
“To be honest Johnson, I am. What went on last night?”
“Nothing. I had an early night.”
“So, what’s the deal with you and that woman from the event you took me to on Saturday? There’s a photo with your hands on her ass. And then you didn’t respond to any of my texts. Oh, apart from, ‘Sorry’. I mean what does that even mean? Sorry? Sorry for what? Making a fool out of me? Telling me you wanted to take it slow, get to know me when all you wanted was to shag your doctor?”
“Hey, hey! Don’t read anything into some dumb-ass photo… or the text and believe me I’m not making a fool out of you.”
I hear a heavy sigh.
“Go on, Johnson.”
“I don’t know about any photo, but if you’re talking about Darcy, then she turned up at the bar last night, tried to make a nuisance of herself, but I wasn’t having any of it. You saw how she is for yourself. I left the bar straight away and went to bed.”
“So, what did the text mean?”
“I didn’t get your texts until this morning because I crashed as soon as I hit the pillow last night. Must be because you kept me awake until the early hours the night before.” I laugh and she doesn’t, so I continue. “This morning I lost my phone down the side of the seat in the car. It got mashed up, and I didn’t even realize that part of the text I was typing at the time was actually sent to you.”
I take a pause, but she’s not saying anything back in response.
“Look Meredith, I know it sounds kind of lame, but it’s the truth. I didn’t get up to anything last night and my phone was out of action this morning. And seriously, I’m not making a fool out of you.”
After a pause that goes on for way too long for my liking she replies. “Okay Johnson. I’m not getting all jealous on you. I simply wanted an explanation and you’ve given me one.”
“Sure?”
“Honestly, it’s fine.”
I look at my watch. I’ve got a schedule to keep to myself and my physio will be here any minute to work on my back.
“Look babe, I’ve got to shoot, I’ve got a massage booked.”
“Really?”
“Yeah for my back. I have one every day during a comp.”
“Okay, I’ll let you get off and catch up with you later.”
Time to ruminate is not an option as the physio knocks on my door as I hang up the call. He sets up his table and I undress, letting my mind drift to Meredith and whether I appreciate having to explain myself to her. In the end, I decide she is worth it and the explanation she asked for was reasonable.
We have the odd brief conversation over the course of the next couple of days and although I’d like to say it doesn’t affect my form, it does. But my overall result is not too shabby. I finish second and only to the current world number one, so I’ll take that.
AJ and I part company when we get to the airport in New York. He goes back to Redwood and I go to the city, picking up a huge bouquet from a florist on the way.
I park up and retrieve the bouquet from the back seat and rush across to the entrance doors of Meredith’s office building. It’s nearly five and I’m not sure how prompt she leaves the office. In my haste I run into a guy exiting the door, crushing some blooms.
“Hey man!” I turn expecting to hear an apology, but he’s not interested, scurrying across the lot with his hands stuffed in his pocket.
“Okay, wreck the flowers why don’t you.” I shout after him. “Jerk.”
In my attempt to revitalize the flowers, I snap off a couple of blooms and deposit them in the trash can outside the door.
Ruffled, I take the elevator up to the eleventh floor, taking the waiting to calm myself and decide what I will say. I need to explain my past and convince her I’ve moved on before she gives up on me. I have thirty tournaments a year that will take me away from home and she has to know she can trust me while I’m away.
The elevator dings and it seems I’ve just caught her, as she is bobbed down locking the door.
She straightens up when she sees me and her face softens.
“Wow, they’re beautiful. Are they for me?”
“Of course. I’ve come straight from the airport.”
“Thank you Johnson. That’s kind of you.”
I scratch my palm across my stubble. “Look I wondered if we could go somewhere for a drink, to talk stuff through. I need to explain about my past. It’s only fair.”
“Okay.” She looks at the flowers. “Just a sec. I’ll put them in water, I’m sure I’ve got a vase somewhere in the office.”
I take the flowers back from her while she unlocks the doors and scrabbles around in a cupboard for a vase.
“Here this will do.” She fills a white pot with water from a dispenser in the waiting room and puts the vase on her desk.
We leave together and go out to the lot. “We can take my car?” I suggest and I drive us both to a family friendly bar in the next neighborhood.






Chapter Twenty-Two
Meredith




He orders a beer and I go for my usual glass of wine and take them to a quiet booth, away from the wall hung TV set.
“Meredith, this stuff with Darcy and the other women is history. I’m not proud of what I’ve done but it won’t happen again, I swear. Only… realistically, my past may keep popping up.”
I’m a little confused about what he’s said and I imagine my face shows it.
“What I mean is I will not be that person that has one-night stands and parties until dawn. I’ve moved on and I need you to believe me. But some of those women are still around and socialize in the same circles as me, so like you witnessed at the golf dinner and the comp in Texas, they may still approach me. But I will always rebuke them. Always.”
That is what I want to hear, so I gently nod, before sipping my wine and waiting for the next installment of his past story.
“I know I’ve hinted at my past and you’ve commented on stuff you’ve read about me and I thought it was time to come clean and give you the real story.”
“Okay.”
He takes a pull on his beer. “If you’re interested that is?”
“Yes, I am.”
He takes a deep breath, and I steel myself for his revelations, hoping there is nothing I can’t deal with.
“Darcy and me have… spent time together and the incident that sparked off my seeking help from you in the first place was down to one of those times.”
“When you ruined the trophy cup.”
He nods.
“But that was the last and final time anything like that ever happens again. I resorted to one-night stands and meaningless flings after my one and only serious relationship.”
Ah, this sounds like it is the missing part of the jigsaw. The reason he doesn’t trust women. I stop myself from further analysis until I hear him out fully.
“When I was eighteen I met Kirsty,” I flick to his right wrist and notice the worn leather bracelet he wore there has gone. “She was raised in a golfing family - both parents played professionally, as did her brother, who at the time was my best friend. She would play a round or two but had other interests and was doing well at school. We dated throughout college and when she went onto university, I backed off and focused on my golf. As I climbed the ranks she fell into second place in my life.” He shakes his head. “I didn’t even attempt to go to her graduation.”
I wince, and it’s not the taste of the wine, but the selfishness of him missing her an important moment in her life.
“Not a great place to be I admit. But we carried on dating and things stepped up a gear, moving in to a rented place together and setting up a home. She was doing well at the auditing firm she worked at and spent her down time with friends and her family. Me, I played golf. All the while we were making plans and setting the foundations for the rest of our lives. Or so I thought. It wasn’t until we were well on our way with a move to Florida that she called a halt on it all. The villa was bought, the move all sorted. Shit, I’d even put a ring on her finger.” The intonation in his voice sharpening with the last statement.
I wince again.
“Sorry, I smart a little from that part. Not because of the ring but what that signified. I was in love with her and expected to be with her for the rest of my life. For her to raise my children and be at my side through a successful golfing career.”
He runs his fingers through his hair. “But I’d stopped listening to what she had been telling me for months, shit no, years. And it wasn’t until I realized she’d gone for good I actually heard what she had been trying to tell me. ‘There isn’t an us anymore, Johnson. It’s all about you.’”
“That’s tough.”
He shakes his head and huffs. “Do you know what the worse thing is? I should’ve been mature enough to take it on the chin and mend my ways, but I didn’t. I made the rest of my twenties even more about me. I blanked it all with a one-man crusade to never letting a woman get that close again.”
I continue to listen, without comment, the picture building up in my mind.
“So, I sold the villa in Florida and got on with my life. At first it worked fine. My golf was on point, I lived and breathed the game, successfully blanking out any memories of Kirsty.”
“So, you didn’t try to win her back?”
“At first, but after a while I told myself that I was better off without her, and if she thought she could do better then she should go for it.” He shakes his head. “And of course, she did. She’s happily married now, three kids and every picture the woman I thought she would be with me.”
“And has there never been another girlfriend since?”
“Nope. Not, until… you.”
“Really?”
“So that’s why you don’t have a significant other to share your success with?”
“Pretty much, but for a while it didn’t seem to matter. The golf was enough. Then I remember the point even that went wrong. I spotted my dad in the crowd at a local tournament. He was on his own, scruffy looking with a big paunch and bald head. He didn’t look sad though, his eyes were like I remembered. Full of life. I lost my focus on the rest of the game, sensing him watch me all the way around to the last hole. I tried to catch up with him, but he was nowhere to be found. I couldn’t stop thinking about him and hired a PI to find him and offer to meet up. It was easy enough to find him; he was well known in the drinking community. But…” He swallows noisily. “But, he told the PI he wasn’t interested in seeing me. Said he was only at the tournament because he’d wangled a freebie ticket and heard there was an open bar with it.”
He shakes his head. “With no-one to talk it over with I dealt with it the only way I knew how. I got wrecked. The night before another comp. But I played a decent enough round, so I shrugged it off and did it again and again, and before long I had convinced myself that I was invincible. I could drink as much as the next man,” he laughs, “or should I say my father, and still function. I guess I was trying to be better than him.” He taps his forefingers onto the edge of the table. “And there’s no shortage of girls looking for a good time when you’re a pro-golfer offering champagne on tap. So, it’s easy not to drink alone and party away the memories of anyone that dares pop up into my nightmares.”
He waits until a group that comes in the door, settle down and find seats at the opposite side of the bar.
“Then it all turned to shit. I could no longer hold it together, but I persevered, because I didn’t know what else to do.”
“But you must have tried? I remember when you came to me you said you hadn’t been with a woman for months.”
He rolls his eyes. “I came to an arrangement with Blane’s PA, Cherie. She’s now my PA too; when she wants to be, that is. She came along to functions I couldn’t avoid. Like a fake girlfriend. She was good at it until I tried sneaking off a few times. Then she said she could protect me against the girls but not against myself.”
I can’t help myself but smirk at the astuteness of Cherie’s remark.
“The golf was okay during that time but not great, and the nightmares were still there.”
“And then you crashed big time at the association awards evening.”
“Yup. And some. And there’s no way I’m ever going back to be that person again. But, I’m struggling.”
His eyes mist over and he looks for reassurance. All I can give him at this point is a weak smile.
“Struggling, because without the drink and parties I’m not blacking out anymore. And the nightmares trickle back and sometimes even follow me into my waking hours.”
He leans back on the chair and puts his ankle up onto his knee.
“There I’ve said it. Believe what you will because I can’t change any of that now. It is what it is and if you think badly of me, then that’s absolutely your prerogative.”
I let it mull over in my mind, twisting my glass back and forth by the base while I process the words he used, his body language and the sorrow in his eyes.
“Johnson I don’t think badly of you. Not at all and neither should you. Learn to love yourself.”
He blows out a breath, which sounds as if it has been pent up for a long time.
“I thought that had been my problem all along. Loving myself?”
“If you loved yourself, you wouldn’t have pushed the self-destruct button at the rejection you faced.”
“And you Meredith, are you going to be my latest rejection?”
“Hopefully not, but give me time Johnson. One step at a time remember?”
“It’s the only way.”
“Johnson, Your fiancé didn’t leave you because she didn’t love you, more likely because you shut her out and she considered her love wasn’t being returned. You can learn from that, but not beat yourself up over it. She went on to have a loving relationship and so can you.”
His eyes light up at that, and I hope I haven’t overstepped the mark. Because as much as I like Johnson I’m not convinced yet that we can have a happily ever after.
“And with your father that’s a little more complex because you were a child when he lost the trust of your family and left you all. But again, that was not your fault and I’m sure it’s not that he stopped loving you. It’s a lifestyle choice he probably regrets and his own foolishness has stopped him from ever making it up with you guys.”
“Yeah, I often wondered if he was too embarrassed to come back and apologize.”
I nod.
“And from what you’ve said it seems as if you have reached out to him, so there’s not a lot more you can do. You’re obviously a strong person, and to succeed in a sport the way you do takes a tremendous amount of tenacity and stamina. But you have to allow time to yourself and your wellbeing. Learn to love yourself. I’ve seen a good deal about you Johnson that I like and that’s why I took a risk, but promise me to love yourself first.”
“He nods. Yeah and try to not lose myself in the process.”
“You won’t.” I look at my watch. “I appreciate I’m not your doctor any longer, but I can help you work through this stuff if you like? Or I can recommend someone who can.”
“I’m not sure Meredith. I hope I can forget about it and move on. With you.”
I suck in a breath, worried that he is fixating on our relationship as the savior of his worries.
“I still believe you need to work through how you feel about your father and Kirsty leaving you. Have closure on that, then you can move on properly.”
He nods.
“It won’t be too horrible, I promise.”
He laughs. “It can’t be any worse than the nightmares I’ve been having. So, what about us?”
I smile. “One step at a time, Johnson.”
He nods, then slaps his hands on his thighs taking the tempo of the conversation up a notch.
“How about a date tomorrow night? Pizza Hut.”
“Wow, you’d go to Pizza Hut with me?”
“I’ll do whatever it takes, Meredith.”
I want to agree, because I don’t want this to end, but I have to contemplate this carefully before tomorrow night. There’s no way I can continue to lead him on if I have any continuing doubts.
“Okay.”
He leans across the table and gives me a kiss.
As he drives me back to my car, he updates me on the tournament and it warms me to hear him speak passionately about it. And if I’m honest, I can quite see how it would be too much for a young woman. I, on the other hand, have my career, one I would expect a boyfriend to respect equally. His golfing obsession wouldn’t affect me in the same way. I’m sure.
His confessions are honestly spoken, I should know I’ve listened to enough over the years and my bullshit detector was on full alert and it didn’t go off once.
There’s only one niggling doubt, and that is whether he will lapse when times get tough. And whether I need to be part of that. It’s early enough in our relationship for me to duck out, leave him to it.
But I accept even while the thought is turning over in my head. I can’t walk away. He excites me, makes me feel alive. I remember our dates and the night we spent together. The passion and the liberation I felt.
I look across at him and can’t deny that he is attractive. I force myself to look away so I can stay true to my resolve to sleep on what he has told me, make sure I am doing the right thing in continuing to see him. Both for him and for me.
When we reach my car, he turns off the engine and the interior lights come on.
“Tomorrow night?”
“Yes, tomorrow night Johnson.”
He leans over and takes my cheek in his palm caressing my cheekbone with the pad of his thumb. I close my eyes and lean onto his warm hand before turning my mouth to it and kissing his palm.
His face leans in to mine and I let him softly place a kiss on my lips, the scruff on his chin, rubbing against mine like a thousand tiny needles stimulating my senses. The kiss goes on well until after the courtesy lights dim.
“I’ll pick you up at seven,” he says as I open the door and climb out
“Okay Johnson. Just text me first.” I lean back into the car to retrieve my purse.
He waits until I am in my car, reversing back so I can swing out of the parking spot and he follows me from the car park; me turning left and him right.
I find a parking spot on my street, but it’s kind of eerie when I get out and I cross my arms across my chest and walk at a pace up to my apartment. It must be my latent desire to have Johnson with me that’s making me appear vulnerable and alone.






