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      I looked out the peephole at the black Mercedes G wagon and my husband. I wish he would leave.  No I don’t.  I wish he would come inside, wrap me in his arms and tell me this was all a mistake.

      I wiped away the hot tear rolling down my cheek.  What is wrong with me?  Most women in my position would be jumping for joy.  I can only imagine how that viperous Chantal would be responding.

      I went out to the backyard and looked around the beautiful garden.  I walked over to the beautiful jasmine covered wall, inhaled and smiled.  I could only imagine what my gramps would say about all of this.  I looked at the beautiful blue hydrangea that was his pride and joy.  It was like I could see him carefully tending his beloved sanctuary.  He would love the gardens at the manor.

      I can see him and Mère strolling through the beautiful flowers.  Ever the gentleman and charmer, he was hanging on her every word.  And like so many other women who met him, she’d be taken in by his stories, compliments and horticulture knowledge.  Looking at this beautiful garden, you would think it belonged to a landscaper or florist.  Not a kind, stern and generous giant of a man who loved flowers.

      If Phillippe hadn’t asked that we have the wedding at the manor, I was going to suggest we have it here.  It would have been a lot less grand than the one we’re planning.  But I understood the reason for his request, because it’s the same as mine.  But his is more important.  His father.  He should have the opportunity to feel his father’s presence on one of the most important days of his life.

      I gently stroked one of the large hydrangea leaves and it was as if the wind was speaking.  “He’s a good man.”  I looked around.  “You can trust him.  He didn’t lie.”

      I looked around the large floral space, but I was alone.

      “Okay, Gramps.  What are you trying to tell me?”

      I continued walking around the garden for what felt like hours, lost in my thoughts and praying.  I wondered if Phillippe was still sitting out front.

      A billionaire.  I was married to a billionaire.  I was a billionaire.  It was a lot to take in.  I had been gifted a life I never imaged or dreamed could be possible.

      I’m not stupid, I knew Phillippe and I came from different worlds, I just didn’t realize so many zeroes separated us.  	I love him, but this is a lot to take in.

      I pulled my phone out of my pocket, scrolled through the contacts until I landed on his name.  I pressed the icon and the screen opened to his picture. I smiled.  I brushed my finger across the screen.  He was très beau.  I exhaled.   All I had to do was press his number and call.  He was probably still parked out front.  If I  begged him to come inside he would.

      There was still so much I didn’t know. Uncle Jimmy said he was still digging.  What more could he expect or hope to find?   Who was this family I married into?  Why is Phillippe’s grandfather so hell bent on not giving him the chair?  Was marrying me part of Phillippe’s strategy to get the CEO chair?  Who are Tony and Marcos?  How much does Mère know about this situation?

      My head was spinning and my fears were causing me to question everything I knew about Phillippe.  I countered the thoughts with the words I had heard earlier…he’s a good man…you can trust him…he didn’t lie.  My heart understands, but my mind isn’t there.  My mind is telling me there’s something else.

      Then there’s the multi-billion dollar question. Who left me the shares?  Who’s responsible for turning my life upside down?

      I cleared the screen and scrolled through the contacts until I landed on another familiar name.  I wrestled with placing the call.  I knew if I called my aunt, her response would be to string Phillippe up and ask questions later.

      Lord, what should I do?

      I continued scrolling until I landed on another familiar name and pressed Dial Call.  After the third ring the familiar voice answered.

      “Hey, Gabs.”

      “Hey, Adam.”

      “What’s up?”

      I exhaled.  “Where do I begin?”

      “Okay, does this have to do with your meeting with the parentals?”

      “It was with Dad and Uncle Jimmy.”

      “What’s going on?  Do I need to come home?”

      I needed to tamp down his anxiousness. I’m older, but Adam is taller and felt it was his place to look out for me.  “No.  The parentals are fine.”

      “Aunt Niki…Uncle Jimmy?”

      “They’re fine.”

      “Then why don’t you sound fine?  Is it Phillippe?  Did something happen to him or Mère or the guys?”

      “They’re fine.”

      “Okay, so what happened at the meeting?”

      “It was just Dad and Uncle Jimmy…they uhm…they needed to talk to me about my prenup.”

      “Oh, I thought it was something major.”

      “It was.”

      “Gabs, you’re marrying a rich guy.  A prenup is to be expected.”

      “I know that.  It’s just…”

      “Don’t worry, I’m sure Dad can figure out a way for you to keep the car and your apartment if things tank,” he teased.

      “I don’t see that being an issue.”

      “Why aren’t you laughing?”

      I inhaled.  “Turns out Phillippe’s grandfather owns MG.”

      “What?!”

      I tossed my head back absorbing the statement.  “My fiancé…is the boss’ grandson.”

      “Wait a minute.  Did you just say you’re marrying the…Phillippe is…Gabs, are you serious?”

      “There’s more.”

      “More?  How much more?”

      “How about he owns the Grantham, Brockmans and…”

      “And?”

      “Seems my fiancé is a billionaire.”

