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      I’m not sure if I should be mortified or shocked.  I was half naked barely able to stand and still wearing the afterglow of an intense orgasm when Phillippe opened the door to an unexpected visitor.  All he could say was, “Damn.”  Then he immediately pushed me behind him.

      I knew there was a possibility we’d get caught, but I figured it would be a little later. Not less than twenty four hours after we returned from our vacation/secret honeymoon.

      A few days ago, I told Phillippe we needed a plan or story in case we got caught.  He agreed and said we had time.  Clearly time had run out, because we just got caught in a situation than can only be explained with either the truth or a well crafted lie.

      Phillippe went upstairs to convince Tony he didn’t see what he saw.  My husband is a brilliant negotiator, but even a man with his negotiating skills can’t casually explain away what his best friend saw. There wouldn’t be anything to explain if it wasn’t for the fact everyone in our circle knew he was celibate and I was a virgin.  At least that’s what we were when we left for our vacation.

      I know Phillippe said he could handle things, but I couldn’t shake this feeling I needed to go upstairs and help him.

      I hurried down the hall, stripping out of my robe.  I tossed the beautiful black silk chiffon robe onto the bed and went into the bathroom.  I turned the shower on, shoved my curls inside the shower cap and just as I my foot landed inside the shower, the phone rang.

      I cringed.  I knew the ringtone as well as the consequences if I didn’t answer the call.  I went back into the bedroom and picked up my phone on the bedside chest. I exhaled and pressed the Accept Call icon.

      “Hi, Mommy.”

      “Hi, Sweetheart.”

      “Hi, Baby Girl,” my father yelled out.

      “Hi, Daddy.”

      “I couldn’t wait any longer to hear from you.” Her elation caused her voice to elevate.  “I told your father if you didn’t answer, we were headed over to your place.”

      “Mommy...”

      “It’s the truth, Baby Girl.  She’s been up long before the sun, waiting to talk to you,” he teased.

      “Really, Jerry.”

      “It’s the truth.”

      This show was funny, but I really needed to get upstairs.

      “Ignore your father.  I called the hotel and they said you and Phillippe had checked out.  Your father said you probably got in late and to wait until today to call you.”

      “It wasn’t too late, but after the long flight and eating a snack, I went to bed.”  It was an exaggerated version of the truth.  I did have a snack and I did go to bed, but not in the way I knew she thought I meant.  I went back into the bathroom.

      “I’m sorry.  How was your trip?  Did anything happen you want to tell me...I mean us?”

      She really needed to work on her subtleness. “No, nothing unexpected happened. I don’t think there’s anything I need to tell you other than the resort is beautiful.  I think you and Daddy would like it. The food and spa are incredible.  I loved every minute of it.”

      “Oh. I thought...” Now she was deflated.   “Do you want to have a late lunch with us this afternoon?”

      “That would be nice, but I need to check with my fiancé first.”

      “You stinker.”  She laughed.  “I deserved that.  Turn your camera on and show me your ring.”

      “Hold on, I was about to get in the shower.”  I wrapped a towel around me, took off my wedding band, pressed the camera button and aimed it at my engagement ring.  “Can you see it?”

      “Can I see it?  Oh, my God Gabby, it’s beautiful.  Look, Jerry.”  She turned her phone so my dad could see.

      “Wow…that’s some ring, Baby Girl.  Did it come with security and a crane?” He teased.

      I was shocked too when I saw the ring.  It’s large, but tasteful and very much me.  The delicate pave diamond band frames the white rounded square diamond perfectly. I turned the camera to my face.

      “I know.  Phillippe said he bought the ring on our first trip to Paris.”

      My mother’s eyes got wide.  “What...that was...you had only been...”

      “Hey, when a man knows, a man knows,” my dad replied.

      “I know what you’re thinking Mommy.  I was shocked too.”

      “That means he’s been...”

      “In love with me for a while.”

      “Wow...uhm...I’m not quite sure how to process that,” she replied.

      “You sound like me.  I was shocked when he told me. I suspected he was serious when he promised to fix things with you.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “After the first time he met you and things were a little janky.” I didn’t need to expound, because she knew what I was talking about.

      “I don’t think that’s fair.”

      “Really Mom.”