Chapter Twenty Three
Johnson




It’s frustrating to drive home alone, but it’s been a long day and I’m beat. At least it’s ended better than I thought it would two hours ago.
Fuck that, it’s not ended well at all.
Sure, it could have been worse, but I fight for what I want and I had more to give tonight. A win would have been me tucked up in bed with her right now instead of this stupid ass drive home.
I flick through my playlist, stopping at, “You Should Be Here” by Cole Swindell. I wonder as I drum along to the beat on the steering wheel, who I’m missing right now. My dad, Kirsty or Meredith?
It takes longer than usual to reach home; the music slowing me down as I enjoy the full album.
As I pull into my driveway, I wonder if I will ever bring Meredith here. This pristine house of mine whose walls have never had a woman’s moans ricocheting off them. Although the state of my mind right now, I don’t believe my dick could cope with the added pressure.
If I ever was confident enough to bring her here, I must stock up the wine rack, I decide as I switch on the light in the kitchen and pour myself a bourbon. She may like Pizza Hut but she’s refined with wine.
I rest against the kitchen counter and take my first punishing sip of the drink. Then shoot her a text with a link to the playlist I’ve just listened to.
She texts back straight away, telling me she will fall asleep listening to it tonight.
That warms my heart.
✽✽✽
 
With no real plans for today, I go to the gym at the country club and have lunch there, before driving back to New York to meet Meredith.
AJ joins me at the gym and fills me in on his latest exploits with his girlfriend and his attempts to placate her. Then, when he moves on to the latest gossip amongst the caddies, I remind him I will crush his balls in a vice if he divulges anything about my personal life to them. I’m sure he must throw tidbits out there, otherwise how would he get to find out anything without a little in return.
The answer to that is as my mom would say, ‘do nothing in private you wouldn’t want somebody to recount back to you in public’. Another piece of advice I’ve conveniently not listened to.
We pump weights and despite AJ’s small frame I struggle to equal his poundage. But I don’t give up and I refuse to lose out to him; grunting my way up to match and then exceed his max.
We sweat out the stiffness in the sauna before going for lunch. And while AJ has a beer with his I stick to water. I’m getting used to this San Pellegrino.
I check my phone again and there’s no update from Meredith and against my natural instincts I tap out a text.
Me: You still okay for tonight?
As the cursor blips in front of me, I decide the question makes me sound needy, so I hold my thumb on the delete button until all the characters have disappeared. I’ll turn up at seven as planned and she will be there.
On my way to New York I play the Cole Swindell songs again and wonder if this relationship goes anywhere whether I should rent somewhere closer, perhaps even in the city. I’m sure Cherie could swing it as a tax write-off. Meredith likes her own space and I wouldn’t want to suggest anything that might scare her away, especially as I’ve promised to take this slow.
After parking up, I walk over to her apartment block, bound up the stairs and lean onto the buzzer. I press it several times but there’s no answer. Each time the sinking feeling in my stomach becomes heavier. So, I check my watch and then call her number but it rings out. On the second call it goes straight to voicemail.
Leaning against the railings that run alongside the stairs, I look up and down the street for any sign of her.
Then I get a text.
Meredith: Go away.
Go away? What the fuck has happened?
Slowly, I take a few steps down while I stare at the screen. I knew there was a risk she would change her mind but to be that rude? Go away?
I text her back.
Me: Why? Talk to me.
When I reach the bottom of the stairs, I turn around and look up at the building. Her apartment is at the back, so, I look for a way around to the backyard but there’s no communal walkway I can see.
As I’m figuring out my next move I notice her cat walking around my feet in a figure of eight. “She’s kicked you out too has she Tabby?” It purrs as it rubs its neck against my leg.
After a few minutes, I go back to my car, and text one final time.
Me: I’m in the car. I’ll wait five more minutes. Then I’m gone.
I sit patiently for a while on the off chance she’ll get in touch; but there’s nothing more from her. I contemplate going to Blane’s while I wait for Meredith to respond. But Yasmin is due to have her baby any day now and that wouldn’t be fair.
So, I take the long highway home.






Chapter Twenty Four
Meredith




My pace slows as I reach the bottom of the stairs outside my apartment building. A smile slips across my lips when I spot a bunch of flowers sat at the top, leaning against the door. They might be for another occupant but I’m guessing they’re not because they look very similar to the bouquet Johnson brought to the office yesterday.
He’s trying, I’ll give him that.
The smile on my face widens when I bend over and read my name written on the front of the miniature envelope. The fluttering in my stomach confirms what I’ve been mulling over all day; I’m looking forward to tonight and whatever he’s got planned after Pizza Hut. Or before.
The sound of purring halts my salacious thoughts and I turn to see Tabby bounding up the stairs.
“What are you doing out here?” I squat down to tickle the spot of white fur under her chin and then bring her up into my arms for a cuddle. I don’t remember letting her out this morning, in fact I’m positive I didn’t as I never let her out when I go to work.
I set her down again, wondering if I left a window open in my apartment, and whether the rain from earlier today has soaked anything. I unlock the door and then pop the keys back into my pocket so I can pick up flowers that are about to flop over onto the doormat. Then I step inside, with Tabby following at my feet. The hall lights don’t usually activate straight away and as they flicker on, a searing hot pain cracks across the back of my head.
My knees give way and I fall to the floor, my crown bouncing off the skirting board and my face lost in the heavy scent of roses and lilies. I hear Tabby meowing as she flees back outside the still open door and then the mailbox cover clangs when someone kicks the door shut.
All I can see through my faltering vision is the ceiling in the hallway as I’m dragged along by my hands before I black out.
✽✽✽
 
