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      When I set out to write Digital Destiny, I wanted to provide an opportunity for my readers to enter the world of Silicon Valley in 1986. I hoped they would be able to immerse themselves and feel as though they were actually there. To achieve this, I needed to be as authentic as possible. I ensured that the technology was in line with the times. For example, the reader will notice a lack of cell phones and a limitation of net technology.

      I was also faithful to the culture of the times, which means that some of Emma’s circumspect actions and lack of assertiveness may seem strange to modern women and men. The chauvinistic attitudes and actions of the men in Digital Destiny would have been tolerated and accepted. The number of women and their positions in Silicon Valley were accurate, according to my recollection. And yes, CEOs did act the way I portrayed Ryan and Michael.

      A few words about Artificial Intelligence (AI). Some may wonder if it even existed in 1986. Although it was primitive compared to what we have today, its acknowledged birth was at the Dartmouth Workshop in 1956. Computer software named Eliza simulated conversation in 1965, and in 1984, at Carnegie Mellon, the first autonomous car appeared.

      Some of the modern conveniences we currently experience did exist when Emma and Jake were blazing a trail through Silicon Valley. CompuServe had graced the world with email by 1981, even though it was limited to local area networks (LANs).  By 1986, I was using  Microsoft Word and Excel as well as bare-bones email. I also had the pleasure of watching my son play Super Mario Bros.

      In those early days, the astounding technology and the giants of Silicon Valley were setting the stage for the digital society we enjoy today.
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      Los Altos California, Summer, 1986

      Jake

      Decision day had arrived, and we certainly hadn’t figured out the rest of our lives. I began the day by quietly admiring Emma. She looked so beautiful with her long black curls spread across the white pillow. I could see the outline of her gorgeous body. And I so appreciated her mind. I loved her more deeply every single day. I leaned over and kissed her gently and then more insistently. She began to respond but then pushed me away and sat up.

      “Oh no you don’t. I would adore making love right now, but we have to discuss whether or not we are going to take Ryan up on his wild offer.”

      “Wild is the right word. He’s asking us to become entrepreneurs and create a company from scratch. That is the very definition of start up.”

      “We know it’s going to involve Artificial Intelligence and Databases, or AI DB products as he likes to call them.”

      Before I could respond, the furry object at Emma’s feet jumped up, sprinted at top speed across the bed, and dove under it, uttering a combination of a hiss and a growl.

      Emma looked startled. “What do you suppose has gotten into Icky Kitty?”

      At that moment there was a jolt followed by a bit of shaking. The pictures on Emma’s dresser and the bedside lamps swayed slightly. After a few seconds everything was still, but Emma had grabbed my shoulders so tight that it hurt.

      “Jake, do you think we’re going to have an earthquake?”

      I gently pried her fingers loose and attempted to speak reassuringly. “Emma, you do this every time we have a tremor. Earthquakes are rare. They must have had tremors or even some small earthquakes in New Jersey.”

      “Well, New Jersey does lie above the Ramapo fault, but in my lifetime there hasn’t been an earthquake or even a tremor.”

      Suddenly, there were shrieks as two little people ran into the room and jumped onto the bed.

      “Well, my dear little twins, why are you up at 6:00 in the morning?”

      Wendy snuggled up to Emma and said, “We don’t like tremors. We’re scared of earthquakes.”

      I thought how far we’d come as I remembered how hostile Wendy had been toward Emma when she first came to live with us. I grabbed John and gave him a tickle. “I guess I’m the only one brave enough to face an earthquake.”

      John sat up straight and looked very serious. “Earthquakes are not something you make fun of. They can do a lot of damage.”

      “You’re right, son. But we’re not going to have an earthquake. I’m sure.”

      Wendy poked me in the stomach. “How can you be so sure?”

      “Because Icky Kitty just jumped back onto the bed and is sitting in Emma’s lap. He would be hiding under the bed if there was going to be an earthquake. Cats are good indicators of earthquakes.”