      “Vivi, you practically called the boy a conniving lech,” my dad replied.

      “Okay, so maybe I was a little…”

      “When we left brunch he promised to fix things with you.  Later, he said we needed to fix things with my family before tackling his.”

      “Wow.  Well, we can’t wait to see you two.  How about dinner this weekend?”

      “I’ll check with Phillippe and let you know.”

      “I understand.  Are we still on for lunch next week?” she asked.

      “Can I let you know once I check my schedule.”

      “Yes.  We’ll talk to you later.”

      “Okay.”

      “Love you Baby Girl,” they said in unison.

      “Love you too.”

      “Tell Phillippe we said hello.”

      “Will do.  Bye.”

      “Bye.”

      I pressed the button ending the call and placed my phone on the counter.  I took my ring off and placed it on the tray next to my wedding band.  I opened the shower door, dropped the towel, put one foot into the shower and the phone started to ring again.  I knew that ringtone.   I was more terrified of that caller than my mother.

      Unlike my mother who casually threatened to show up unannounced, my aunt didn’t make idle threats.  If I didn’t answer or return her call within a few seconds, she’d be in the lobby.  Who was I kidding?  She’d sweet talk security and be pounding on my door faster than I could say hot chocolate.

      I walked over to the counter, picked up the phone and pressed the Answer Call icon.

      “Hey, Auntie.”

      “Hey, Niecy.  I hope I caught you in the middle of something.” She laughed.

      “I was headed into the shower.”

      “Alone?”  She teased.

      I drifted back to that sexy shower Phillippe and I shared outside a couple of days ago.  My face felt hot and I was glad she couldn’t see the huge smile on my face.

      “Niecy…Niecy…”

      “What?”

      “Did I interrupt something?”

      “No.  I was about to jump into the shower.”

      “Alone?” she repeated.

      “Yes.”

      “After talking to your mother I was wondering if there was something you wanted to share with me.”

      “What did she say?”

      “I think this is the first time Vivi is tighter than a new pair of Louboutins.”  She joked.

      “Auntie…”

      “So, did Phillippe pop the question or something else in Anguilla?”

      “Auntie!”

      “If you won’t tell me anything, I’ll have to rely on my imagination,” she teased.

      “Oh God, that could be dangerous.”

      “Exactly. So dish?”

      “All I’m saying is I had a very good vacation.”

      “It’s like that?”

      “That’s all I’m saying.”

      “I thought we were besties.”

      I laughed.  “Auntie, I promise you’ll like the souvenir I brought you.”

      “It had better be a tall, French, African chocolate nephew.”

      “I gotta get dressed and meet Phillippe.”

      “You have until the weekend to give me my souvenir.  Otherwise, I’m coming to your office. Love ya.”

      “Love you too, and give my love to Uncle Jimmy.”

      “I will.  Bye.”

      “Bye.”  I pressed the button ending the call and hurried into the shower.
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      “I must still be reeling from seeing Gabby half naked, because it sounded like you said you got married,” Tony said.

      “I did.”

      “To who?”

      “Gia.  Who else would I marry?”

      “What the hell…are you out of your mind?  How did you go from proposing to married?   And when? Because when we talked, you didn’t mention anything about eloping!  How could you take advantage of Gabby?” Tony shouted.

      “What are you talking about?  I didn’t…”

      Marcos appeared out of nowhere.  “Why are you two yelling at each other?”

      We looked at him.

      “Guess who got married, and it wasn’t me,” Tony said.

      “Oh, is that it?” Marcos asked.

      Tony braced his hands on the counter.  “Did you hear what I said?”

      “Yes. I know.”

      “You know?” I asked.

      “Yes.”  Marcos joined us at the kitchen counter.  “It was obvious.”

      “How, because we…”

      “You sent me very specific instructions for Little Miss’ apartment.”

      “You lost me,” Tony said.

      “He told me to get an insane number of white flowers and candles, plus he wanted the living room floor covered in white rose petals.  Not to mention the card he Express mailed to go with the gift from Brockman’s.”

      “You read the card?” I asked.

      “Of course not.  But you were very specific.  You practically threatened to  fire me and end our friendship if I didn’t do exactly what you said.”

      “That doesn’t mean…I’ve had you get things for Gia before.”