When I prise open my eyes, the pain stabs through my head like cold steel, forcing me to squeeze them shut again and breathe through the pain. I wrap my arms around my head, muffling my ears and making my groans sound detached.
A cold hand squeezes my shoulder and then strokes up the back of my neck onto my head, causing goosebumps to creep across my flesh in its wake.
Then the voice fills my head. Barely a whisper, but it’s as painful as fingernails across a blackboard.
“Meredith,” he dares say my name. “You’re safe now.”
I’m fully aware, I’m anything but safe. I recoil from the foul stench of his breath and wish he’d go away. I never came close to him in the consulting room to notice he smelt this way and it’s too late now.
In vain, I try to lift my shoulder but my head seems like it needs support. I run my hand to the back of my head to feel for blood. It’s not wet but there is a large lump at its base.
“Don’t worry about your head Meredith. I’ve checked, and it’s fine.”
Using all the energy I can muster, I push up on my elbow and shrug off his touch. His knees crack as he stands and then his footsteps stutter away on the wooden floor.
I force open my eyes, blinking through the pain and focus on his shadowy figure hunched over a table in front of a curtained off window ten yards away.
My heart sinks further when I notice this is not my apartment. The last place I remember.
“Dale,” I croak, the break in my voice masking my word. “Dale,” I hiss. This time the hatred I have toward this man for assaulting me is clear.
He ignores me and paces the floor. I can hear him mumbling to himself repeatedly.
I jostle up further, resting my weight onto my hand.
“Dale!” This time my voice has more authority to it, but the vibration pulses painfully, through my head.
He stops and looks my way, erratically scratching his fingers through his hair.
“Dale, you need to take me home. Right now.” I command, hoping the control in my instruction breaks through his troubled mind.
Dale Simmons has attended counselling sessions with me for several weeks and he has severe anxiety issues. He cared for his mother for as long as he could remember until eventually she died last year. They found her in their shared apartment a month after her death. He hadn’t wanted to give her up and naturally suffered from trauma, although there were deep-seated personality issues surfacing well before then. His mother died of natural causes, and although it was a misdemeanor not to report a death, the authorities appreciated the stress he had been through and let him off with an order to seek professional guidance.
When his case finally came across my desk, the issues were well rooted and I expected to deal with his behaviors over several months. The insurance company had signed off his treatment, and he seemed to be progressing well. Or so I thought.
I reflect on the conversation I had with Hector about patients developing feelings for their psychologists and realize that’s what has happened with Dale.
“Dale, are you listening? You need to take me home. Right now.” I’m hoping my tactics of standing up to him work. He did as his mother told him for all of those years.
He’s shaking his head, vehemently.
“No, Meredith, I can’t. You’ve not had dinner yet. I picked up your favorite pizza.”
I push up onto my knees, hoping my legs will support my weight when I try to stand.
“How do you know which is my favorite pizza?”
He doesn’t answer and my mind works over-time. Is he bullshitting or does he know?
I spot the Pizza Hut boxes on the counter, and the realization washes over me with chilling clarity - he has watched Johnson bring me carry-out.
This isn’t a snap, and he hasn’t done this on a stupid whim. He’s stalked me for a while now and planned this moment.
With the anxiety building I lose the motivation to stand, so I resort to sitting back on my heels and press my hands onto my knees.
“Meredith, I had to do this. I need to protect you from that man. He’s no good for you, but I can keep you safe.”
I shake my head, my hair falling in front of my face. “No, Dale, you can’t protect me. I don’t want to be here. I want to go home.” My voice falters with the hopelessness.
“No, you don’t. You don’t know what you’re saying.” I can sense the agitation in his voice and it scares me. “He came to the apartment. I had to get you out of there.”
“What do you mean he came to the apartment?” I whisper.
“That man. When I tried to save you. He came.”
“Dale, I don’t understand. Did you do something to Johnson?” Panic clear in my voice.
He shakes his head. “No, I told him to go away. Like you would have done.”
I blow out a shaky breath and scout around the room.
“Where are we Dale?”
“Home.”
“How did you get me here?”
He points to a large suitcase, on wheels and titters behind his hands.
My stomach knots imagining being zipped up in that confined space and wheeled out of my apartment.
I weigh Dale up, understanding for the first time, that despite his hunched inward-looking appearance he must be strong to have lugged me around.
It makes my ideas of overpowering him seem futile and limits my options of making my way out of here. Alive.






Chapter Twenty Five
Johnson




I didn’t sleep well at all last night. I had visions of my father taunting me on the golf course again. This time he was telling me I was a loser and not worthy of the Wilder name.
It's still dark when I go downstairs and fail at the simple task of making coffee. Forgetting to put the jug under the spout and watching it spurt black liquid over the counter top for several seconds before I leap to the thrust the jug underneath it.
“Fuck,” I cuss, as I mop up the spill with a kitchen towel.
I take my coffee out to an Adirondack chair on the patio at the back of my house to watch the sunrise. Its early spring and the mornings are chilly, so I light the gasoline patio heater and sit under it watching over the golf course at the bottom of my garden.
The birds are busying themselves and rabbits hop across the lawn unchecked. One particularly noisy Magpie dominates the space, perched at the top of a tree. It’s fine for them to all be getting on with their lives. They have no baggage, it’s simple for them. Another magpie flies by and the one perched on the tree joins it. Jostling in the air until they finally land on a hedge together.
I gulp back my coffee, wincing at the bitterness, and when the warmth of the cup dissipates, I switch off the heater and go through to my garage to pull together my practice set of clubs. I take them straight to the car and drive around to the golf course.
Meredith has made it clear by her final text yesterday evening she doesn’t want to speak, so I will not torment myself with repeated checks of my messages. So, I leave the phone in my car.
The only conclusion I can draw is the revelations about my womanizing life are too much. And, I can’t blame her for that.
It’s with a perfunctory approach that I take myself around the course, leaving at the ninth hole when other golfers start to turn up. I don’t want to chat or share space with anyone today.
It’s not that I’m morbid, more resigned to how my life will be. I’m not going back to how it was. Meredith has shown there’s an alternative and more fulfilling meaning to my life. But I can’t envision a life without her.
When I get back to my car, out of habit I pick up my handset and I’m concerned to see a missed call from Meredith. I take a breath and dial the number, bracing myself for her voice; surprised when a man answers instead.
“Who’s this?” I ask.
“Thanks for calling back, Johnson. It’s Hector, Meredith’s boss.” I look at the phone screen again, it’s her office number I’ve returned the call to.
“Sure, I remember.” I rub my temples with my forefinger and thumb.
“I wondered if you knew where Meredith is?”
“No, I don’t. Why do you ask?” I halt rubbing my temples.
“No particular reason. I’m sorry to have called you.”
“No, wait. You’ve got me concerned now.”
“It’s just she didn’t turn up for work today and I can’t get hold of her.”
“No, me neither.” I murmur, thoughts turning over in my head. “Was she at work yesterday?”
“Yes.”
“Did she say anything about what she might do last night?”
“No.”
“There is something wrong, Hector. Does anyone have a key to her apartment?” I position the key into the starter.
“Yes, I do. I still have it from when I looked after her cat, when she was away with you the other week.”
“I need to meet you there. It’ll take me an hour.”
I turn the key, throw the car into gear and wheel spin out of the car lot, leaving a plume of dust behind me.
On the way, I call Meredith’s cell, but it goes straight to voicemail. Again, and again.
I wonder if she’s sick or has fallen in her apartment?
When I eventually pull onto her street, I slow and spot her car parked up down a side street. I stop to check it is definitely hers and that she’s not in it. Then I see Hector pacing the sidewalk ahead, with his cell to his ear.
“Any news?” I call out of my open car window.
He shakes his head.
“Have you been inside?”
“No, I was waiting for you.”
I close the car window and pull over to a spot in a no park zone.
Hector holds out the apartment keys and I grab them from him, rush up the stairs, open the door and run across the hall to her apartment door. The lock opens easily and I hesitate at the entrance. It’s quiet and, even though I intend to search through every room, I’m certain before I step forward there is no-one here.
Everything appears exactly as it was on Saturday night, even the flowers I bought her, placed in the sink.
I rush off toward the bedroom and slow as I near the door, a thought interrupting my mission.
She put the flowers in a vase. In her office.
I freeze.
“What is it?” Hector asks me, stroking the cat that has appeared and is meowing loudly at his feet.
“The flowers.” I go back to the kitchen to inspect them. They’re similar but not the same. These have a different color film wrapped around the stems. I study the self-adhesive label on the wrapper that advertises the florist they came from. It’s not the same one that I bought mine from.
I take them from the sink. “Come on, Hector.” He tips the contents of the cat food pouch from the counter into the cat bowl and scurries behind me out of the apartment.
“Do I need to call the police?” He asks, as he tries to keep up with me.
“Yes, but I’m not waiting for them to turn up.” I stride off.
“What do I tell them? We don’t know if anything has happened,” he asks breathlessly.
When I reach my car, I stop and turn to him. “I don’t know what’s happened Hector. But I’ve got a hunch something isn’t right. She was supposed to go out with me last night and she wouldn’t answer the door or any of my calls when I got here.”
He snorts. “Maybe she changed her mind because she had a better offer.”
I shrug my shoulders. “I doubt it. But it doesn’t explain why she didn’t turn up for work.”
“Hmm. That is out of character,” he murmurs, tapping into his cell before putting it to his ear. “What if the police ask us to wait here?”
“You can wait if you like, but I’m going to find out where the hell these flowers came from.”
“No… I…” He turns to the apartment block and then back. “Wait!” he shouts, running around to the passenger door and climbing into the seat.
I listen to his half of the conversation with the police and when he hangs up the call he relays the outcome.
“They’ve said I can file a missing person’s report but because she’s an adult, and there doesn’t seem to be any evidence of foul play, they won’t take any action just yet and I should follow up in a few days.”
I huff out a breath and pull the car up onto the sidewalk outside the flower store.
The florist peers through the window at my discourteous parking and looks shocked when I burst in through the door. She cautiously looks at the bouquet and when I explain the situation to her she hesitantly admits to remembering the guy that bought them. When she describes him, it rings a bell. It sounds like the asshole that bumped into me when I was coming out of Meredith’s work. It turns out he paid cash and took them away, so there’s no name to match it to, not that the florist was certain to give me it, anyway.
Hector shakes his head. “Doesn’t sound like anyone I recognize. Meredith probably duped you, maybe she was seeing someone else, and this guy bought better flowers.” He laughs, for the florist’s benefit, and I glare back at him.
As we walk back to the car I tell him, “No Hector, that’s not Meredith’s style. I’m sure this guy has got something to do with her going missing. And I’ve not got a good feeling about this. At all.”
“What do you suggest we do about it?” Resting his hand at the top of his open door.
“Do you have CCTV at the office, on the outside of the building, perhaps?” I ask him, over the top of the car.
“Probably. I’ve not had cause to ask.”
“Can you make a call, while we drive over there. I’m sure that guy was the one I bumped into when I picked Meredith up the other night. Can you check with the security guard now, so we’ve got footage to look at as soon as we get there? Then we should access Meredith’s calendar. Get that guy’s name.”
We climb back into the car and I pull off into the painfully heavy traffic, toward Hector’s office. When we arrive, the security guard has already pulled the CCTV footage for the last week and he fast forwards through until the time I arrived with the flowers.
“There,” I call out. Jabbing my forefinger at the screen.
He rewinds and pauses at the image of me and the guy crossing in the doorway, but the angle of the camera and the bunch of flowers I have in my arms disguise him. We watch him walk off across the car lot toward a red van, but it’s on the edge of the frame and we can’t see him get in. The guard fast forwards the tape and the time counter shows it to not move for at least an hour. What worries me most is that happens to coincide with me dropping Meredith back at her car after our visit to the bar.
“Who is he?” I ask.
“I’ve no idea,” Hector admits. “Shall we check Meredith’s diary? See who she was meeting before you arrived that night. Although I’m not convinced that there is anything awry.”
I cut him a look, and he scurries off to the elevator.
“See if you can make out that plate, while I go with him,” I call out to the security guard as I run after Hector.
Hector lets us in to his office and pulls up Meredith’s calendar on his computer. He identifies her last appointment that day was with a Dale Simmons.
“Are his notes on that system? Can you pull up his address?”
He hesitates. “Yes, but it’s confidential. There’s no way I can divulge that information. Anyway, we can’t be sure if Dale Simmons is the guy you bumped into.”
I lean on to the desk and put my face into his. “Hector, this is important. It’s a matter of life and death and if anything happens to Meredith, I will personally cut your balls off and feed them to her cat.”
Shocked, he scribbles down the address on a sheet of paper, folds it up and stuffs it into his jacket pocket.
“I’m not telling you the address, Johnson. If anyone asks, you’re simply along for the ride.”
“Fine. But I’m driving, so you will have to tell me at some point. It’s nearly twenty hours since anyone last saw her. Fuck knows what’s happened to her since then.”
“I believe we should call the police again now.”
“Fine, you do that Hector and tell them what exactly?”