      John shook his head. “You made that up.”

      “Nope. Go look it up in the encyclopedia. And then go to the game room. Emma and I have some important grown-up stuff to take care of this morning. Abigail is coming over soon.”

      Wendy gave a little shriek of glee as they ran out of the room. They loved their nanny, Abigail, so that was not surprising.
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        * * *

      

      Emma

      I smiled as they scampered off, and then I gave Jake a tender look as I thought how much he meant to me. He responded to my smile by pulling me into his arms and giving me the beginning of a passionate kiss. He placed his lips on mine, and his tongue entered my mouth gently and then forcefully. I returned the kiss with equal passion, and he responded by grabbing my ass and pulling me toward him. I was about to lose all sense of the present and succumb to the delights of his lovemaking. But I knew we had a serious decision to make, so I pushed him away.

      He groaned and sat up. “I get the hint for the second time this morning. You are trying to drive me crazy. But I know now is not the time. We need to focus on what we want. Michael or Ryan.”

      Before I moved here, I never thought I could love someone the way I adored him.

      I was reconsidering the lovemaking when the phone rang. It was Michael, our boss, so I put the phone on speaker.

      Michael didn’t bother apologizing for calling at 7:00 AM. He dove right into what he had to say. “Hopefully you both can hear me. I need you to spend some quality time today thinking of a way to progress the COBOL contract with that French company. You know, the one that has that Phillipe guy as a CEO. You know him, Emma, so you take the lead.”

      Jake grimaced, but I smiled and managed to sound cheerful as I spoke to Michael. “Of course, Michael, we can work something out, and then I’ll give him a call. But since it’s Sunday, I think it might be prudent to wait and call him tomorrow.”

      Michael sounded annoyed. “Okay. I suppose that does make some sense. Stop by my office before you call him. I’d like to hear your proposal.” Then he hung up.

      I glanced at the clock. I couldn’t believe an hour had gone by. We didn’t have a ton of time before we were supposed to get back to Ryan. And he wasn’t one to tolerate lateness.
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        * * *

      

      Ryan

      The weather was perfect for surfing, but I was forced to give up my favorite morning activity. What a sincere bummer because the weather in Half Moon Bay was never this good. It was usually foggy and miserable, not great for surfing. So, I had to abandon my favorite sport because I couldn’t miss the call from Jake and Emma. They’d better say yes!

      Waiting was boring, and since I had nothing pressing to do, I decided to play ball with my giant sheepdogs, CPU and Byte. I left one of my huge French doors open so I could hear the phone. Before I threw the ball, I turned to look at my fantastic house. I relished the moment because my house was so magnificent it had been featured in Town and Country. Probably because of the many large windows facing the ocean, the natural stone, and white stucco with terracotta roof tiles. I could bet Michael’s house wasn’t this nice. It made me happy that his had never been featured in any magazine.

      God. Playing with CPU and Byte was boring. I couldn’t get it how my son, Sean, could do it for such a long time. Shit. It was way past the time they were supposed to call me. That must mean they’re going to stay at ValleySky. They could at least have had the balls to tell me they were going to turn me down. Why didn’t my life work out? I don’t have Laura! I don’t have Fortuity! Because Michael took them from me. And now I wouldn’t even get Jake and Emma back. How could they want to work for Michael when they could have me? We’ll see what happens next. Michael had always underestimated me. But I’d sworn an oath to make him suffer, even if it cost me my life.

      If that phone didn’t ring soon, I’d be so upset I’d have to lie down with a vinegar-soaked washcloth on my head. Fortunately, I kept a supply of washcloths and vinegar in the pantry so they would always be right here when I needed them.

      Finally, the phone. About time. It had better be Jake and Emma. But when I heard Laura’s voice, I wasn’t annoyed. I smiled. But my smile wasn’t about to last long.