      “What the F$%&…I’m sorry.”

      “I understand.  I think I said worse.”

      “Did you say, billionaire?  Not millionaire, but…”

      “Turns out Phillippe is the heir to a multi-billion dollar empire.”

      “Empire?  That’s a big word with a lot of zeroes, Gabs.   Oh, man.  I gotta sit down.  Turn your phone on.”

      I hit the camera.  “Hey.”

      “Why do you look like you’ve been crying?”

      I brushed the tear on my cheek.  “Uhm…”

      “Where are you?”

      “Home Base.”

      “Are you alone?”

      I nodded.  “I think Phillippe might be out front.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “We met with Daddy and Uncle Jimmy to…Adam it’s a big mess.”

      “How messy?”

      I exhaled.  “I can’t tell you everything because some of it has to do with work and confidentiality, but…”

      “I understand.   How did Mom take the news?”

      “I haven’t spoken to her yet.  Dad and Uncle Jimmy were shocked.”

      “It takes a lot to shock them.  How’s Aunt Niki taking the news?”

      “Haven’t spoken to her yet.  But I can already hear her…”

      “Marry him now, Niecy.”  We both laughed.  He was clueless his joke was a reality.

      “That sounds like her.”

      “What did Phillippe say?”

      “He apologized for not telling me.  He said he was going to tell me, but…when I say it’s messy…”

      “Wait a minute.  I’m confused.  How did you find out?”

      “It’s all complicated, but his grandfather sent the prenup to Daddy.”

      “Are you serious?  This sounds like a bad movie.”

      “I know.”  I exhaled.   “I’m still trying to wrap my head around everything.”

      “Well wrap your head around this.  You, my dear sis, are marrying a billionaire.”

      “I guess.”

      “You guess?  Are you having second thoughts?”

      “No…maybe…I don’t know.”

      “You love Phillippe right?”

      “More than I thought possible.”

      “Then what’s the problem?”

      “It’s a lot, Adam.  I didn’t…”

      “I know this is outside of your comfort zone, but God allowed or ordained it for a reason.”

      “You aren’t saying anything I haven’t said to myself.  It’s just…”

      “Then what’s the problem?”

      I didn’t respond.  The problem was simple.  I was being thrust into a life I wasn’t sure I could or wanted to handle.  It’s one thing to date or be married to a rich guy.  But this isn’t…Phillippe and his family are part of a different hemisphere.  They are movers and shakers.  These are the kind of people who build hospitals, community centers, sponsor the arts, fund research, influence politicians…elect politicians.

      “I’m not sure this is a world I want to live in.”

      “I have news for you Sis, you have been for almost a year.”

      “Not on the level I’m being asked to…”

      “You said you love him.”

      “Yes.”

      “Then tell him to come inside, and you two figure out what you’re going to do.”

      “It’s not that simple.”  I desperately wanted to tell him we were married, but I couldn’t.  The words were right there on the tip of my tongue, but I couldn’t bring myself to say them.

      “Gabs…Gabs…Gabs….”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you want me to call him?”

      “No.  I need more time.”

      “Fine, but know this, don’t expect Phillippe to wait around.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I thought it was pretty clear.  Make a decision.  You’re either going to stay or go.”
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      I sat parked in front of the two story wedgewood blue and white craftsman house hoping for the impossible…that Gia would open the door or call and tell me to come back inside.

      After what felt like an eternity, the inevitable was clear. What I wanted and what she was doing weren’t the same.

      I put my seat belt on, started my truck, pressed on the brake and looked out the passenger window, still hoping. But hope wasn’t there.  I put the car in gear and pulled away.

      I made my way to the freeway praying…more like begging God to help me.  I loved Gabriella with every fiber of my being.  I wasn’t used to these feelings.  I wasn’t used to feeling such pain.  I tried to tell myself it could be worse, but I didn’t know how.

      In a matter of months Gabriella had infected my blood stream.  I wasn’t the same.  I wasn’t a cocky, arrogant, boorish man.  It’s like that man died the moment I laid eyes on the petite curvy ball of love I was privileged and honored to call my wife.

      I thought about going over to the manor, but I didn’t want to face Mère.  I was ashamed to tell her that I messed up things and may have lost the love of my life.  The other reason I didn’t want to go there was my grandfather.  If he were there I don’t think I’d…in my current state, I couldn’t be sure I wouldn’t do him physical harm.

      He was the reason I was in this mess.  If it hadn’t been for his insisting I get married and my being so stubborn, I never would have gotten involved with Gabriella.  Now because of his interference, I may have lost the only woman I will ever love.

      I turned the radio on thinking music would clear my head and ease the pain in my heart, but that was a joke.  Seemed my radio was stuck on the sad love song station.  I exhaled, “I have no one to blame but myself.”

      I turned the radio off and continued the rest of the drive home in silence, which was even worse because all I heard was Gia’s voice bouncing off the walls of my mind.

      Ring…Ring…Ring…

      My heart jumped, but it wasn’t the ringtone I wanted or needed to hear.  I looked at the screen.  Tony.