Chapter Twenty-Six
Meredith




“Mother said it was rude for guests not to eat what their host has prepared.”
I look down at the congealed topping on the pizza Dale has reheated in the microwave.
He’s at least helped me up into a chair, but he has tied my hands behind my back with tape. For my safety he told me. There are sharp knifes around and he said he doesn’t want me to harm myself with them.
His twisted logic has made him say several things which I am having difficulty keeping up with. Although my headache has subsided and my vision is less blurry, but with nothing to drink or eat since yesterday lunchtime and the impact of stress on my body, I’m shaky and weak.
“No, Dale. Your mom didn’t mean it that way. She meant that you shouldn’t force someone to eat unless they were a guest in your house. As I am not a guest, then you need to let me leave and invite me back again as a proper guest and then I will eat.”
“No, no, that’s not what she said. You’re trying to twist everything.” He clutches at his hair, patches ripping out in between his fingers.
I appreciate the signs are not good; he is becoming increasingly agitated and I fear he will do something stupid. I spy my purse over near the window and wonder if my cell is still in it. I can’t remember the sequence of events, just remember the flowers and not much else. I thought I opened my door, or was it open already? Yes, I remember that.
The daylight permeating through the rough fabric of the curtains leads me to deduce this is a different day, and I wonder how long I must have been unconscious for. One night has passed, but whether that was at home or here, I’m not sure.
Then I hear a screech of brakes outside, and two doors closing, one after the other. I hope my mind is not deceiving me, making me hopeful about the familiar noise of those car doors. My heart rate increases and my mouth becomes even drier.
Please let it be Johnson.
Dale doesn’t notice the noise of the car outside and he continues to pace up and down, stopping momentarily to put the pizza back in the microwave again.
Then my heart rate ratchets up when I hear footsteps in the corridor outside and a rap on the door. Dale rushes toward me and stuffs a dishcloth into my mouth, then scurries to the window and pokes his nose into a small gap he makes when he pulls back the curtain.
I try to scream but the cloth is muffling my attempts, my cheeks blowing out with the effort. I writhe my bound wrists against the frame of the chair, but they are tied tight.
There’s another bang on the door and this time Johnson calls out my name.
Tears well up in my eyes from the frustration of not being able to respond, mixed with the heightened anxiety that Dale’s pacing and mumbling into his fist is adding.
Then the microwave dings and it’s enough to make Johnson bang harder, shouting out my name. I rock on the chair, hoping the noise of the legs scraping on the wood floor are enough for him to hear.
It seems it is as the door shakes with the force of Johnson kicking at the lock. Finally, the wood splinters around the lock and Johnson barges through the broken door.
Dale scuttles backwards and cowers in a corner. His hand curled over his head to protect himself from attack.
Johnson rushes over, drops to his knees before pulling the rag from my mouth and takes my face in his hands.
“Meredith, are you okay?” His eyes searching into mine. “Did he hurt you?”
I shake my head, tears flooding down my cheeks.
“Call the police. Now.” Johnson barks at Hector frozen in the doorway.
“And you,” Johnson growls at Dale. “Don’t you fucking move, you piece of shit.”
Dale only whimpers.
“Has he got a weapon or anything?” Johnson asks me.
“No, I don’t believe so. He’s harmless,” I sob.
“Harmless?” Johnson looks at me, his face aghast.
“My hands. Untie me, please.”
Johnson looks around for a knife and takes one from a set in the corner of the kitchen. Swiftly, he cuts through the tape in between my wrists and drops the knife to the floor. I move my aching shoulders and bring my hands around so I can rub the circulation back into them.
“Come on, let’s get out of here.” Johnson pulls me up and supports my weight for a few steps before picking me up into his arms and carrying me out of the room.
Hector looks on with a wide-open mouth and his phone clutched tight to his chest.
“Make sure that piece of shit doesn’t move a muscle.” Johnson barks.
Hector looks as if he is about to run away, the thought of being with the kidnapper on his own too much to stomach.
“Are the cops on their way?” Johnson asks.
Hector doesn’t answer because the sirens mean they have.
As Johnson carries me outside, two armed cops rush passed us. While another ushers us toward their car.
I shield my eyes from the bright light as Johnson lowers me down into the back seat of the police car before squatting down at the curbside next to me.
“You’re safe now, babe.”
“Thank you,” I mouth to him, letting myself lean back on the headrest and succumb to the tiredness that engulfs me.
The cops want to take a statement, so Johnson gives them brief details before an ambulance turns up. Two paramedics help me onto a stretcher in the back of the ambulance and we speed off to the hospital.






Chapter Twenty Seven
Johnson




The medical staff confirm there are not likely to be any lasting effects from the bump to her head, but Meredith should stay in overnight and then refrain from alcohol or any strenuous activity for the next few days.
She throws me a mischievous look when the doctor gives her the advice and digs her fingernails into the palm of my hand. She hasn’t let go since they transferred her from the admissions room.
When we are left alone, she curls her lip at me. “I want to go home,” she says.
“You can’t, they need to make sure there are no latent effects from the concussion.”
“Well, you should at least go home and rest. There’s nothing more you can do here.”
Despite her words, the squeeze she makes on my hand is enough to confirm my intentions.
“I’m not going anywhere without you.”
I see the relief in her eyes and the quiver on her lips. Desperate to ease the tremble, I lean forward and press my mouth to hers, calming her with a kiss.
“Thank you,” she breathes.
My hand reaches up on to her forehead and brushes aside the hair caught up in her eyelashes.
“I can’t tell you how crushed I was today when I thought something had happened to you and then when I saw how that piece of shit had gagged and bound you. I wanted to rip him to pieces.”
I lower my gaze in an effort to redirect the anger that is bursting from me, away from her. When my heart rate slows somewhat, I raise my stare.
“You mean everything to me, Meredith. I’m not letting you from my sight until I’m confident you’re safe.”
She nods her head, tears pooling at the corner of her eyes.
I brush the pad of my thumbs across her cheekbones and wipe away her sadness.
“I promise.” I whisper, sealing the pledge with my lips.
After several minutes she closes her eyes, as do I, both drifting off to sleep still joined at the hand.
Several times I wake during the night, to check she is still breathing, like she’s a newborn baby I have sudden responsibility for.
When she finally wakes and slides her hand from mine to push herself up the pillows at the top of the bed, she croaks out my name. “Johnson.”
I stir, sitting bolt upright before remembering where I am.
“Do you think we can go home now?”
I check the time on my watch and go to find a nurse.
The whole process takes an hour, but at least that gives Blane’s driver time to retrieve my car from the pound they hauled it to after I dumped it outside the kidnapper’s apartment. And for me to sort out the release fee I’m obliged to pay.
“I could take a cab,” Meredith offers.
“What all the way to Redwood?”
“Redwood?” She frowns. “Your place?”
I nod. “I’m not about to take you back to your apartment. Not after what happened there.”
I falter, because no-one is sure yet what happened in Meredith’s apartment. Dale Simmons has clammed up and no-one can get any sense out of him. Meredith’s recollection is hazy, but at least the checks here confirmed the only harm she suffered was a blow to the head.
“Anyway, I want to take care of you.”
“But…,” she protests.
“I insist,” I cut her off.
She has little choice but to agree, which she does with a smile.
As we walk out to the car, it reminds me of the last time I took someone home from hospital. Blane. That incident should have been enough to have snapped me to my senses and admit how shallow I had become. But it didn’t. Now, I’ve got a second chance at this, and I will not waste it. My determination is strong.
“I don’t want to sound like an alcoholic or anything, but could we stop off for wine on the way? I could do with a drink later,” she asks.
I open the door for her and wait until she lowers into the seat before racing around the hood to the driver’s seat. I take the keys off Blane’s driver, and I jump into my seat.
Then, I answer her request. “No need, babe. I’ve got it covered.”
“Okay,” she says with a furrowed brow.
“I stocked my wine rack with your favorite Cab Franc.”
“How did you know I would ever go to your place?”
“I always knew.” The truth of my words evident in the simplicity of their delivery.
She doses off during the drive home and I repeatedly glance at her. Any reservations I had about taking a woman to my home, don’t seem to hold true with Meredith.
Close to home, I pull into a gas station, leaving Meredith asleep in the car. She wakes when I return, stretching her back and letting out a yawn. “What have you got here, Johnson?”
I pass over the bag and she sticks her hand and nose into it, naming each item as she discovers it. “Steak. Apples. Cereal. So, are you cooking steak for dinner?”
“I’m gonna give it a go.” I smile. “I mean how hard can it be?”
She shakes her head and laughs. “As long as it’s not pizza. I don’t think I could ever face pizza again.”
“No, me neither.” Thinking about the memories pizza brings up for the both of us.
“So, is this dessert?” She holds up a firm green apple.
“Yep, and cereal for breakfast.” It’s clear as soon as I’ve said it, how lame it sounds.
“But you said you’ve got wine, right?”
“Yeah, a case full.”
“Good, then that’s all that matters.”
She shuffles the bag between her knees and on to the floor, and I drive the rest of the way home chatting with Meredith about food and wine.
When I pull the car in front of the house, she leans forward in her seat and looks up at the frontage. “Wow. It’s impressive. This is for one person?” She slips off her seat belt and puts her hand on the door handle.
“It was,” I murmur under my breath.
The obvious awe at my house doesn’t subside when she enters the hall. Raising her head up and around at the staircase and poking her nose into the living area.
“Where do I put my shoes?” she asks, as she steps out of them.
I open the door to a bare closet, the fresh new smell revealing it has never been used. “This is for guests’ shoes, but yours… I’ll take upstairs to my closet later.” I reach to take them from her, leaving them on a stair tread.
She pads towards the living area and I hold back watching her move into my space.
It’s as if this is what the house was waiting for.
Her.
To move through it and give it energy.
“It is lovely here.” Meredith stands at a window in the living area, looking at the perfect view.
I say perfect because it is exactly how I want it, with trees planted at either side of the backyard that frame a postcard view of the golf course beyond. “And you designed all of this?”
“Kind of.”
I feel as if I am betraying her somehow by not telling her the whole truth. Even though there are parts I’ve not even admitted to myself.
“Do you want coffee, Meredith?”
“Ooh yes please. I haven’t had a proper coffee in what… twenty-four hours?” She laughs.
Her laugh bounces off the living room walls and it’s as if the house applauds with approval.
“Can we go out there?” She points through to the backyard. “I would love to sit in the fresh air.”
“Sure. I’ll bring the coffee out in a sec.” I unlock the door and slide it open for her, passing her a checkered wool blanket from a box near the door.
I retreat into the kitchen and watch through the gap as she meanders through the planted-out yard up to the edge of the adjacent golf course.
My legs are unsteady and my heart beats erratically. I lean onto the counter, waiting for the coffee to brew, my head hung while I bring my breathing under control.
This is it. This is what I’ve been waiting all this time for and the significance of it is overwhelming.
With the last of the spurts from the coffee machine, I focus on my breathing.
In. Out. In. Out.
Each breath drawn refuels my mind and makes clear the vision I have for the two of us. Here. Together.
Taking the two mugs, I walk across to the doors, sliding them open with my foot. She turns, her shoulders wrapped in the blanket and her flax hair flicking over her shoulder.
I need to sit down.
She skips across. “Johnson, it’s just fabulous here. I never imagined your place would be this beautiful.”
I will agree with you, Meredith, but only if you promise to stay. Otherwise it will be the ugliest place on this planet, and I will board it up forever.