      “That is true.”

      “Then how did you know we were married?”

      “I saw the ring on your finger.”

      I rolled the simple platinum band around my finger with the ball of my finger.

      “How did you persuade Gabby to marry you?” Tony asked.

      “Why do you assume I persuaded her?”

      “Because Gabby would never…wait a minute.  So you told her everything?”

      “I told her there are things related to my job I couldn’t disclose.”

      Tony shook his head.  “What else?”

      “Nothing.”

      Tony folded his arms across his chest and shook his head.  “Something doesn’t add up.  Gabby would never...”

      “She surprised me too.  I never would have thought she’d want to elope.”

      “What did you say?” Marcos asked.

      “She surprised me.”

      “Whose idea was it to get married?” Tony asked.

      “Gia.”

      Both of my best friends looked shocked at my answer.  “Did you say Little Miss wanted to elope?” Marcos asked.

      “Oui.  Have neither of you been listening?”

      “I need to sit down,” Marcos said as he walked around and sat on the stool next to me.

      “Not Gabby,” Tony said.

      Marcos turned to face me with one forearm resting on the counter and his other hand braced on his upper thigh.  “Let me get this straight.  Little Miss proposed?”

      “No.  I proposed as planned, but she was the one that suggested we get married.  I was shocked.  I thought she wanted the big production with all the trimmings.”

      “What am I missing?” Marcos asked.

      “She said she thinks it would be easier to deal with the office drama if we’re married.”

      “Doesn’t she know it’s going to get worse once the news gets out?” Tony replied.

      “She said she had a feeling that if we didn’t get married we wouldn’t.  She thinks if we waited, someone would try to break us up.”

      “So you told her about your grandfather’s demand?” Tony asked.

      “No. Trust me.  I prayed long and hard about this, but in the end, it made sense to go along with her idea.”

      “I agree.  Don’t get me wrong, I love Gabby like a little sister, but I still think you should have told her about your grandfather’s request that you get married in order to get the CEO chair.”

      Marcos wiped his face with his hands.  “I can’t believe you did such an asinine thing.

      “I was so close.  The words were right there on the tip of my tongue.  But when I looked into those beautiful brown eyes, I was done.”

      “What about your grandfather?” Marcos asked.

      “I’ve got less than six months to win him over to my side.”

      “Six months?” Tony asked.

      “Gia and I are getting married in six months.”

      “Did I miss something, because I thought you said you were married?” Marcos asked.

      “We are, but we’re having a wedding for our family.”

      “Is this a joke?  Are you punking us?” Tony asked.

      “No.  We’re married.”

      “Legally?” Marcos asked.

      “Yes.  We are legally married.”

      “Without a prenup…your grandfather is going to love that,” Tony said.

      “We have a prenup.”

      “You do?” Tony asked.

      “I had Gavin draft a basic agreement. He emailed it and we signed it.”

      “Well, there’s one good thing to come out of this.  Not that your getting married isn’t a good thing, but once your grandfather hears, maybe he’ll change his mind about selling MG.”

      “About that.”

      “What?” Tony asked.

      “No one can know.”

      “Know what?” Tony asked.

      “That we’re married.”

      “What the…,” he pointed at me, “you are really trying me.  Why can’t anyone know?”

      “Apart from you two and Gavin, our hotel butler, the minister, and the license clerk, no one knows.”

      “I think that will be short lived once she moves in,” Marcos said.

      “About that.”

      “I think I might need a drink,” Tony said.

      “I’ll join you,” Marcos said.

      “It’s only twelve thirty,” I said.

      “It’s Happy Hour somewhere,” Tony replied as he pulled a bottle of scotch and two glasses out of the cabinet.  “As you were saying?” He filled the glasses with two fingers of the aged gold brown juice.  He and Marcos took a glass and sipped.

      “We don’t want anyone to know.  So if Gia moves in, people will get suspicious.”

      Ding…Ding…Ding…

      We all looked in the direction of the elevator.  Gabriella stepped out when the doors opened and joined us in the kitchen. She stopped next to me and I wrapped my arm around her waist.

      “I thought you might need some help.”

      I kissed her.  “I’m fine.”

      Tony walked over,  bear hugged her and stepped back.  “Congratulations, and welcome to the family.”