      “I never expected to hear from you. What a wonderful surprise. You’re the sunshine coming out on a rainy day.”

      I could hear her crying. Sobbing. I paced around the room and ran my fingers through my hair. But I needed to convey an attitude of calmness, so I asked in a gentle tone, “What is it, my love?”

      Laura stopped sobbing, and I could hear her trying to catch her breath. “Ryan, I’m sorry. But I didn’t know who else I could call. Didn’t know who else could possibly understand. I took a big step, but I’m scared.” Then she started crying again. I could barely hear her when she said, “It’s Michael.”

      “What did he do? If he hurt you, I’ll kill him.”

      “No, but it’s serious.”

      “What does that mean?”

      She was crying softly now and speaking more clearly. “I left him.”

      “Left him where?”

      “No. I’m divorcing him.”

      I sat down and took a deep breath. My heart leapt with joy. I might be getting a second chance. I took a moment before I responded so I could sound somber at that bombshell. “Oh no, Laura, that’s too bad.”

      I heard her voice shaking. “I’m feeling scared.”

      I was alarmed at that statement and got up and started pacing again, clutching my cordless phone so hard my knuckles were white. “Why?”

      “Because when he sees the note I left him, he’s guaranteed to go berserk.”

      “Laura, where are you? I’m coming to get you and bring you to my house.”

      “No. It definitely feels wrong going from his house to yours. I can handle this. I’m at the Santa Clara Marriott. When I closed the door, I used all three locks. If he shows up and starts banging on the door and making a scene, I’ll call security.”

      I was not feeling good about this. But I remembered what a strong and independent woman she was, so I knew there was no arguing with whatever she decided to do. “Okay, I trust your judgement. I’ll call Richie, our lawyer, and get you the best lawyer in the Valley.”

      She said, “You better call the second best one also, because I’m sure Michael already has the best one.” Then she actually gave a little laugh.

      I decided I wanted to meet with her to make sure she was okay. At least I told myself that was the reason. Probably, I just wanted to be with her again. “Laura, could we meet on Friday?”

      She responded as though she liked my suggestion. “Yes, that sounds like a good idea. But we can’t meet anywhere upscale. It has to be somewhere I would never go.”

      “I know the perfect place. The Rusty Nail in San Jose. I guarantee you will not see anyone you know there.”

      I heard a sharp intake of breath, and Laura asked, “Is it safe?”

      “Of course. I would never let you go somewhere unsafe. So how about 11:30?”

      “Yes. Ryan, thank you for being there for me.” Then she hung up.

      I felt sick with all that had just been dumped on me. I thanked God that Laura was back in my life, but the circumstances were certainly grim. I needed to lie down with that vinegar-soaked washcloth now.
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      Emma

      As though he could read my mind, Jake squeezed my arm. “Don’t worry. We’ll make the right decision. We know what it’s like to work with Ryan. He will give us plenty of independence to manage our own areas. It will be lots of fun. A wild ride with a mad man. And totally exhausting. I believe putting AI together with a database product could be a significant win. We could be set up for the rest of our lives.”

      I picked up the thread of the conversation. “And staying with Michael is bound to be safe, but you never know what’s next because he’s a two-faced rat.”

      “You’re surely safe, because he has the hots for you. I think technologically the company is quite sound. Marrying COBOL and FORTRAN with AI is testing out well with the customers. There will be a big payoff but not a gargantuan one. And it’s not a happy place to work. But on the plus side, that choice definitely allows for more time to spend with the twins.”

      I nodded my head thoughtfully. “I mainly worked with databases when I was technical, so I have the background to appreciate their value. And according to any research I’ve done, they are going to play a major role in the software industry for a long time. But it’s not an obvious or easy choice. I have an idea. It’s kind of childish, but I like it. Let’s each write down our decisions and put them face-down on my dresser. Then we go to Hobee’s for breakfast. When we come back, we do a reveal.”