Chapter Twenty Eight
Meredith




I sit in one of the two chairs he has perfectly positioned on the decking and breathe in the perfect mix of fresh country air and coffee.
“How you feeling now?” he asks, settling on to a chair next to me, one of his legs stretched out and the other tucked under.
“Much better, thank you. Although it’s only now sinking in how frightening it all was and what might have happened if you hadn’t discovered where I was.” I shudder. “His voice, and the way he paced up and down. He was so unbalanced, I wasn’t sure what he would do next.”
He places his mug on the deck and reaches over for my hand. I take it and he tugs me across to him.
“Come here,” he says in a soft low voice.
I stand and step across, sitting down on his lap and leaning back into his chest. He adjusts the blanket on my shoulders and hugs me into him. The warmth of his breath feathering across the top of my head.
“I will not let anything like that happen to you again Meredith. Never. If my sole purpose in life is to keep you safe, then I will.”
My heart skips a beat. No-one has ever said anything like that before. I’ve had to become the strong independent woman because there has been no-one else. My mother crumbled when my dad died and my grandmother’s strength never seemed to be from a position of caring. More to do with keeping order and tradition.
The vulnerability I suffered yesterday at the hands of Dale Simmons shook me to the core. I’d never imagined I would be in such a situation and without Johnson rescuing me, goodness knows what the outcome might have been.
My breath hitches and I try to clamp down on a sob that threatens to blurt out.
What would have happened if it wasn’t for Johnson? Because I didn’t have a plan yesterday. I’d built up an ideal I was invincible and the only person that would ever touch me would be someone I invited to. I’d always thought my patients weren’t equal, and that I held a superior card of fate over them. How wrong I was.
I turn to look passed Johnson’s strong jaw and along his tanned skin to those genuinely blue eyes. Eyes that are crystal clear on this bright day, they seem incapable of hiding a secret or a lie.
“Thank you Johnson. And thank you for bringing me here. I’m not sure I could have stepped a solitary foot into my apartment today.”
“You’re safe here Meredith and I’m pleased you like it.”
I hum my approval onto his chest, not wanting to break away.
“Because you are the first woman I’ve ever brought here.”
I still. “Really?”
“I didn’t tell you this part of my story, but when Kirsty left me, I had this place built, as a replica of the villa we had purchased in Florida. I thought the reason she decided against the move was because she didn’t want to live so far away from her family, not because she didn’t want to be with me. So, I commissioned this house, expecting she would change her mind. But she didn’t. And as the months passed I settled into a pattern of hotels and hookups, only staying here a handful of nights each year.”
What he says makes sense. It’s not a place for one person, especially not one who never has house guests. And the style of it is suited to a more southerly climate, with the cool marble floors and white walls. The large open spaces and immense picture windows.
“In recent years I had a mind to sell it, move somewhere fresh, but until now it seemed pointless. I mean where would I go? And how could anywhere else be any different if it remained just for me?”
“Yeah,” I quietly agree.
“But I need you to understand I’m over Kirsty and that’s because I can now see why she left.”
He places a gentle thumb under my chin and slowly lifts it up, so I look once again into his eyes. “I will not make that same mistake twice. So, Meredith, if it makes you feel uncomfortable staying here, knowing that, then I understand and in a heartbeat I’ll rent somewhere else.”
“But Kirsty never stayed here?”
“No. She’s never set foot in the place.”
“Well, there’s no problem then is there.”
“Only if you’re sure. Because you’re all that matters right now.”
Now I understand this man, who thought life would play out to plan. All he had to do was show up every day, prove his worth and let it unfold. But what he hadn’t accounted for, were people in his life he thought he could depend on. He hadn’t harmed them, so didn’t conclude they were justified in taking the action they did. To leave him. Without explanation. Or recourse.
This man, sat holding me together now, with his strong arms and steady thighs. His voluminous chest and dependable heartbeat. Is still that vulnerable boy. Those eyes tell me that.
The only part of him that hasn’t grown and matured into the hulk of a man here now. Those eyes as blue as the first morning sky.
Innocent.
Vulnerable.
The first tear that trickles from my eye goes unnoticed when I lower my gaze.
The second I discreetly wipe away.
The third has him squeezing me tight.
And when they start to stream, I’m not sure if it is me I’m crying for, or him. Or both.
He bends at the neck and kisses them away and then holds me tight into his warm chest.
“I’ve got you,” he whispers onto my scalp, making it shiver with the significance his words.
“And I’ve got you,” I breathe onto his chest.
We sit clamped together for several moments before either of us are composed enough to speak.
“Would you like to see the rest of the house now?”
“Yes, I would.” I say enthusiastically although reluctant to stand up off his lap.
He gathers our two mugs by their handles and entwines his fingers into mine with his free hand.
“This is the backyard and around that corner is a garage where I keep all my golf stuff.” He leads me over the threshold into the living area. “You’ve seen all this and through here is an office.”
He dumps the mugs on a side table before taking me through a door off to the left of the living area. Like the rest of the rooms on this lower floor, it has a double height ceiling and a large picture window. There’s a desk in front of the window, two sofas and a display cabinet full of golf trophies. The walls are covered in photographs of Johnson with various golfing buddies and, similar to the rest of the house I’ve seen so far, it is plain and stylishly decorated. There are no stacks of paper on the desk and no books on the bookshelves, in fact, no clutter at all.
“It must be lovely to work from here.” I comment, regarding a different view of the backyard.
“No idea, I never come in here.” He shrugs, stroking his jaw with his palm.
“I can imagine floor to ceiling bookshelves with one of those ladders that slides around on a rail. And an oversized love seat near the window you could curl up on and read, looking out over the yard every time a sentence requires you to glance up from the words and daydream.”
He chuckles. “You see that’s what this place is missing. Books.” Shaking his head.
I join in his laughter. “No, Johnson, it’s missing a woman’s touch.”
He lifts his eyebrows and then pulls on my hand. “And back through here is the kitchen.”
I marvel at the clean surfaces and precision placed gadgets. He opens the refrigerator and puts the steaks he bought earlier out of the bag and places them onto a bare glass shelf.
He catches sight of my surprised look.
“Another room that’s missing a woman’s touch?”
“I don’t stay here often,” he explains. “But my wine rack is full.” He slides out a bottle of Cab Franc from under the counter. “And I’ve seen what effect wine has on you.”
I sidle up to him and slink my arms onto his shoulders, my hands loosely linked around the back of this neck. I stroke my thumb up and down the top couple of vertebrae which makes him push his hips forward. He dips his head and wraps his arms around my waist.
“Did you not hear what the doctor said about not exerting myself? And he specifically said, no alcohol.”
“I heard what he said.” He licks the end of my nose, making me shiver and I bury the cold end onto his chest. “but you don’t have to exert yourself. You can leave that all to me.”
I look up through my lashes at the wickedness twinkling in his eyes. “Oh, really?”
“Yes, really, and I’m not bothered if you drink wine or not either.” He plants a firm grip on my ass and lifts me up. I wrap my legs over his hips and lock them at the ankles.
“Because I’m the only stimulant you will need today.”
He carries me back into the circular hallway and ascends the spiral staircase.
“Are you seriously doing this right now?”
“Uhuh. And don’t wiggle because you’ll put me off balance and I’ll topple backwards.”
“I’m not wiggling.”
“Yes, you are. I can feel you trying to burrow onto my cock.”
“Oh, please!”
He chuckles.
The whiteness extends all the way up the walls around the staircase and into his gargantuan bedroom.
“Wow.” I gawp around his head. “It’s huge…”
“That’s what all the girls say.”
I screw up my forehead at him. “About that…”
“What the size of my cock? I’m gifted, what can I say?”
I roll my eyes. “No, I meant all the girls.”
“Do we have to go there now? I mean, I’m about to ravish you and talking about other women is a real cockblock.”
“I just wanted to say the past doesn’t matter to me. It’s all about now.”
He stops and pulls his chin into his neck. “Good. Because I have no past. Now.” He growls into my ear.
I look beyond him to the wall opposite the bed. “Anyway, I’m not sure what the female version of a cockblock is… but those pictures?”
He turns to look at the three paintings of nude women taking up half of the wall opposite the bed.
“They may be artful but it’s not what a girl wants to stare at when she is trying to get off on her man.”
He hesitates at the side of the bed and pulls his face back from mine, then without warning he launches me onto the bed making me scream.
“Hmm, I see what you mean.” He strides over to the offending pictures and lifts them off the walls, secreting them into his closet before running back with a huge grin on his face.
I cover my face with my hands as he jumps on the bed, landing his weight onto his elbows and knees at either side of me. “Johnson!”
“Bet that got your heart rate up.”
I laugh. “Yes, why does that make a difference?”
He pushes up my top with his nose and kisses the now exposed bare skin. “Yup.”
His tongue snakes down to my belly button, giving it a hot kiss while he unzips my slacks, shimmying them over my hips and pressing his face onto my panties.
“The more blood pumps down here.” He blows onto my sex. “The more your nerve endings will sing out.”
He loops a finger around each side of my panties and inches them down, kissing and sucking where they’ve been, until finally I’m fully exposed to him.
“Because last time I didn’t get to show you how diligent my tongue is.” He pulls my panties down passed my knees and over my feet, then pushes my knees apart and kisses all the way back up.
“Diligent?” I gasp as he sticks his tongue through to my clit, sucking it up between his lips.
He looks over me and into my face watching my reaction as his fingers find my entrance and slide into my wet hot center. I match his stare until his thumb circles the nub he has sucked proud, forcing my eyes to close at the sensitivity of his touch.
“Yes, diligence is one of the heavenly virtues.”
He curls his fingers up onto my g-spot and my hips buck in response.
“Heavenly virtues?” I pant. “I thought sex was all about sin?”
“Uhuh.” He bends over and laves all along my folds, suckling and licking lightly on my clit, while his finger rubs quickly onto my wall. He raises his eyes. “We’ll get to the sin in about ten minutes.”
The feeling is building with such intensity I’m sure I’m close to a climax. “Make that ten seconds,” I gasp.
“No, ten.” he rumbles onto my sensitized clit. “A minute for every orgasm I will give you with this diligent tongue of mine.”
I don’t know if there are ten individual orgasms because I only reach four; after that I’m completely stupefied and lose the ability to recall my name, let alone count.
Snapped out of my ethereal world by the sight of his perfect cock, which he reveals in all its daylight glory. He holds it over me like he would the shaft of his golf club before fisting it. Which I’m not sure why he needs to do, because seriously there is no need for it to be any bigger.
When he positions it in to my wet tingly entrance I’m aware of my walls adjusting to his size before he fills me entirely. He was correct about the blood flow because everywhere is singing out, and I lay back and enjoy it, not fit to do anything else.
When my walls flutter again, I let the sensation float over me.
“Johnson. You’re perfect,” I moan.