      “Thank you.”  She looked at me. “You told him?”

      “Oui.”

      “Congratulations, Little Miss.” Marcos walked over, hugged her and kissed her on both cheeks.

      “Did you tell them the plan?” she asked.

      “I was just starting to explain.”

      “We know this is asking a lot from you, but we really need your help.  My family…my mother is finally accepting of Phillippe and if she knew we eloped…let’s just say it’s not good to start a marriage with family discord.”

      “Or a secret,” Tony said under his breath.

      “What?” Gabby asked.

      “We understand,” Marcos said as he looked at Tony and then at me.

      “Besides, six months isn’t that long,” Gia said.  Ring…Ring…Ring…Gia looked at her phone.  “Bébé, it’s my brother.  I need to take this.”

      “Go to my office.”

      “Thanks, guys,” she said as she walked away.

      “You got it, Gabby,”  Tony said.

      “As I was saying, the plan is to get married or have a wedding in six months.”

      “You expect us to keep this a secret for six months?” Tony asked followed by a sip of his drink.

      “Oui.”  I looked toward the hall, making sure Gabriella wasn’t in earshot.  “I’ve got six months to win my grandfather over and tell Gabriella everything.”

      “No, you don’t,” Tony said.

      “Yes, I do.”

      Tony shook his head.  “Bruh, you have less than six months to win over your grandfather.  Then you need to pray Gabby doesn’t divorce you when she finds out she’s married to one of the owners of the company she works for.”  He downed his drink in one swallow and plopped the glass down onto the counter.

      Marcos finished his drink, sighed, and looked at Tony.  “I bet you a thousand dollars this blows up long before the wedding.”

      “Can’t take that bet.”

      “Why not?” Marcos said.

      “Because I can’t bet on something I know is a fact.”  Tony looked at me.  “Bruh, you know I have your and Gabby’s back, but this right here…this secret marriage and your grandfather drama is going to blow up like a volcano.”

      I wiped my face with my hands.  “I know.”
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      I walked back to where the guys were.  I was afraid to tell Phillippe what my brother said.  I stopped at the end of the hall, exhaled and put on my big girl knickers.

      As I got closer, I heard laughter.  Those robust sounds made me feel a little better about what I had to say.

      I continued toward Phillippe and he locked eyes with me.  The look on his face confirmed he knew there was a problem.  After a few months together, I couldn’t believe the impossible was possible.  He knew me, both intimately and emotionally.  We were connected…physically and soully.  We were soulmates.  I felt confident in saying that if I hurt, he would know it.

      “What’s wrong?” Phillippe asked as he met me in the middle of the room.

      “We uhm…we have a slight problem.”

      “How slight?” Phillippe asked.

      I looked at Marcos and Tony, then into my husband’s warm dark brown eyes.  “Seems my brother is on his way here this weekend for a family dinner.”

      “What?” Phillippe asked.

      Tony and Marcos were laughing, or were they crying as they filled their glasses.

      “Adam said my parents are surprising us with a small engagement party.”

      “This is why I didn’t take the bet,” Tony said.

      “What bet?” I asked.

      “Never mind.”  Phillippe looked over his shoulder and cut Tony a death gaze.  “Mon Amour, what exactly did Adam say?”

      I walked over to the cabinet, pulled down a glass and placed it on the counter.  Phillippe walked over and stood next to me.  I reached for the bottle of brown juice and poured some into the glass like I’d seen the guys do.  I downed half of the burning amber liquid hoping it would wash away the words my brother said.  Three pairs of eyes were on me, waiting for an answer to the simple question.

      I placed the glass on the counter, reached for the bottle and Phillippe pushed it away.

      “Gia, what did Adam say?”

      “Apparently, my mother wants to welcome you into the family.  He said she didn’t want to celebrate without him and he’s flying out the day after tomorrow.”

      “Oh, this just gets better and better,” Tony said.  “What?  You’re all thinking it.  I just said it first.”

      “What are we going to do?  I’m not ready to face my family.  I thought I’d bought us a few days.”

      “Could it be you’re blowing this way out of proportion Little Miss?” Marcos asked.

      “I don’t think so.  She wants to invite Mère and your grandfather, as well.”