      Jake grabbed me, spun me around, and gave me a huge playful kiss. “What a surprise that you would think up something so unusual. And how typical of you that it included food.”

      I laughed. “Why not?”

      Surprisingly, it didn’t take much time for me or Jake to write down our decisions. It was a ceremony that we took seriously, so we placed them face-down on my dresser with exaggerated carefulness.

      Fortunately, Abigail and the twins weren’t home. I remembered that she had planned to take them to the library and then Dairy Queen for lunch. I was relieved that they would be gone when we returned.

      My cousin, Billy, lived with us but I knew we wouldn’t encounter him. Given any opportunity, he’d sleep until noon. He was my good friend since childhood. I used to spend summers in West Virginia, where he lived, because my mother was from there. He was working with us at ValleySky due to his AI expertise, which was going to make him a software superstar in the near future. Because his childhood sweetheart had recently left him, he had been despondent and desperately needed a change of scene, so we’d encouraged him to come live with us.

      Everyone would be out of the way. Good! We didn’t need interruptions and distractions while we were finalizing our decision and talking to Ryan.

      We dressed quickly, but Icky Kitty forestalled our leaving. He was staring at me and meowing his complaints as though he expected me to control the tremors because they inconvenienced him. I scooped him up and began one of our conversations. Sometimes I thought he actually understood every word.

      “Icky Kitty, you know tremors are beyond my control, but everyone appreciates your advance warnings. Even though running under the bed is a strange way of expressing yourself. Be a good little man. I’ll be back soon.” By now he was purring as loud as a lawn mower, so I kissed him on his little nose.

      When we arrived at Hobee’s, I checked out the chalkboard menu even though I knew I would get my favorite, a seven vegetable quesadilla. I enjoyed the sunlight streaming through the large windows and flopped down onto the cushy seat of a corner booth. The room soothed my frayed nerves with the soft earthy tones of orange, brown, and yellow. I relished the smell of bread baking and looked forward to the blueberry coffee cake that Jake and I would probably share.

      “Jake, what are you going to order?”

      “Well, I need some fortifying, so I’m going with the Aztec burger, if you can handle a meat-eating man.”

      I patted his hand and heaved a huge fake sigh. “I think I might manage that for the love of my life.”

      We avoided all conversation about Michael, Ryan, and ValleySky. Instead, we talked about two vacations we would like to take in the future. One was Disneyland with the twins, and Jake suggested a romantic one in Mazatlan for us.

      “Why Mazatlan? I have to confess I’ve never heard of it.”

      “Its Old Town is steeped in historic charm, and its Malecon, a promenade, offers a little bit of everything. Art, culture, and recreation. We’ll definitely go there some time.”

      “Soon, I hope. But for now, I’m stuffed and ready to leave. The blueberry coffee cake was to-die-for, but I couldn’t eat another bite. Even one of See’s chocolates.”

      Jake laughed as we got up to leave the restaurant. “Hmm, that’s really full, to pass up a See’s chocolate. They’re the absolute best.”

      We became serious and were quiet on the ride home. It was heavy, thinking of all the ramifications our decision might bring about. The consequences were enormous. I glanced at Jake and saw that he was frowning, and his driving was cautious, a contrast to his usual aggressive 'race car mode'. I figured that was because he was so deep in thought.

      When we walked into the bedroom, I was so nervous that I felt sick, like I could throw up. This wasn’t at all likely, since I’d thrown up about five times in my entire life. Plus, I figured the feeling had more to do with overeating than nerves. We stood in front of the dresser, and I had an idea. “Why don’t we read each other’s paper?”

      Jake turned, looked at me, and nodded slowly. “Perfect. Let’s do it.”

      I picked up his paper and turned it over. He had written Ryan in big and bold letters, and I felt relieved. When I looked over at Jake, I saw him looking at my paper where I had written Ryan, in flowery script which I believed suited the situation.

      “Why?” I asked him.