Chapter Twenty-Nine
Johnson




Laying here now, after only the second night we have slept together, I can’t imagine it any other way.
This woman is everything.
No signs of the nervousness about my performance in bed and she’s not given me any cause to doubt myself.
And having her here in my house.
In my bedroom.
In my bed.
Is perfect. A word she used to describe me last night.
Now I’m not a dick. So, I know that’s not true. Nobody’s perfect. Least of all me. But that’s semantics. She’s here with me now and I’m excited about where we are heading. She’s as independent and as confident as I am. Which means she has her moments, as do I, of self-doubt.
I reflect back to those days when I would wake not knowing even who I had shared a bed with, let alone how I felt about them. This is different and infinitely better.
She groans as she comes out of her sleep, turning and pulling her face up onto my chest.
I rub my hand lightly across the back of her head. “How does it feel now?”
“It’s still sore, but the doctor said it would take more than a few days before the bump disappeared.”
I kiss it, in the hope it will speed up the healing process.
“Do you want to do anything today, babe?”
“Not particularly, although I must go home at some point.” She pulls at the tee she is wearing. “As much as I love wearing your clothes, I could do with my own.”
“That’s fine. You don’t have to go though, I’ll pick everything up and bring it here.”
She turns around in the middle of my embrace to face me.
“Would you do that for me?”
“Yes, I would, and also the cat.”
She claps her palm up to her mouth. “Noooo, I forgot all about Tabby.”
“Don’t worry Hector’s taken her in, but he text earlier to say his wife is allergic to cats and wondered if there was anything we could do. So…”
She grimaces, probably concluding the worse.
“So, I said I would pick her up and bring her here.”
“What about all your white carpets? Oh, and the leather sofa? She’s house trained but even so.”
“Meredith, all of that can be replaced, but you being here. Safe. Happy. Is all that matters, and that is irreplaceable.”
She burrows her face into my neck and whispers, “Thank you.”
“So, I thought I would make breakfast and then get straight off.”
“Okay, I’ll come too.”
“No Meredith. I want you to stay here, relax while I take care of it.”
“You sure?”
“Absolutely. You’ll find there is a Jacuzzi bathtub in the main bathroom.”
“Fancy.” She jokes. Prodding a finger in between my ribs.
“And there are plenty of shirts in the closet. In fact, you can dump some of my stuff out of the racks and shelves to make way for yours when I bring it all here if you like.”
After a bowl of unsatisfactory cereal, I drive around to AJ’s to swap out the car which takes longer than I expected. His truck is full of clubs, trolleys and other golfing paraphernalia stashed there in case his girlfriend kicks him out again. It all has to be decanted, so I can fit Meredith’s stuff in.
When I reach Meredith’s apartment I have a good look around each room. Although the police have finished their crime scene investigation here, they have left behind finger print powder everywhere and it makes me shudder. It’s cold and violated, so I’m pleased I insisted that Meredith didn’t come with me.
I’ll arrange for a cleaner to come in but hope Meredith decides not to come back here. It’s too creepy even for me.
I fold all of her clothes into plastic bags and her shoes into boxes stacked up in the closet.
With the last of the bags stacked in the hallway, ready to transfer to the car. I realize she never got that bottom lock fixed and I’m sure that’s how the kidnapper broke in. A simple trick with a credit card would have seen to that.
On the way home, I stop at the superstore to get a better range of provisions. It’s an alien experience for me and I get bored quickly, resulting in all sorts of random shit being chucked into the cart.
When I get back home, I spot Meredith wrapped up in the blanket, sat on a chair on the patio.
“Honey, I’m home.” I shout in a comical fashion, kicking the door shut with my foot.
So I don’t drop the clutch of groceries, I stride straight through to the kitchen and lower them onto the island.
She must hear me as she turns and smiles before sliding open the doors and stepping over the threshold toward me.
“Woah, what have you got there?”
“Supplies.” I empty the first bag onto the counter; tins and packets rolling precariously toward the edge. “I’m hoping we don’t have to go out for a while.”
She comes up to the counter, shrugging the blanket off her shoulders and leaning across the corner to me.
“Why?” She says, folding the blanket and placing it down before leaning onto the counter and cupping her chin with her palm.
“Because.” I sidle up to her and lift her up onto the counter. “I’ve not been able to stop thinking of you all morning.”
She chuckles, “Oh yes, I can see that you’ve been thinking of me.” Putting her bare foot onto the obvious ridge at the front of my pants.
I slide her forward to the edge of the counter and she curls her arms around my neck and grinds her pussy onto my rock-hard cock. When she lolls her head back to expose her graceful neck, I accept the invitation to stuff my nose into the base and take a deep lungful of her warm floral scent. A smell I’m confident will live with me forever and wipe out all the memories I’ve had before.
“Did everything go okay at the apartment?” she whispers.
“Yup.”
“Did you find everything on the list?”
“Yup.”
“What about…” I stop her ramblings with my mouth, pressing my lips forcibly on to hers. She tries to finish her sentence, so I eat her words with my tongue.
Deciding she’s finished with the boring drudgeries of domestic life when she sweeps her arm across the counter behind her, sending packets and tins crashing onto the floor and leans back to shuffle out of a pair of my boxers.
Taking over, I curl my fingers into the waistband and pull the stretchy material down her thighs.
She arches her back and I pull her up to a seating position and yank her by the back of her knees over the edge. Quickly, I lower my zipper and guide my cock into position. Slamming into her with all the force of someone that has only got minutes to spare.
Moments later, when I grunt out my last thrust, she squeezes onto me with equal determination.
Finally, I rest my forehead against hers and suck in her breath until eventually she blurts out. “What about the cat?”
“The cat! I forgot all about her?”
“What she’s still at Hector’s?”
“No. In the car!”
I pull back and wriggle my backside into my pants, zipping them up as I run toward the hallway.
“Sorry,” I shout back to her.
Fortunately, the cat came with a travel cage and isn’t perturbed by the ten minutes she has spent alone in the car.
“Tabby.” Meredith runs up behind me, almost knocking me over as she undoes the catch on the wire door of the cage and pulls the cat into her arms. With Tabby snuggled under her chin, she walks back toward the house.
I lean against the fender and watch, my heart soaring at the vision.
A woman.
My woman.
Walking into my house as if it is hers.