      “Give me a glass and pass the bottle,” Phillippe said.  Tony got Phillippe a glass out of the cabinet, filled it half full and handed it to him.  “We are so screwed.”  He downed his drink in one swallow.

      “What are we going to do?” I asked.

      Phillippe wiped his face with his hands and walked down the hall without saying anything.  We all looked at each other and knew what was happening.  Being associated with Phillippe meant at some point in your relationship, you were guaranteed to encounter “The Thinker”.  This is who he becomes when he’s processing.

      In the few months I’d been with him, I knew when he completed his process he would emerge with an answer or solution for every obvious situation.

      My husband is a brilliant businessman.  In the first few days of our marriage, he’s given me reason to believe he’s going to be an amazing husband.  But I’m not sure how…I thought we had more time to prepare to tackle our families.  I feel confident saying we are about to be roasted like a pig at a Hawaiian luau.

      “Hit me again,” I said to Tony.

      “Have you eaten?” he countered.

      “Some melon.”

      “Sit down Little Miss, and I’ll fix you something,” Marcos said.

      He walked over to the refrigerator and pulled out food.  When he finished dancing around the kitchen, he presented me with a salmon, spinach and feta omelet and sourdough toast.

      “This looks and smells good.  Thank you.”

      “Am I invisible?” Tony asked.

      “She’s my boss.”  Marcos smiled.  “How about some coffee?”

      “Yes, please.  Thank you.”  He walked over to the espresso maker and worked on my coffee.

      “Hey, knucklehead, you want something to eat?”

      “Yes,” Tony replied.

      “There’s some leftover pasta in the fridge.  Help yourself and clean up your mess,” Marcos said and smiled.

      “So it’s like that?” Tony said.

      Phillippe emerged from the hall, walked over and stopped next to me.  “Looks good.”

      “Want some?” I asked and lifted a forkful to his mouth.

      “That’s good.  I’ll have one of those Marcos,” he said and sat on the stool next to me.

      “I’m going to tell you like I told Tony.  There’s pasta in the fridge.  Help yourself and clean up your mess.”

      “Apparently, the only person getting service is Gabby,” Tony replied.

      “I thought my name was on your check,” Phillippe said.

      “It is.  But the kitchen is closed until later in the afternoon.”

      “But you made Gia an omelet.”

      “She’s my boss,” Marcos retorted.

      “And what am I?”

      “Her husband.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “You do know wife trumps husband.”  He smiled.

      “So what am I supposed to do, ask Gia if you can work for me?”

      It was hard not to laugh.  I wiped my mouth.  “Marcos, would you please make two more of these amazing omelets?  I would really appreciate it.”

      “It’s my pleasure, Little Miss.”

      “Merci beaucoup.”  I sipped my coffee.  “Excellent coffee.”

      “Merci madame,” Marcos replied.

      “I don’t believe this,” Tony said.

      I rubbed Phillippe’s thigh.  “What did you come up with Bébé?”

      “We’re having an engagement party,” Phillippe announced.

      “Did I miss something?”  I asked.  “I thought you went down the hall to figure out how not to have the party?”

      “Instead of playing defense, we’re going to play offense,” he replied.

      Tony nodded.  “Good idea.”  Marcos placed the plates with omelets in front of each of them.  “Thanks.”

      “Thanks, Marcos.”  Phillippe put a forkful of omelet in his mouth, chewed and swallowed.  He wiped his mouth and continued.  “The possibility of one of us slipping out our secret is too great.  But if we control the party and the environment, we’ll be a lot more relaxed.”

      “So where are you hosting this grand event?” Tony asked.

      “First thought, Gabriella’s apartment.”

      “No.” I was quick to answer.  “That’s all we need is Aunt Niki looking for signs of…let’s just say that’s not good.”

      “I thought the same thing.  And the manor would…it wouldn’t be fair to Mère on such short notice.”

      “I agree. I wouldn’t feel right about imposing.”  I sipped more coffee.

      “But the restaurant…”

      “It’s perfect.  Neutral territory.”

      “Exactly.  Plus, we can put a time limit on the festivities.  What do you think?” Phillippe asked.

      “I love it.”  I kissed him.

      “I want to make sure I understand this,” Marcos asked, “We have three days to put an engagement party together?”