      “I need the adventure. Besides the fact that Michael is a total dick, and the job is boring. Even the crises are boring. They seem manufactured. What about you?”

      “I can’t stand Michael. I thought I was through with the sleazy sexual maneuvering when I left MultiTel. But that isn’t the only reason. The environment is toxic. Roger is always trying to get my job. It’s tiring.”

      “I’m glad we’re on the same page. I’m not sure what we’d have done if there had been two different names. That scenario wasn’t part of your game.”

      “I didn’t know how it was going to work out, but I felt confident we’d be in sync.”

      “Come here, sweet Emma.” And I was pulled into a loving embrace. “I’d love to go back to bed with you right now, but we already missed our deadline to call Ryan, so I guess we’d better call him now. Since we have good news, we’ll probably avoid some bitter complaints.”

      The phone had barely rung, and Ryan picked up. “You’re late. This better be good.”

      Jake chuckled. “You’re acting like we already work for you.”

      We could hear Ryan smacking the table. “Did I hear you correctly? You’re implying that you and Emma are coming with me? You’re leaving ValleySky?”

      I chimed in. “Indeed, you did hear us correctly. We’re in, Ryan.”

      Ryan made an indistinguishable sound. “That’s great. Be here tomorrow afternoon. That will give you time with Michael so you can quit. And I can get my morning surfing in, which I might point out I missed today. You two have already caused me a lot of trouble. I barely avoided lying down with a vinegar-soaked washcloth on my head.” With that remark he hung up.
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      Emma

      When we both arrived at work the next day, we went straight to Michael’s office, blasting past his assistant, Mrs. Blair.

      She stood up and practically shouted, “What are you doing? Mr. Collins is on the phone, and you don’t have an appointment.”

      Trying not to laugh, we kept going and entered his office without knocking. He looked at us with surprise, and even though clearly rattled, he ended the conversation smoothly. Even with his slightly balding head, thickening middle, and perpetual smirk on his face, he was good looking. But I looked at him with distaste. I couldn’t wait to be rid of him.

      He scowled at us, clearly angry. “What do the two of you think you’re doing? You’re not on my calendar. So why are you here?”

      Jake smiled cheerfully. “Hmmm. We know we aren’t on your calendar, but we didn’t think this could wait.”

      Michael looked like he was getting angrier, if that was even possible. “I can’t imagine. Explain.”

      I couldn’t stand it. I had to be the one to deliver the blow. “Michael, we’re here right now, together, to quit.” I didn’t even want to give him the respect of resigning.

      “You’re what?” Now he didn’t seem angry or even upset. Just confused. “How could you possibly leave such prestigious positions at such an up-and-coming company?”

      Jake sighed and faked sadness. “It was a difficult decision, but we got fantastic offers.”

      Michael looked from one of us to the other, and then he squinted. He got an ugly expression on his face, almost evil. “Don’t tell me, but I’m willing to bet Ryan’s behind this. He stole you. He always wants what I have. I know he’s always sniffing around my wife.”

      His use of that demeaning expression proved him to be the sleaze I’d always thought he was. But I ignored it and focused on business. “Michael, it’s true we’re joining Ryan in a venture, but he didn’t steal us.”

      Michael kind of grunted. “I hope you two remember you have ironclad non-competes.”

      Jake nodded. “We do, but Ryan assured us there is no overlap in technology.”

      “That remains to be seen. We’ll see what the lawyers have to say about it. Now pack up your offices and get out.”