Chapter Thirty
Meredith




I slump onto the sofa with a cup of coffee I’m desperately in need of this morning, the cat immediately jumping up onto my lap. It’s been nearly a month since Johnson first brought me back here after that awful ordeal.
“Well, that’s it Tabby, no more New York City for a while.”
She purrs, before curling around and digging her claws into my thighs.
“I wish you wouldn’t do that.” I tickle her under the chin.
I’ve had to cover Johnson’s sofa in blankets to stop any scratches. He says it’s unnecessary, but I see his face freeze every time she prowls into the living room.
My cell buzzes next to me, so I carefully reach over Tabby to put down my cup and answer the call.
“Hey, babe.” His greeting makes me warm and fuzzy all over. “You sound pleased to hear from me.”
“I am. But I don’t understand what you mean. I’ve not said anything?”
“That purring.”
I laugh, making Tabby stick her claws in deeper.
“What you up to today, babe?”
“I’ve just come off the phone from the realtor. They’re going to re-market the apartment and as soon as they re-lease it I can stop paying the rent.”
“I’ve told you not to worry about that. I’ve got it.”
“That’s very generous of you, Johnson, but I’m good with it.”
I still have savings, and as much as I believe Johnson is genuine, I’m still very much my own woman. But that said, I’m happy to stay in his house as I couldn’t go back to that apartment. A shiver creeps over my scalp at the thought of what went on there. I remember none of it and Dale still has given little detail to the police. In fact, I’m still waiting to hear whether there will even be a trial.
“Sure?”
“Sure. So, I thought I’d look for a new position next.”
“Is there anything I can do to help with that? Because I have a lot of contacts.”
“No, I’m good. I need to get my head around what I want to do. That episode shook me up and I’m not confident I can stomach going back into that line of work again.”
“You’ll come up with an alternative. You’re a smart woman. So, is there anything at all I can help you with if you won’t let me help you with money or a job?”
I laugh. “More than anything right now, I would love for you to smash it today. What time are you teeing off?”
“In an hour.”
“Okay, I’m rooting for you and I’ll be watching out for you on TV.”
Lifting Tabby off my legs, I place her on the blanket and go to refill my cup before retrieving the book I ordered on understanding golf. There’s no point at all putting it on TV if I don’t understand what’s going on. The commentators seem to get excited about every stroke a player makes and all these silly names for the score at each hole. And man, does it take forever. Anyway, I can’t feign understanding or simply pat him on the back each time he plays, he wants to recount it all.
I wonder even if I could try it out myself if I get my finances sorted out? They say golf works wonders for business networking, even for women.
After a while of following the TV coverage I drain my second cup of coffee and go upstairs to sort out my clothes. Now I’m officially homeless I need to stop living out of the laundry bags Johnson brought my stuff back in.
He said I could clear space in his closet for my gear, but when I poked my head in there one day, apart from getting serious closet envy, I decided it would be too much hassle for him. I’ll use the storage space in one of the spare bedrooms for now.
As I’m folding my sweaters into a drawer, I get to opening my mind about what line of work I can move in to. I can’t seem to shake off the incident with Dale Simmons, and even though I’m a strong woman, I can’t stop suffering from dread when I consider returning to that sort of work. The thought of sitting across from another man, not knowing what he might imagine about me, sends a shiver right up my spine.
But I spent all that time and effort to become a psychologist, I can’t throw it all away after one hiccup.
Hector reluctantly accepted my resignation, but I guess he would have let me go, eventually. The practice has suffered with all the rumors about the kidnapping, and patients are not keen to be in the vicinity of such an incident, or to be counseled by the victim.
I shut the drawer and stand to open the small closet. The range of plastic-wrapped coat hangers makes me smile. They’ve not even been unwrapped for goodness’ sake, what are men like!
Then the lightbulb flashes on.
Women!
Why didn’t I come up with the idea before now?
Working with women. Not men.
I leave the stack of clothes on the floor and scoot off downstairs. Nabbing my laptop from the sofa I take it into Johnson’s office and sit at his desk, overlooking the backyard. After several searches I discover there is obviously a need and when I revise my search criteria, it’s confirmed there aren’t many women psychologists aiming themselves at the female sports player market.
Becoming giddy I make notes and type out a list of contacts.
By the time Johnson returns home I’m determined to have a plan I can run passed him.
✽✽✽
 
Johnson has left me his Porsche to drive while he is on the tour, and this is the first time I will try using it. I lost my SUV when I quit my job, and so far, I have eaten my way through his pantry with no care for whether spaghetti and tinned salmon is an actual dish or cereal without milk is too juvenile. Now he is coming home, I want to try which means venturing to the store.
After a few practice turns around the stone water feature on his spacious driveway, I build up enough confidence to exit the gates. The car has a mind of its own and is as temperamental as they come. The first left turn I make has me spinning out of control into the middle of the road. Determined it will not beat me, I gather my breath and loosen my grip on the steering wheel, throw the car into gear and progressively put my foot onto the gas. I park up, so far from the entrance to the store, it’s a joke, but the last thing I need is for someone to open their door onto it.
The groceries have to be placed into the footwell of the passenger seat because I can’t find the lever or button to pop the trunk and haven’t got enough time left to mess with it.
I arrive home and prep dinner before tending to myself. I don’t want to overdo it for a romantic night in, but I’m keen to seduce him all the same.
Paying attention to my pulse points, I apply scent and wriggle into my lingerie. There’s enough support to enhance what I’ve got and the right amount of sheer fabric to tease.
There’s no mistaking my intentions.
Tonight, Johnson is mine.
The maid has been while I was away at the store and the house is back to its pristine glory.
I’ve even hung those paintings back in his bedroom. When he told me, Lincoln his younger brother, painted them, I was racked with guilt; and now I’m sure there is nothing to worry about, I’m confident enough to upstage them. I’m real and they’re not. If what I’m wearing has the desired effect, he won’t even notice them.
There is one thing that will never make an appearance again, or not for a long while anyhow. Ribbon. The thought of being tied up after having my wrists restrained by Dale Simmons would have me panic in not a good way. Johnson realizes this, and I barely had to explain before he silenced my words with his mouth.
I trust him. With everything. After he saved me that day and actually, all of his actions since our first date, have proved that he is honest, reliable and caring.
Those three character traits I declared I wanted in a man, he’s shown me time and time again. Just like he said he would.
But even so. No ribbon.
When he texts from the airport I pop the casserole in the oven and when I hear AJ’s truck crunch across the driveway I light the candles I’ve set on the dining table. When AJ beeps the horn and speeds away down the street, I move to the hall.
I considered setting myself out like Samantha in “Sex and the City” adorned with sushi for a joke. Then I remembered she ended up eating it herself when her date stood her up. So, without tempting fate, and without a particular fondness of sushi, I decide a casserole is the way to go.
The sexy underwear is hidden under my dress just in case Johnson’s tired out from his first championship win in over two years.
My heart soars when the front door clicks open and I lay eyes on him. He drops his duffel on the floor and I rush into his arms.
“Congratulations.” I fling my arms around his neck and he spins me around.
“I’ve missed you, babe,” he purrs in my ear.
“Missed you too. Hope you ate none of that plastic food on the airplane?”
“I’m guessing the correct answer to that is, no?”
“You guessed right.”
“You’re not going to make me wait long though, are you, babe?”
“No, it’s ready whenever you are.”
“I didn’t mean dinner.”
“Neither did I.” I pull on the tie that keeps my dress wrapped together at the waist and it parts to reveal my sexy lingerie.
Johnson’s mouth falls open.
Silently he reaches out, grabbing hold of each side of my lace covered waist and pulls me roughly into his body.
“Good,” he growls, “because I’m ravenous.”
He dips his head onto my neck and kisses all the way up the side; the sensation sending warm pulses down to my pussy.
I cross one leg over the other and push my thigh up onto his groin. The size of his erection making me gasp.
His tongue wets across my cheek and forces its way in between my lips and teeth. He claims my mouth, in a way that is light years from those early kisses, when restraint was his middle name.
Breaking the union of our mouths, he asks, “Shall we go eat?”
“Thought you’d never ask,” I taunt.
With his lips still pressed against mine he walks me backwards and in to the living room.
As we pass the kitchen, I attempt to pull away from him, pushing my palms onto his chest.
“Casserole?” I joke.
“Nope.” He shakes his head.
“How about a drink then? Beer perhaps?”
“Absolutely not,” he rumbles back. “I made a pledge to always make love to you when I’m sober. So, I can remember everything about it.”
I release the pressure of my hands and let his chest close against mine. He eventually stops walking me backwards when I hit the side of the sofa.
“So I can remember, every last kiss.”
He trails kisses from the end of my nose, across my aching lips, over my chin and down my neck.
“Every single lick.”
He tongues a line down my chest and in between my cleavage.
“Every darn tweak.”
He pushes a hand into my bra and rolls a nipple in between his finger and thumb.
“Every slow rub.”
His other hand grazes across my stomach and down onto my mound, cupping it and rubbing the heel of his palm up and down the middle.
His thumb pulls my panties aside and his longest finger pushes into my heat.
“Every. Fucking. Wet. Hot. Stroke.”
Twisting and curling his finger in just the right place.
I fumble with the zipper on his pants, hardly able to concentrate from the hot way he is ravishing me.
“Johnson. I can’t…” My ability to speak falters when he drops to his knees, pushing me back onto the seat cushions and putting his mouth onto my pussy.
“Don’t worry about it. I will be down here for a while, anyway.”
.






Chapter Thirty-One
Johnson


The acrid smell of the burnt-out candles, melted down the glass holders pervades the air, but it doesn’t detract in the slightest from the delicious smell from my bowl of casserole.
Eating dinner on the sofa in my boxers with my girlfriend next to me in sexy lingerie is a definite first.
Usually my anxieties about perfection in such a situation would have taken over, requiring us to eat at the dining table. But not tonight. Because this is the new perfect.
“So, I’ve come up with an idea.” She sets her fork down in her bowl.
“Okay, I’m listening.” And regarding the twinkle of excitement in her eyes.
“Obviously I need to find a job.”
I resist rolling my eyes because she need not find a job. Not because of money anyhow. Although I understand she has a career and wants to remain fulfilled, I worry she will put herself in danger again.
“Go on.” My response as non-committal as I can make it.
“But I can’t get passed that awful incident with Dale Simmons.”
I place my bowl down on the low table in front of me, so I’m ready to pull her into my arms at the slightest hint of distress.
“So, I’ve been evaluating how I can continue to consult but in a safer environment. And…,” she hesitates. Probably because she perceives I won’t approve, which is so far away from the truth. If there’s one thing I’ve learnt about relationships, and trust me I’ve come to understand there are several important points I have to observe when in a trusting and equal relationship. But if I had to put one thing up there, it would be respect. Respect for opinions, respect for emotions, the whole shebang. So, whatever she is about to reveal I will respect it.
“And I may have found a gap in the market that would be perfect for me.”
She puts her bowl down too.
“Counselling female sports personalities.”
I waste no time before giving my response because a resounding, yes, is all that is appropriate. Not only out of respect, but because the idea is sound.
“That’s a fantastic idea, babe. How can I help you with it?”
“Perhaps with contacts and also in the early days I was wondering about maybe working from home.” She furrows her brow.
“Sure…” My initial reaction is tempered by her facial expression. “You do mean home as in here, don’t you?”
“We haven’t had a discussion on that yet.” Her voice hesitant.
My heart sinks. The thought of her moving out is knotting my insides in a bad way.
“Babe, I would love, more than anything for you to call this your home. And for you to work from here. But if it’s a step too far I understand. If you want me to sell this place and move somewhere new together that is perfectly okay too. The only thing I would be unhappy about, and it’s selfish I admit, is not having you with me.”
The smile on her face starts off small and as it grows wider my heart thuds to prepare for a normal beat when she hopefully tells me she wants that too.
“No, Johnson.”
The pain in my chest sears outwards.
“I could never do that,” she says.
I go to protest but my mouth is dry and my mind confused as to why the words she is using don’t match up with the look of joy on her face. Is she twisting the final knife of fate for all the wrongdoings I’ve subjected women to?
“You love this place, Johnson, it is your perfect home.” She reaches out and squeezes my hand in that final act of apology she’s about to give when she attempts to let me down gently. “I could never ask you to leave here.”
My heart has surely stopped now.
“So, yes, if it is okay with you, and I hope this isn’t a step too far for you… I would love to move in here properly and take over your office as my temporary place of work.”
Every ounce of blood that has drained from my head whooshes back in one ear deafening clap.
“Jeez, woman!” I grab her upper arms and pull her on top of me. “You had me going for a second there. It’s more than okay. It’s perfect.”
“Aw, thank you Johnson.” She peppers kisses all over my face. “I promise I won’t touch all your trophies.”
“I don’t care if you do. In fact, I can relegate them to the garage.”
The cat comes to see what all the commotion is about, jumping up onto Meredith’s back, before settling down on the arm of the sofa and looking over us like we are children.
✽✽✽
 