      I pressed Ignore Call.

      Ring…Ring…Ring…

      Marcos

      I pressed Ignore Call.

      I wasn’t ready to hear another round of “We told you so.”  There’ll be plenty of time for that later.

      Ring…Ring…Ring…

      Tony

      I pressed Ignore Call.

      Ring…Ring…Ring…

      Marcos

      I turned my phone off.
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      I pulled into the parking garage to my spot.  I killed the engine, tossed my head back and closed my eyes.

      “God, I can’t lose Gabriella.  She’s that good thing my Père prayed I would find.  She’s everything I didn’t know I needed and can’t imagine not having in my life.”

      I lowered my head and turned my phone on.  I looked at the screen hoping there was a message from her, but nothing.  Instead there were several messages from Tony, Marcos and a foreign number.  I pressed the voicemail on the message.

      “Heard you might need a friend.  Call me.”

      I recognized that voice and ended the playback.  Not a person I ever want to talk to again in this lifetime or any other.  I hit Block followed by Delete.

      Once I get my wife back, there are two things I need to do.  Retire my grandfather, and send that viper Chantal back to the pit she crawled out of.
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      I walked out to the patio, looked up to the heavens and did the one thing I knew would bring me some relief.

      God, I don’t know why You thought I deserved this, but I’m grateful.  I ask that You make me the wife Phillippe needs and make him the husband I need.  Amen.

      “I prayed something similar a few days before I married your father.”

      I turned around and saw the one person, other than my husband, I needed to talk to.  “Hi, Mommy.”

      We walked toward each other.  She wrapped her arms around me. It was like I was a little girl trying to forget the boy I had a crush on had just broken my heart.  Her hug was very comforting and reassuring.

      “How’s my sweet baby girl doing?”  She hugged me tighter and stroked my hair.  We pulled apart and she looked me up and down.

      “I’m better.”

      She brushed the side of my face.  “Are you hungry?”

      “Starving.”

      “I brought burgers and fries.”

      “Perfect.”

      We went back inside and stuffed our faces.

      “So how are you doing with all of this?”

      “I’m still getting used to it.  I’m not stupid or naive.  I knew Phillippe was well off, but this is way beyond my imagination.”

      “I was surprised to see him this morning.”

      “I suspected he’d come to you, but I was shocked to know he went  to Aunt Niki first.”

      “Are you really?”

      “Yes, I thought you two were making strides.”

      “We are.”  She sipped her iced tea and put the cup back on the table.  “Niki said he told her he was a little scared to come to me.”  We smiled.

      “What did he say?”

      “He explained why he hadn’t told you, and that he never meant to keep it from you.  He’s just been waiting for the right time to tell you.”

      “That’s what Daddy and Uncle Jimmy said.”

      “Baby girl, he didn’t lie.”

      “I know.”  I popped a fry into my mouth.

      “You know?”

      “Yes.  My anxiety has nothing to do with that.”

      “Is it the money?”

      “No.  It’s the world.”

      “You lost me.”

      “His world is different.  When we met, he told me there were things he couldn’t tell me.  I just had no idea they included so many zeroes.”

      “I know the money is a lot.”

      “You have no idea.”

      “Your father and Jimmy filled us in.  Please don’t get upset.  I know about privilege, but they felt we needed to know.”

      “I told them it was okay, but today we found out something else and that’s…” I wiped my face with my hands.

      “What…”

      I exhaled.  “Please don’t tell Aunt Niki.  I mean it’s not that I don’t want her to know, but this is…apparently someone…five percent of the company was put aside for the CEO’s wife.”

      “What does that have to do with you?”  She ate another fry.

      “The board wants Phillippe in the CEO chair.”

      “What the s$&%!”  Her eyes got wide and her mouth dropped open.  “Are you telling me…”

      “By marrying a billionaire, I’ll become one in my own right?”

      “Oh, my God.”  She plopped back in the chair, blinking her eyes. “Is this a joke?”

      “No.  When Phillippe told me, I was so angry.  Then the reality of what he said sank in and I was floored.”

      She got up, walked into the kitchen, opened the cabinet next to the fridge and pulled out a bottle of whiskey.  She brought it to the table, filled the glass and drank half.  She refilled the glass, downed it and started pacing.  “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.  I tried to give it back, but that’s not possible.  If we break up, according to the by-laws, I keep half a percent of the Morgan Grant shares.”

      She rubbed the glass across her forehead.  “Oh, my God.”

      “Plus, if I want out of the marriage, Phillippe has promised to take care of me until I remarry or die.” I reached for the whiskey bottle and poured some in my glass of iced tea and sipped half.  “Oh, and for added measure, Phillippe said as far as he’s concerned I am the only wife he will ever have.”

      “He said that?”

      “That’s what was in the prenup he wrote several months ago.”  I sipped more of my whiskey tea.  “Oh, and since he won’t be remarrying, I’m his beneficiary.”

      “I gotta sit down.”  She sat down across from me at the dining table.  “I guess it’s safe to say, he loves you.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Now I see why you ran away.”