      “Not just any engagement party,” Tony said, “but the engagement party for a couple already married.  Oh yeah, we won’t have a problem keeping your marriage a secret.”

      “I bet you five hundred dollars this is going to blow up,” Marcos said to Tony.

      “I told you I don’t bet on factual things.””
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      “You know I suspected when you got a taste of Gabby’s goodies you’d be a little coochie whipped.  But I have to admit I never thought I’d see you lose your nut,” Tony said.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You do know this is insane.”

      “Which part?”

      “The whole thing.”

      “I don’t think…”

      “That’s the problem.  I don’t think you did.  You really believe you’re doing the right thing by not telling your grandfather about Gabby?  Or  not telling Gabby who you are?”

      “I wanted to tell her, but Mère…”

      “Mère…what did she say when you told her you were engaged?”

      “She was excited.  In fact, it was under her order I not tell my grandfather about Gia.  She said if I wanted his respect, I should fight for the chair and not tell him about Gia.”

      “I’m pretty sure that suggestion was based on your getting engaged not married.”

      “I know.  I have to admit I shared Gabriella’s concerns, and that’s why I wrestled with her suggestion to get married.  I know my grandfather.  He is capable of manipulating any situation to his advantage.  I love Gabriella and, I was terrified he would do something to break us up.”

      “So instead of telling her everything, you married her.  You know some people would consider that fraud.”

      “But it’s not.  I told her there were things about my contract I wasn’t at liberty to share, and she understood.”

      “She did?”

      “Yes. I know I’m on borrowed time, but as soon as this party is over, I’ll tell her.  In the meantime, have you found out anything else about my grandfather’s plan?”

      “No.  I’ve been looking for breadcrumbs, but there’s nothing.  It’s almost like he knew we were going to be searching and…”

      “That’s it,” I said.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “How could I have not seen this sooner?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Where are the surveillance reports on the lawyer?”

      “In that stack on the right of the credenza.”

      I turned around, picked up the stack and placed them on the desk.  I sat down and opened the folder on the top scanning.  I picked up post-it flags and tagged a section on the page.  I did this for several of the files.  I closed the last folder and plopped back in my chair and sighed.

      “Okay Sherlock, you want to share what you found out?” Tony asked.

      “He’s not a lawyer.”

      “So, what is he?”

      “A private investigator.”

      “What?  That doesn’t make sense.  If he was a PI my guy would have known.”

      “Here,” I handed him one of the folders. “Look at the section I flagged.”

      He read it.  “Okay.  I don’t get it.”

      “Now look at the same date in my calendar.”

      “Coincidence?”

      “Take anyone of those reports and check it against my calendar and tell me what you see.”  I stepped out and when I returned there were open folders on every available surface in my office.  “Read anything interesting?” I asked as I walked back into my office.

      “He’s having you followed?”

      “Oui.”

      “For how long?”

      “Your reports go back a couple of months before we came over to MG.”

      “But, it could have been going on much longer.  But why?”

      “I wish I knew.”

      “So everything my people discovered about selling MG is a lie.”

      “Looks like it.  He was counting on you to find everything he planted.”

      “But, why?”

      “I’m clueless.”

      “Oh, my God!” Tony covered his mouth with his hands.

      “What?”

      “If he’s been having you followed, that means…”

      “He knows about Gabriella.”  I rubbed my temples.

      “Even worse, he probably knows you’re married.”

      “Damn!”

      “But this doesn’t explain why he’s been going to Canada.”

      “Is he?  I mean this is Henry Dumond.  He has never done anything without a reason or purpose.  You said yourself he is very careful and meticulous.  The length he’s gone to to plant information is beyond sick genius.  It wouldn’t surprise me if all of those trips were faked.”

      “Do you think he wants to see how serious you are about his offer? And if that’s the case, then why not just ask you?”

      “He did.  He said if I was serious about being CEO, I would do whatever is necessary to secure the chair.  On our first trip for MG, he implied I should consider marrying my assistant.”

      “That confirms he knows about her.”

      “All that means is he knows her name, and that’s not a secret.”

      “Do you think he hired her to spy on you?“

      “No, if he was responsible for hiring Gabriella, he wouldn’t be spying on me.”

      “When was the last time you talked to HD?  I mean actually sat down and talked.”