A week later and we’ve got the builders in.
Two sets.
One set she’s aware of, installing bookshelves with one of those ladder things that took me an age to source. And also to fit a new door direct from the entrance hall into the office. So she can see clients without them traipsing through our living space.
The second set I’m about to show her.
“Close your eyes, Meredith.” I’m walking backwards up the stairs, leading her with both of her hands in mine.
“Isn’t this dangerous?”
“No, not at all. I’ve got you.”
“Well, shouldn’t we should wait until the builders have left for the day before you and me have some alone time?” She chuckles at her inference.
“No, because the builders will be there too.” I retort.
“What!” She snaps her eyes open. “I don’t think so! As much as I’ll do anything for you, Johnson Wilder, I draw a line at that!”
Above us on the landing, a builder scoots his head back into the guest bedroom, shocked by her remark.
“No.” I chuckle, “I knew you would think that. Come on, trust me. Close your eyes.”
She flutters her eyelids shut and blows out a breath. “You’d better not be duping me here.”
“As if.”
I lead her into the guest room and take hold of her shoulders, pointing her toward the newly sectioned off wall.
“Here you go. Everything in this relationship is equal now.”
She opens her eyes and gasps at the transformation of a whole room decked out for her. There’s a wall lined with mirrors, a dressing table and a closet even bigger than mine.
She claps her hands. “But this is bigger than your closet. How can that be equal?”
“Believe me Meredith, it is.”






Epilogue
Meredith




Johnson seems at ease stood at the font holding little Adar, whose delectably cute feet are kicking from under the christening gown.
The mother and father, weary from a succession of sleepless nights, watch on with gratuitous caution. Their choice of god-father obvious but nonetheless meaningful.
There was probably a time that Johnson’s status was justifiably questioned, but that time has passed. He is now, and forever will be, revered as the head of the Wilder family.
To have saved himself from the brink of self-destruction is no mean feat and one their father has not managed to achieve. That earns Johnson his place at the head of the table, and more.
Each brother has their own tribulations, but not all have mastered them.
Blane had a charmed life, or so he thought, riding the crest of a social media storm. Only to have to re-design it from the core when it was blown apart. All with the help of the beautiful Yasmin, of course, who has given new meaning to his life in a way only a woman can.
Now it’s Miles’ turn. Used to being one half of a pair. He’s now on his own and being half of nothing isn’t enough to thrive in this world.
I study him, there on his own. A beautiful copy of his twin, but the sadness in his eyes belies his appearance which is schooled to convince everyone he is a care free spirit, not to be tied down to anyone or anything.
However, it’s not my place to counsel, that would overstep my position. I’m here as one of two sisters the Wilder boys and their mother have extended their loving arms to include.
Johnson winks over at me and I go to his side.
“Suits you,” I murmur in his ear.
“Here.” He carefully passes the baby into my arms, swathing the white cotton blanket around his bare arms. “Let’s see if it suits you too.”
“No Johnson. I can’t.” The fragility of any baby enough to give me palpitations.
The small family group on the other side of the font all smiling at me, stops my protestations.
“Of course you can, Meredith,” Johnson whispers, “and you know how I like to practice. We can start this afternoon if you like. I’m sure there is a particular technique to becoming pregnant, which will need testing over and over again.”
“I can’t possibly. I’ve got work to catch up on.”
But I recognise the wickedness in Johnson’s eyes and I’m not the slightest bit shocked when he reveals. “Hmm. That’s got me thinking. Did I ever tell you how when I first came to see you I had visions of fucking you over your desk? Well now your desk is in our home I think we should make that fantasy come true.”
“Shhh.” I hiss at him, pulling the baby into my bosom and placing a palm over his ear. “Adar doesn’t need to hear you say such things.”
Johnson chuckles.
The End
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Chapter One – 

Ramp It Up



Miles Wilder


Stood alone on top of a mountain ridge, about to drop a cliff, is as exhilarating as it gets. Nothing beats this high and believe me, I’ve tried. Every summer I test it all, from extreme biking to hang gliding to surfing. And none of them come close.
Today, the high-altitude blasts are brutal; forcing excessive air into my lungs and making me gasp with each intake. With a padded finger and thumb, I hitch up my neck warmer onto my battered face, scrubbing at my top lip when breath from my nose wets the fleecy fabric. Then, I focus my hearing on the expected shrill of the starter horn.
My heart thuds when I sense I’m close to shuffling my waxed board onto the glassy strip which will send me racing downhill at over one hundred miles per hour. And I don’t need to bore you with the science behind it, even though it was the only physics lesson I understood, Newton’s the guy and five g is the measure.
I look over my home terrain, familiar with every ridge and crevice like the contours on my dick. But I accept I can’t be complacent. Because every now and then nature decides to stick its middle finger up and with an extra breath of wind and an additional smattering of snow the line of the run changes.
Case in point today. Mother nature has shown up. Big time.
This last hour, I’ve watched ten other contestants stand where I am now. Each mis-judging the way today’s run will pan out. And that makes me smile. Because this is my mountain and despite the unpredictable conditions I could board blindfolded and still make it to the bottom.
If you think I’m arrogant, then you’re very much mistaken. The reverence I feel for this mountain is unrivalled. Every cell in my being screams this could be my last few minutes on this planet and that’s what gets me. Every goddamn time. That sense of knowing it could all be over, and then doing it anyway.
So here goes. I pull down my goggles, rocking them into position and take my last breath. Or the last breath I expect to fully control for the next three hundred seconds, anyway.
Five minutes later, when I skim out into the finishing enclosure, my heart is beating out of my chest and my throat hoarse from excitement.
My ten-tooth smile, revealed when I pull down the snow encrusted snood, is all natural, and reflected back to me by my crew who are stood in a semi-circle awaiting my descent.
Krista is in the middle of the arc, jumping up and down and thumping together her mittened hands. I push the goggles on to my head and hook my arm around her neck so I can pull her in close.
“That was awesome, Miles.” She throws her padded arms around my back.
“A total buzz.” I agree, showing her how much of one with my lips, before the rest of the crew stop me by pummeling my arms and rubbing my head in their usual congratulatory fashion.
“You fucking owned that dude!” Jay screams into my face.
We all wait for the last entrant to finish his descent. He takes a line similar to mine, but without as much daring he is forced to make a number of butt checks which slow down his overall time. Thankfully, he gets down safely though.
After goofing off on the podium and the obligatory showcasing of sponsored merchandise we head to our favored haunt, the Blue Jam Bar and Grill. You’d think we part-owned this place the way we’re treated. Usually, the management open up the best table for us, then stack it with beer and a steady flow of food.
We bank our boards against the outside wall and commandeer a few of the spots on the terrace that offer a perfect view of the mountain. Josie immediately comes through from the bar with the first dozen beer bottles and clangs them into the middle of a table before scooting off to get another load. It’s a free for all and in a few seconds all the bottles are claimed and lids tinkle onto the decked floor when they are popped off on the edge of the table.
I grab a couple of bottles and have to take a sip from the first, when the beer froths onto the neck, before passing it to Krista.
“Just the one for me, Miles. It’s my day out there tomorrow. Remember?”
“Sure.” I close her into my side, my arm in its natural position resting around her shoulders.
I don’t need to show the same restraint. I’ve got a whole week before I’ll be doing anything serious again, and a win is always worthy of a celebration. Especially when I live by the motto of work hard and party harder.
I push my hat up off my ears, until it perches on top of my dirty blonde hair, and push back the long tendrils away from my cheeks, so I can take an unhindered pull on the beer.
Josie brings another round out and again none of us are reserved about how we grapple with each other to take our fill. It comes from our belief that life owes us nothing and what’s here today could very well be gone tomorrow.
After an hour of everyone animatedly recounting today’s runs, someone suggests ordering food. Krista pushes back my hair and cups her hand around my ear. “I’m calling it a day.” And even though she shouts, I can barely hear her over the raucous noise of the beer fueled group. “You coming?” she yells.
“Nah, I’m gonna stay and check out the live band.”
“Okay, don’t wake me when you get in. If the run is anything like it was today I’m gonna need a decent night’s sleep.”
“Sure, babe.” I kiss her long and slow in the way we’ve perfected over the last twelve years. Each kiss indulged in as if it is our first, or last. Slow, seductive and significant.
Some of the other women, also competing tomorrow, take Krista’s cue, and withdraw. Leaving the core crew, a tighter, more serious unit who are determined to claim the night. We shuffle into the sweaty heat of the bar and leave behind the starry night to freeze a crust onto the snow.
We edge toward the stage and after demolishing several buckets of fried chicken and fries, we discard our jackets and roll the base layers up our arms and down our waists.
The woodblock beat and the warbling reeds of a harmonic signify the warm up for the night is officially over. Let the party begin. Weary legs first fueled by adrenaline and now powered by alcohol, dance us through until dawn filters a weak light through the departing nimbostratus clouds.
Luckily I’m wasted, and forget that my board is propped up against the outside wall. If I wasn’t, I would have been tempted by the sight of the freshly dumped snow and claimed the virgin powder as my own. Instead, I’m dragged along by the rest of the mob, spilling off left and right to our homes as we stagger through the town. My chalet is the next up and some of the group will probably stick with me. That’s usually the way it is. Mine is an open house, and with some of the crew yet to turn their passion into a golden egg, I’m happy to share my fortunes with them.
Four of us crash into the boot room and hop around trying to separate our feet from our Salomon’s. I look up at the coat hangers and realize my jacket is back at the bar, probably along with a dozen more that I’ve left over the months.
Carmen and Patrick skulk off to one of the bunk rooms and Logan nose dives the sofa. Before going up to bed, I decide to partake in my morning worship and step out onto the first floor balcony that overlooks my church. The mountain.
The final snow cloud shifts away to reveal the peak, and pale yellow rays spill out around its edge. I take in a deep breath and say my daily prayer. Thankful for everything and everybody that makes my life complete.
The rest of my clothes are stripped off one article at a time, leaving a steady trail up to the bedroom. A tightly sprung bump in the middle of the grey duvet makes me pause and, as quietly as I’m able to in my inebriated state, I navigate to my side of the bed and slip under the covers.
With the side of my palm, I move her golden hair onto the pillow, so I can envelop her body and snuggle into her warmth.
“You’re freezing,” she complains in a sleepy voice.
“I know babe but you’re warm.” I hold her tight until I pass out.
A few hours later when I wake, I’m cold and when I reach out for her, like a mirage, she’s gone.
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