      “I didn’t run away,” I protested.

      “Yes, you did, but it’s understandable.  I would have done the same thing.”

      “He wants to know when I’m coming home.”

      “What did you say?”

      I raked my hands through my hair and exhaled.  “I didn’t.  I know we need to talk, but I…what do I say…I love you but…”

      “There is no but.  If you love the man, then that means you need to figure out a way to deal with or handle a few things you may not be comfortable with.”

      “It’s not that I’m uncomfortable.  It’s…”

      “A few steps out of your comfort zone.”  She covered my hand with hers.  “Baby girl, no matter how you look at it, your life is never going to be the same.”  She raised her glass.  “Welcome to your new normal.”

      “And what’s normal?”

      “Your normal is most people’s fantasy.”

      “Uhg.”

      “But, you are more than capable of handling it.  Remember, the woman Phillippe fell in love with, and you will be fine.”

      “You’re right.”  She squeezed my hand.

      “So, when are you going home?”
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      I rolled over, patted the other side of the bed and realized I was still living the nightmare.  Gabriella wasn’t there.  I rolled onto my back and stared at the ceiling.  I did the one thing I knew to do, pray.  The past three mornings I’ve done the same thing, curse my stupidity and arrogance.  Then, I asked God to send my wife back.

      I picked up my phone and looked at the screen hoping for a text, email or voice mail from Gia, but nothing.  I was screwed and had no one to blame but myself.  Tony and Marcos were right. I should have told her everything sooner.

      I put the phone back on the chest, turned the light on and forced myself to get out of bed.  I went into my closet, put on my sweats and went down to the gym.  For the past three days, I’d basically been living in the gym.  I pushed myself hard hoping the increased workout would help me forget the mess I’d made of my life.  Or maybe I’d come up with a way to get Gia back.  After a couple of hours, I went back upstairs, sore, sweaty and clueless.

      I showered, got dressed and texted Eva I was working from home again today.  I went down to the kitchen and saw a familiar sight, although it wasn’t the one I was hoping to see.

      “Is there any coffee?” I asked.

      “Good morning to you too,”  Marcos said.

      “Morning.  Is there any coffee?”

      He filled a cup and pushed it across the counter to me.  “Are you eating this morning?”

      I shook my head, sipped some coffee and started down the hall to my office.

      “Are you going to the office?”

      I ignored him and continued walking.  I stepped into my office, closed the door, walked around my desk, sat down and stared at Gia’s picture.  Tony was right, I don’t deserve her.  I sipped more coffee and checked my messages and voice mail again.  Nothing.  It was as if she had disappeared.  Or was a figment of my imagination.

      Knock…Knock…Knock…

      I ignored the knocks.

      Knock…Knock…Knock…

      “Go away,” I shouted.

      Knock…Knock…Knock…

      I got up, rushed over to the door and opened it.  “I said I’m not going to the office.”

      “I gathered as much.”

      “What’s that?” referring to the glass in his hand.

      “One of my jobs is to make sure you eat.”

      “I said I didn’t want anything to eat.”  I turned around and walked back to my desk and sat down.

      “You didn’t say anything about drinking.” 	He continued inside,  stopped in front of my desk, and set the glass of smoothie down.

      “Not funny.”

      “We have let you mope around, for the past three days kicking yourself.  But it has to stop.”  He sat in one of the chairs in front of my desk.

      “We?”

      “Yes.”

      I looked up and Tony was standing in the doorway.  “So you’re ganging up on me.”  I sipped some of the smoothie followed by a sip of coffee.

      He walked over and sat in the other chair in front of my desk, next to Marcos.  “As much as we appreciate your love of jazz and old school R&B, as your boys, we’re saying this has to stop.”

      “What is this some sort of intervention?” I asked smugly.

      My two best friends looked at each other, then back at me and in unison replied, “Yes.”

      “We know you’re upset, but…”

      “Please don’t say it,” I stopped Marcos before he could finish.

      “Je suis désolé.  I understand you’re upset with your grandfather, but I say this in love, this mess lies at your feet,” Marcos replied.

      “I know.”

      “So what are we going to do?” Tony asked.

      I shook my head.  “I don’t know.”  I slumped back in my chair.  “She said she needed time.”

      “How much?”

      “I don’t know.”  I shrugged my shoulders.  “It’s been three days and…I don’t want to push her, but…”

      “Do you want us to talk to her?” Tony asked.

      “And make me look even more pathetic than I am.”

      “Can’t be any more pathetic than you waiting in her apartment,” Marcos replied.

      “I only did that once,” I retorted.

      “Once?” Tony asked.  “I recall seeing you in the hall the other night.”

      “I went to get my razor.”

      “Please stop,” Tony asked.

      “What?”

      “I don’t believe what I’m seeing,” Tony shook his head.  “Oh, how the mighty have fallen.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”  I sipped more smoothie.

      “I can’t believe you actually predicted this.”

      “What are you talking about?” Marcos asked.