      We didn’t waste any time. We almost ran out of his office. I felt like a kid let out of school for summer recess. I went into my office and gave one fleeting nostalgic glance around the spacious room with the nice cherry furniture and the magnificent view of the golf course outside my large windows. I had to admit that I would miss the luxury and convenience. I gave myself a shake and hastily packed. About five minutes after I had gotten back to my office, Mrs. Blair had arrived with boxes and a very frosty look. As I packed, I paused long enough to gaze at the picture of Icky Kitty and then the one of me, Jake, and the twins at Chuck E. Cheese. I felt overwhelmed with gratitude forEven though i my life. I was indeed a fortunate woman.
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        * * *

      

      Jake

      I had planned to deliver the deathblow, but Emma had beat me to the punch. I was a little disappointed. But I guessed sexual harassment trumped being treated despicably. Even though it was only once or twice, it pained me to think of the way he had treated her. I had never felt protective of a woman before Emma. Maybe it was because she was kind of little. Nah. It was just how much I cared for her. I never wanted anything or anybody to hurt her.

      I had to focus so I could get out of here. My office was as messy as usual, so I needed to be careful when I packed that I didn’t leave anything behind. Even the big-dog office wouldn’t keep me from missing anything about this place. The entire experience had been so unpleasant. I stopped when I saw the picture of me, Emma, and the twins. What a beautiful picture of a wonderful family. We’d certainly had our rough times, but we’d come through them. I’m a lucky Even though I had to be careful, packing up my office was easily accomplished. It only took one box. I could see across the hall that Emma had barely started. I was glad that we took separate cars.

      As I walked down the hall, I noticed that Kaitlynn’s door was open. She was my number one salesman. A real natural. One of those people who could sell anything to anyone. She stood at the white board, and I couldn’t help admiring her beauty. She was tall and curvy with long straight black hair and brilliant blue eyes. I decided to talk to her, even though I knew I shouldn’t. But I felt pumped up and a little reckless.

      “Kaitlynn, I have something important to discuss, and I need to make it quick. Emma and I just resigned. We’re going to work at a start-up company backed by Ryan’s venture firm. He’ll be involved but mostly in a background role. The product has to do with databases. Emma thinks it’s a winner. I want you to come with us. Please think about it and don’t say a word to anyone, especially Steve. You are engaged to him, and he is the VP of Sales here.”

      Kaitlynn looked, in rapid succession, shocked, thoughtful, and excited. She nodded.

      “Okay, we’ll talk more tomorrow. I hope you decide to come on board. I gotta get out of here before Michael sends the security guards after me.”
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        * * *

      

      Emma

      I was going to stop at the Developer Digs on my way home to talk to Ronnie about joining our new venture. But Jake had vetoed that idea. He thought Michael might have the security guards after us. So we decided that Jake would call him when he got home. I also needed to talk to Billy as soon as possible, so I hurried out of the building. We parted with a quick kiss in the parking lot.

      When I got home, I went straight to Billy’s office. When I rushed in, he could tell I was excited and in a good way.

      Tall, thin, long haired, and bearded. He wore silly t-shirts, such as one with the road runner saying, “I really need to slow down.” He rose from his chair, took the box from my hands, and gave me a giant hug. “What’s going on Emma? Did you win the lottery?”

      “Maybe. Billy, I have great news. You’re going to love this. Jake and I just resigned from ValleySky. We’re going to run a start-up that Ryan’s venture firm is funding. And I want you to come with us.”

      “What about the non-competes?”

      “No overlap. The product is a database one. No COBOL. No FORTRAN.”

      “Michael will sue us anyway.”

      “Who cares. He’ll lose. Be happy. We’re getting away from that sleaze ball.”

      “Yeah, and we’ll be back working for a madman.”

      “No, he promised he’d stay in the background and would let me and Jake run it.”

      “And you believed him?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Okay. Count me in. Where you go, I go.”

      “You won’t regret it. Look, here’s Icky Kitty. He’s come to tell you not to worry.”

      “I don’t speak cat.”