      “It’s been a while.  Whenever I go out to the manor, he’s either gone or on his way out.      I think the most I’ve seen him is at the board meetings and once it’s over, he lingers only briefly.”

      “What if this whole thing is a sick game?  Maybe he has no intention of stepping down.  What if he’s trying to see if you’re so desperate to take over you’ll do whatever he wants?”

      “All valid questions, which lead me back to the original questions…Why have me followed? Why not talk to me?”  I walked around my desk and looked at an open folder.  “You said something about Gabriella that has been gnawing at me.”

      “What? I say quite a few insightful things,” he joked.

      “Remind me why I’m friends with you two?” Marcos said as he walked into the room.

      “I’ve asked myself that several times over the years,”  Tony said.

      Marcos walked around looking at the open folders.  “Where are the other reports?”

      “This is everything,” Tony said.

      “You need to ask about the files on your father.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Yeah, what are you talking about?” Tony asked.

      “I think you’re right.  He probably knows about Gabriella. But wondering why he might be following her isn’t the right question.  The question you need to ask is why your father never worked with your grandfather.  There has to be a reason, if nothing more, he should have been there to look after your and Mère’s interests.   The other question you need to ask is what happened to your grandmère’s MG shares?”

      “I assumed they went to my grandfather.”

      “Did they?” Marcos asked

      “What are you trying to say Marcos?” I asked.

      “I think if you find out what happened to her shares, you may find out why your grandfather is having you followed, and why your father never worked at MG or held a board seat.”

      “My grandfather said the shares and seats were just for blood family.”

      “Say that’s true.  Who inherits when your grandfather dies?”

      “Mère and me.”

      Marcos nodded.  “Who’s the executor?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Seems to me there are a lot of questions that may share the same answer.”
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      I was so nervous about our families meeting.  What’s that saying about a cat in a room full of rocking chairs?  Every time I attempted to sit down, my butt wouldn’t stay in the chair.  It felt like I couldn’t breathe, the room started to spin and suddenly everything went black.

      “Gia…Gia…get an ambulance!”

      “You don’t need an ambulance.  Give her some air.”  That sounded like Tony.

      “Both of you get out of the way.  Put this on her forehead.”

      Marcos?  Clearly, I wasn’t dead.  I slowly opened my eyes and staring back at me were the three not so wise men.

      “Mon Amour…you scared me,” Phillippe said.

      I tried to sit up.  “What happened?”

      “You fainted,” Phillippe answered.

      “Please tell me you aren’t pregnant,” Tony begged.

      “What?…no, I’m not pregnant,” I replied as I sat up.

      “Little Miss, drink this.”  Marcos handed me a short glass.

      I took a swallow.  “Ugghhhh…that’s not water.”

      “No, it’s gin,” Marcos replied.

      “Why would you give her gin?” Tony asked.

      “We need her to snap back quickly.  Am I the only one aware we have a room full of people here to celebrate a fake engagement?” Marcos replied.

      “And you’re supposed to be the calm one in the group,” Tony replied.

      “I am, but I have no gauge for situations like this.”

      “Really?” Tony looked at him.  “This coming from the man who has ice running in his veins, can assemble a gun blindfolded, survived several black ops missions, and you don’t know how to handle a woman when she faints?”

      “I know.”

      “Did you say gun?” I asked.

      “Will both of you, be quiet,” Phillippe snapped back.  “Get her some water.”  He sat on the sofa and pulled me to his side, gently rubbing my shoulder.

      “Here, Gabby,” Tony said, as he handed me the glass.

      “Thank you.”

      “Take slow sips,” Phillippe said.  “What happened?  Do you want to go home?”

      “I can’t do that.  I’ll be fine.  I think I just got a little excited.”  I sipped more water.

      “Are you sure?” Phillippe asked.

      “Oui.”  I half smiled.

      “If you want to leave we will and Tony and Marcos can handle things here.”

      I rubbed his thigh.  “I’ll be fine.  Help me up.”  Phillippe stood up and helped me to stand.  I was a little wobbly.  I took a deep breath and smiled.  “See, I’m fine.”

      “Are you sure?” Phillippe asked.