      Tony leaned back in the chair.  A few months ago, after Priscilla and I broke up, Phillippe said if Gabby ever left him, we might have to commit him.  That he’d be lost without her.”  He shook his head, smirking.  “I have to admit, I thought you were being overly dramatic.  It never occurred to me that it could be true.”

      “I’m not…”

      “You’re a pathetic mess,” Tony replied.

      “So, what do you want me to do?  She said she needed time.”

      “Go get her,” Marcos replied.

      “You want me to what, go over there, burst the door down, scoop her up like a sack of flour and throw her in the car?”

      “If it will get her back, yes,” Marcos replied.

      “Calm down Marcos.” Tony looked at me.  “Okay, let’s look at this from her point of view.  She’s upset because you kept something from her.”

      “That and….”

      “No Bruh, there is no and.  Everything leads back to the same thing…the root.  You didn’t tell her who you are…who your family is…in a nutshell, she probably thinks…”

      “You lied,” Marcos jumped in.  “I told you, in Little Miss’s mind you’ve been lying to her, even though we know you haven’t, she thinks otherwise.”

      I leaned forward resting my elbows on the desk and rubbed my head.  “I know.”

      “So you need to do something I know you’re not comfortable with,” he continued.

      “You’ve got to fully open up.  Not just business wise, you’ve got to get naked figuratively,” Tony replied.

      “What if she leaves?”

      “Then she isn’t the woman we all hoped and thought she is,” Marcos replied.
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      “Hello…Hello….”

      I turned around and saw a familiar friendly face.

      “Hi, Aunt Niki.”  I walked over and she wrapped her arms around me.

      “How’s my favorite niece doing?”

      I stepped out of her hold. “I’m your only niece.”

      “That’s why you’re my favorite.”  She smiled and brushed the side of my face.  “I see you’re still hiding.”

      “I’m not hiding.  I’m thinking.”

      “Keep telling yourself that.”  She walked back to the front door and returned with two black woven bags.  “Have you eaten?”

      “I was about to order a pizza.”

      “No need. I gotcha.”  She started unloading food from the bag, stopped then handed me the other black bag.

      “What’s this?”

      She looked at my hair.  “Just because you’re hiding doesn’t mean you hair and skin should suffer.”

      I looked inside and it was a beauty care bag….hair products and skin care.  My aunt makes the best hair products.  Being natural is fun, but it can also be a lot of work.  The women in my family have curly hair and when not nurtured, it can be a hot mess.  My aunt created products for us, and all curly heads.  She’s been working on a skincare line, but I’m not allowed to test anything on my face until after the wedding.  She said we can’t risk an allergic reaction.  However, I am in love with the body butter and shower gel, and so is Phillippe.  He said he likes the way my skin feels and tastes.  I’ll share that bit of information with Aunt Niki after my mini-moon.

      “How did you know I needed product?”

      “Vivi said you might need a few things.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Besides we have a pre-wedding beauty and hair plan we need to stick to.” She looked at me out of the corner of her eye.  “We are still prepping for your wedding?”

      I sighed.  “I uhm…”

      “Gabriella Christina Townsend, I raised you…”

      I looked at her with wide eyes.  “You raised me?”

      “Okay, Vivi and I, with a little help from Jerry.”

      I laughed.

      “Stop laughing at me.  I am not about to let you walk away from this man.  Yes, he kept a few billion things from you, but…”

      “That’s a big but.”

      She put her hand on her hip.  “Do you love him?”

      I felt a tear roll down my cheek.  “More than I thought possible, but…”

      She handed me a napkin.  “Stop crying.”  She looked at me and it felt like it did when my mother was yielding her super vision on me searching for hidden answers. “Is there something you want to tell me?  Have things changed physically between you and French Chocolate since Paris?”

      My eyes got wide again and I felt like a deer caught in the headlights.  Technically, the only physical change between us, was that we hadn’t slept together since I left a few days ago.  I needed to give the performance of my life.  “What?”

      “I’m not judging you.  It’s just all this angst isn’t just because he didn’t tell you his wallet had a lot of zeroes.”

      “No, things haven’t changed physically between us.”  Talk about an exaggerated statement.  “It’s just…I know what Daddy and Uncle Jimmy said.”

      “What did they say?”

      “They said the only thing he’s guilty of, is not telling me sooner.  They said he’s a good man and that he was just waiting for the right time to tell me.  They seem to think he was protecting me.”

      “Based on what Jimmy said about Phillippe’s grandfather, they’re probably right.  If that man would go to such drastic lengths to get what he wants, I agree with what Phillippe did.”

      “You do?”

      “I don’t agree with his keeping quiet as long as he did, but…”  she pulled a stool out and sat down.  “Early in my marriage, I left Jimmy.”

      “What?”

      “You, my dear, aren’t the first woman in this family to seek sanctuary here.  I camped out in my old room for a month.”

      “I didn’t know…why?”

      “I was pissed at Jimmy.  He hid something from me and like you I was wondering if I could trust him.”

      “I didn’t say I couldn’t trust him.”