      “But I do. I’ll be your translator.” I scooped up Icky Kitty, and to prove my point he began meowing a mile a minute. I gave him a hug and gently placed him on Billy’s desk. “I told you. He said you won’t regret it.” Icky Kitty swished his tail.
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        * * *

      

      Ryan

      I could hear CPU and Byte carrying on like crazy. Could mean they’re here. Guess I’d best put on my pajama top. If it was only Jake, I wouldn’t have bothered. Good thing Emma was okay with pajamas at meetings. If she hadn’t been, I couldn’t imagine what would’ve happened. She would just have had to miss meetings. Not practical. Well, thank God, it wasn’t a problem.

      “Come on in. How did it go with Michael?”

      Jake volunteered, “He’s going to sue us over the non-competes.”

      I laughed. “He won’t get anywhere. I already talked to our lawyer, Richie.”

      Jake muttered under his breath. I could barely hear him. “Let’s hope not.” Then in a normal voice, “Because we’re planning to take Kaitlynn, Billy, and Ronnie with us.”

      “Who the hell is Ronnie?”

      Jake answered, “Ryan, he was your head of development for ten years. We need his FORTRAN expertise.”

      “Oh yeah, that guy. Sure, we definitely need him. Sit down and enjoy the view out of my perfect windows. Emma, you should be happy. I’ve got brownies, so pour some coffee and eat. I’m going to tell you about BlueShark.”

      “BlueShark?” Emma seemed uncharacteristically surprised. Usually, she was sharp, especially for a woman.

      “That’s the name of the company. I picked it because sharks represent speed, strength, and adaptability. The name ‘shark’ reflects dominance, which we’ll certainly achieve in the marketplace. By preceding shark with blue, we’ll balance aggression with calmness and trust. It’s often the color associated with banks, and they certainly exude dependability.”

      Jake nodded thoughtfully, and Emma practically jumped out of her seat. “That’s perfect. I love it. Great marketing content. I could practically write the copy with what you just said. No kidding. Give me a minute to write this down.”

      I was not a patient man, but I’d learned that when Emma made one of her rare demands, it paid off to humor her. I tapped my foot lightly, so as not to be heard, and tried not to stare at her. And it didn’t take long until she looked up and smiled at me.

      “But what about the product? I know it has something to do with databases.”

      “Yeah. My vision has AI in combination with some sort of automatic store and retrieval of information to databases using FORTRAN and COBOL. The AI software is the game changer that redefines what’s possible. This is key, because we still have the goal of being first to market with an AI product. Then our place in the industry as technology leaders will be accomplished.”

      Emma gave me a look. “Do you have any product details worked out?”

      Now she was starting to test my patience. “I’m sure Billy and that Ronnie guy will figure it out.”

      Emma shook her head. “Oh boy.”

      Jake patted Emma’s arm. “That sounds like a great idea and a good start. Billy and Ronnie will develop a winning product.”

      I smiled. Trust the men to get it. “I think that’s about it. Do you guys have questions?”

      Emma had freed her arm from Jake’s hand and didn’t look happy. “A few. Where is the office?”

      “I figure the two of you and, I guess, the people you recruited can work out of your house.”

      Jake smiled. “Of course. We can do that. No problem.” Emma didn’t say anything, which was good, because she was starting to annoy me.

      They got up and walked out, but when they opened the door, CPU and Byte bounded in. I was ambushed and given a lick-down. I adored those dogs.

      While I absentmindedly petted their heads, I anticipated lunch with Laura. Would she be happy to see me? Or just so upset and distracted by her situation, there would be no tender thoughts about me. I had to be prepared for anything. I loved Laura so much that I was intent on making the most out of my second chance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            FOUR: IT’S NOT ALL BUSINESS
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      Jake

      “Emma, why do you upset him? You know he’s only going to tell us so much. You know how he likes to keep some information to himself. And in this case, he might not even have anything else to share.”

      “Why do you always humor him and agree to everything?”

      “Because doing anything else is useless. I don’t want to argue about this. We just have different ways of dealing with him, and it seems to work. Let’s leave it at that. Okay?”

      “Sure. Look. John is sitting on the front porch. That’s unusual behavior. I hope he’s not sick.”
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