      “You didn’t have to.  I was so angry with Jimmy.  Daddy let me sulk and then he asked me to help him in the garden.” She looked out the large window facing the backyard.  “We worked in the garden and he said, ‘Sweet Pea, Jimmy is a good man.  You can trust him.  If I didn’t think you could, I wouldn’t have threatened to kill him if he hurt you.’ “

      “Gramps said that?”

      She smiled.  “Your grandfather was a gentleman in every sense of the word.  But he was also a badass.  Ask Jimmy and Jerry.  They respected him, but they were also terrified of him.”

      “I never knew.”

      “Daddy asked me what my spirit said.  I told him my spirit was calm, but my mind kept saying something else.  He told me, ‘Some things you can’t trust your mind to handle.  You gotta go with your spirit.”  Then he said, ‘Sometimes a husband has to do things only he can do to protect his family.’   Would you have gotten involved with Phillippe if you had known who he was?”

      “Probably not.  As it was…we had a contract.”

      “What?”

      “Only Daddy knows this.  I had or have a contract that says if we broke up, I wouldn’t lose my job.”

      Her eyes got wide and her mouth dropped open.  “What?”

      “It was Phillippe’s idea.  I was very apprehensive about getting involved with my boss.  He said he didn’t want me going into this relationship concerned about my job.”

      “Damn…you are one badass chick.  How in the world…”

      “It was all him.”

      “So let me get this straight.  If your relationship tanked you were going to be rewarded?”

      “In a manner of speaking.”

      “How?”

      “He was going to transfer me to another department if I didn’t feel comfortable working with him.  To everyone at the company it would look like I had been promoted.”

      “Double Damn.”  She shook her head smiling.  “Girl, I don’t believe you.  What is this super power you have over this man?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You are a magic unicorn.  Niecy, I know a few women who have been playing the rich guy game, and not one of them has ever come close to snagging a whale like Phillippe.  A few managed to get a rich guy for a while.  Some actually got him to the altar and that was with using every sex trick in the book.  Yet, I’m looking at my virgin niece…” She looked at me with raised eyebrows and a smirk.  “Who from the outset had this whale eating out the palm of her hand.  I just don’t get it.”

      “Honestly I don’t either, but after meeting his ex, I can see why he was looking for something different.”

      “This right here is definitely different.” She smiled.  “So when are you going home?”

      “Why didn’t you ask if, I was going home?”

      “Because I know you.  You may be pissed with French Chocolate right now, but you love him.  You know he came to see me.”

      “He mentioned that.”

      She nodded.  “He did.”

      “He said he was concerned because it was the first time we hadn’t been under the same roof since I moved into the building.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “What did he say?”

      “He wanted my help.”

      “Your help…with what?”

      “Finding you.  He said this was your first big fight.”

      “Big?”

      “He said you had a minor blow up a few months ago.”

      “He’s talking about the thing with his ex.”

      “What thing?”

      “I thought he didn’t think I could hold my own against her.”

      “Is this about the big deal you mentioned in Paris?”

      “Yes.  He tried to warn me before the meeting and I thought he didn’t trust me.  But it turned out, he was trying to protect me.”  I covered my face with my hands.  “Oh, my God.”

      “So what was he trying to protect you from?”

      “His crazy ex.  He said she’s some sort of fierce negotiator.  He was trying to alert me so I didn’t make her suspicious about us.  Apparently, she’s supposed to be good at reading people.  I accused him of not trusting me and not having faith in my abilities.  I thought he didn’t trust me, but it turned out he was protecting me.  Just like now.”

      Aunt Niki stood up and walked over to the wine cooler, pulled out a bottle and two glasses from the cabinet and walked back to the counter.  She opened the bottle and filled both glasses and handed me one.  She took a long sip and placed the glass on the counter.

      “Niecy, I’m going to tell you the same thing your grandfather told me.  French Chocolate is a good man and I’m convinced he would never do anything to hurt you.  I also agree with Jimmy, until you and Phillippe know what his grandfather is up to, the best and safest place for you is your apartment.”

      “I know, but I’m not…”

      “Honey, this isn’t about you, but Phillippe.  Have you given any thought to how worried he might be about you over here by yourself?”

      “No.”

      “Phillippe knows his grandfather, you don’t.  I’m sure he won’t harm you, but you need to go home and let your man do what he told your father he would do…protect you.”
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      I missed my wife.  I really thought she would have been home a few nights ago.  I thought we had reached an understanding, but clearly I was wrong.  I messed up.  I thought I was doing the right thing by not telling her about my family and the company.  I really wish my père were here.  I searched his prayer journal, but there was nothing for a situation like this.

      It was nine thirty.  I looked at my phone hoping to see a text, email or possibly a missed call from Gia, but there was nothing.

      I started to go down to her apartment and wait again, but,  I showered and went to bed instead.

      In the past this bed seemed to be just the right size for me, now it seemed too large for me alone.

      I don’t know when I fell asleep, but I remember feeling a familiar touch against my cheek.  I thought it was a dream until I opened my eyes and saw what looked like a vision standing next to the bed.

      “We need to talk,” the soft voice said.

      I blinked my eyes several times hoping to send a message to my mind verifying what…who was standing next to the bed.  Then I inhaled and the familiar spicy floral scent triggered my senses, verifying it was my wife’s parfum.  This wasn’t a dream.  She walked around the bed to the other side and climbed in fully clothed.  She leaned against the tall padded headboard and folded her arms across her chest.

      I sat up leaned against the headboard, resting my hands in my lap.

      “Je suis désolé.”

      “Please do not apologize again.”  She exhaled.  “I’m sorry about the way I behaved.  However entitled I felt my reaction was, I didn’t…I could have chosen better words.”

      Better words…in all the months we have been together, I never heard my wife utter some of the words she spoke in anger.  She had every right to verbally assault me.  However, I saw a side of her that scared the hell out of me.  I thought her mother and aunt were scary, I think she’s scarier.  I have made a mental note not to get on her bad side ever again.  It also confirms that she’s more than capable of taking care of herself.  I’m grateful I have a fighter for a partner.

      “Apology accepted.”  I wasn’t about to disagree with her.

      “Let me make something clear.  Divorce or separation are options I never wish to exercise.  Although it could be said you married me under fraudulent terms.  I will over look that because I understand you were protecting me.  Trust, character and morality are more valuable to me than money and power.  However, if you ever lie, deceive, conceal information pertinent to our relationship, break my trust in you, or give me cause to believe your character and morals are detrimental to our relationship, I won’t hesitate to make this a marriage in name only.”  She turned to face me.  “Do I make myself clear?”

      I turned and locked eyes with her.  My wife was scary and sexy.  Her fight had aroused me.  “Oui, madame.”  I leaned close to kiss her and she turned her head.  “I thought we were fine.”

      “We are.”

      “Why did you turn away?”

      “Intimacy has to be earned.”

      “I see.  What do I need to do to earn it back?”

      “If I have to tell you, then add that to the list of things you need to sort out.”  She kicked off her shoes, slid down the headboard under the covers fully clothed, and got comfortable.  She rested her head on the pillows and turned her back to me.  “Good night.”

      “Bonsoir.”

      I was relieved to have her back under my protection.  I knew my grandfather wouldn’t harm her, but I couldn’t be too sure about anyone working on his behalf.  If he’s responsible for Chantal’s return, and  knowing what she’s capable of, I feel better having Gia here with me.

      I looked at the diminutive figure lying next to me and wondered at what point did my wife become this badass woman that I needed in my life?  I eased down and got close to her, but not too close.  Now that she was back in our bed, I didn’t want to do anything to make her leave.  I cautiously eased my hand around her waist, not sure if she was going to push me away.  She covered my hand with hers which meant there was a chance this intimacy hiatus wouldn’t last long.
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      Knock…Knock…Knock…

      I looked up and saw Eva standing in the door way.  “Good morning.”

      “Can I come in?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      She stepped inside, closed the door and walked over and sat in one of the chairs in front of my desk. I leaned forward and rested my elbows on the desk.

      “What can I do for you?”

      “First off this is for you.”

      She handed me a large white envelope with no return address or stamp.  I turned it over and there were no markings.  “Where did this come from?”

      “It was left with security.”

      “Security, and not the mailroom?”

      “Yes.  Is there a problem?”

      Considering I had no idea what Phillippe’s grandfather was up to, I was a little concerned about this mysterious envelope.

      “No.  It’s just…you wanted to talk?”

      She shifted in the chair.  “I don’t mean to pry, but is everything fine with you and Phillippe?”

      I was a little taken aback at her question and not quite sure how to respond.  “Why would you ask that?”

      “You both were out of the office suddenly.”

      “Excuse me.”

      “I’m sorry.  Clearly I spoke out of turn.”  She started to stand up.

      “Sit down.  What did you say?”

      “I assumed or thought you may have eloped.”  She smiled.

      “What?”

      “You know what, forget I said anything.”  She stood up.

      “Eva, please sit down.”  She returned to the chair.  “I didn’t…I had something…,” I exhaled.  “We had some personal things to work out.”

      “Oh.  Don’t mind me.  It’s just…”

      “What?”

      “The energy between you two has been a little strange.  You don’t seem as…forgive me…affectionate.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You two are usually very…can I be direct?”

      I leaned back in my chair.  “Please.”

      “It’s very refreshing working in an environment filled with love.  Please don’t take this the wrong way, but watching you two gives me hope.”

      “Hope…”

      “I know I’m more senior, but watching you two and observing Tony trying to pretend he’s not in love.”

      My face registered the shock of that statement.  “Did you say love?”

      “Don’t say anything, but I think things are serious with his new girlfriend.”

      “Really?  And who would that be?”

      “I’m not quite sure, but I’ve got my ear to the ground.  I need to make sure she’s worthy of him.  He tries to be a tough guy, but I know deep down there’s a romantic.”

      I smiled.  “I see.”

      “Back to you and Phillippe.  Here’s a little unsolicited advice, marriage is as tough or easy as you make it.”

      “You meant engaged.”

      She smiled. “That’s right.  I jumped ahead, but the principle is still the same.  Don’t let something small become something large.  It’s easier to get rid of a pebble than a boulder.”  She stood up and adjusted her dress.  “Sweetie, I know it’s a challenge working with someone you’re personally involved with, but it’s possible.  Figure it out now, before the wedding.”

      She walked out.  I stared at the large white envelope wrestling with myself.  I opened the envelope and inside was a small white envelope with “Mon Amour” written on the front.  Why would Phillippe leave an envelope with security for me?  I opened the envelope and pulled out the pages. It was a letter.  I started reading.

      
        
        Mon Amour, I don’t like the distance between us, but I have no one to blame but myself.  I know you told me not to apologize again, but those are the only appropriate words.   I agree with you.  I have no desire to leave our marriage.  I meant the vows I made to you…to us.

        You said you want to know everything and to never keep anything from you.  I need to tell you something, but it may also upset you.  It’s also why I was not comfortable with your not being at home.

        After our meeting, I received a call from Chantal wanting to meet.  For the record, I changed my number when we broke up.  I’m not certain how she got my new number, but I have an idea.  I immediately blocked the number and deleted the message.  She’s the past.  You are my present and future.

        I miss you.  I know you’re back, but I miss us.  I know you said intimacy was the issue, but I equate that with trust.  I desperately long to be buried inside you, but I know that level of intimacy has to be earned.  I’m patient.  All I ask now is that you please let me go to sleep each night and awake every morning with you next to me.

        Je t’aime, Mon Amour

        

      

      Oh, mon Dieu.  I brushed away the tear rolling down my cheek. His words were so touching.  I put the letter back into the envelope and put the envelope in my bag.

      I got up and walked out to Eva’s desk.

      “Hey, Eva.”

      She turned around and looked up at me.  “Yes.”

      “What did security say about the envelope you gave me?”

      “Nothing.  Just that it was messengered this morning with instructions to deliver it to you.  Why, was there a problem?”

      “No.  Okay.  Thanks.”

      “You sure everything is okay?”

      “Yes.”

      I went back to my office and sat down.  I picked up my phone and scrolled through the contacts until I got to Phillippe’s number.  I pressed his name and his face and number were right there waiting for my next move.   I stared at the screen willing myself to make the next move, but I couldn’t.

      I know things have been a little strained between us, but I had no idea…I don’t want him to think he can’t talk to me.  But his words were so sweet.  I’ll talk to him when I get home.
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      It’s been a couple of weeks since I started receiving letters from Phillippe.  They come at random times and sometimes multiple times a day.  Last Thursday he sent me three letters.  Each was more heartfelt and romantic than the one before.

      I’m amazed at the things he’s been sharing.  I knew my husband, but now it feels like I really know him.  The letters always come to the office.  I still don’t know how he’s doing it, because no one at the security desk has seen him drop off anything.  I thought Marcos was the secret messenger.  When I tried to hint around about the secret deliveries he looked confused.  That doesn’t mean he’s not the messenger, because he has an excellent poker face.

      I knew Tony wasn’t the messenger because he’s got his hands full with his new secret girlfriend.

      I desperately wanted to say something to Phillippe about the letters, but I hadn’t.  When we’re not at the office, the letters never come up.  I have to admit, his sharing himself is softening my heart.  I think I might be ready to take the intimacy step.

      Knock…Knock…Knock…

      I looked up and it was Eva.  “Yes.”

      “I have something for you.”  She held up a large white envelope.

      “Come in and close the door.” I told her the envelopes were from Phillippe and to make sure I get them as soon as they are delivered.  “Where is he?”

      “Meeting with the Senior Marketing staff.  He’ll be there a while so you have plenty of time to read it.”

      “Thanks.”  She left and I ripped open the large envelope and pulled out the small white envelope.  The first two letters were more like notes.  Since then, the letters have gotten longer.  Each one peels back another layer to Phillippe.  And at the end, there’s a beautiful French sonnet.  It’s like he’s courting me all over again.

      I read the letter and when I got to the end, I was met with a flush of emotion.

      
        
        Si je pouvais t'aimer davantage, je le ferais. Si je pouvais moins t'aimer, je ne le ferais pas. Si tu me permets, je t'aimerai... pour la vie... pour toujours... pour toujours.  Je t’aime, Mon Amour.  (If I could love you more, I would. If I could love you less, I wouldn't. If you let me, I will love you ... for life ... forever ... for always.  I love you, My Love.)*

        

      

      Oh, mon Dieu.  I slumped back in my chair and exhaled.  He was making love to me through his words.
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      I looked at my list.  I had accounted for everything.  I was more nervous tonight than I was the first time I did this.

      Knock…Knock…Knock…

      “Come in.”

      I closed up my planner and looked at the door as it slid open and revealed the person knocking.  I looked at Gia and felt my mouth turn up into a smile.  She
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