      “Oui.  I’m going to freshen up, and then we’ll go meet our guests.”  I kissed Tony and Marcos on the cheek.  “Thank you.”

      “I’ll help you,” Phillippe said.  He placed his hand on the small of my back and guided me to the restroom.  “We’ll see you downstairs.”

      When I emerged from the restroom, my husband was pacing.  I’m not sure if I deserve this man, but I’m glad he’s mine.  I walked over and leaned against the desk.

      He stopped, locked eyes with me and when I smiled, he treated me to a glimpse of his dimples.  He walked over, scooped me up in his arms and kissed me.  “Mon Amour, you would tell me if there was anything wrong?”

      I brushed the side of his face.”  Oui.  I’m fine.”  I sighed.  “I think I just got worked up over this meeting with our families.”

      “I know you said you wanted to wait six months, but if you’ve changed your mind and…”

      “No.  We’re sticking to our plan.”  I sucked on the corner of my mouth.  “How about we make it an early night?”

      “An early night?  And what would that entail?”

      “I don’t know.  Maybe we have chef make us some dinner and we go back and pretend we’re still on vacation.”

      He nodded.  “Vacation or honeymoon?”

      “Touché, Monsieur Marchant.”  He pulled me closer and I felt the answer to my question.  “Pre-proposal.”  I laughed and slipped out of his hold.

      “I see someone is feeling better.”

      I picked up my bag and he walked over and wrapped me in his arms.  “If you’re talking about that night when you gave me a lap dance…”

      “I didn’t give you a lap dance.”

      “It felt a lot like a lap dance.”  He smiled.

      I stepped back with my hands on my hips and looked at him.  “Where exactly did you have a lap dance like…I mean…”

      “So you admit it was a lap dance?”

      “Let’s just say it was a hot kiss.”  I walked towards the door.

      “Call it what you will, but you and I both know it was a lap dance.”  He opened the door and as I walked past him, he patted my behind.

      “Watch it.”  I looked over my shoulder and smiled.

      “I am.”  He closed the door and followed me.

      We exited the elevator and walked down the long hall to the private dining room.  We  stopped at the door, Phillippe grabbed the long sculpted  brass handle.

      “Ready?” Phillippe asked.

      I inhaled and exhaled.  “About as ready as I’ll ever be.”

      He gently kissed me and for a brief moment I considered reneging on our agreement.  He pulled back and my eyes slowly opened.  He leaned close to my ear and whispered, “Je t’aime.”

      “Je t’aime.”

      When he opened the door I stepped inside and he immediately slipped his arm around my waist.  I was grateful for the assist.   I knew Phillippe was concerned I might pass out again.

      “Baby Girl.”  I turned to my left and my mother was walking toward me.  I stepped out of Phillippe’s hold and met her.

      “Mommy.”  She wrapped her arms around me and hugged me so hard, I almost passed out again.

      She lowered her arms and stepped back.  “Let me look at you.”  She scanned me from head to toe.  I suspected she was looking for something out of the ordinary.  I tried to remain calm.  My mother is super perceptive, so I had to be careful of my behavior.  “You look rested and in love.”  She smiled and brushed the side of my face.

      “It was an amazing trip.” I smiled.

      “Niecy.”  I immediately turned around.

      “Hi, Aunt Niki.”  We hugged each other.

      “This tan is incredible.  Is it all over?” she asked with a smirk.

      “Yes.”  I smiled.

      “That’s my girl.” She winked.

      “Gabby…” my mother said.

      “What?” I smiled.

      “Ignore her, Niecy.  I assume you gathered us all here for a reason other than the incredible food.”  Aunt Niki smiled.

      “Hey, Gabs.”  I recognized the deep voice and immediately turned around.

      When my eyes caught up to my brain, I almost passed out. “Adam…look at you.”  I looked him up and down.  In a matter of a few months, my little brother had changed dramatically.  He no longer looked disheveled or awkward.  He had grown into his looks.  He had a close cut beard similar to Phillippe, and his build was a little thicker.  Clearly, he was serious about weight training.  He was always handsome, but now he looked modern…sophisticated…suave.  “What happened to you?”

      “I told you, I had to keep up with my brother-in-law.” He smiled and hugged me.

      I stepped back still in awe at his transformation.  “You look great.”

      “Thanks.  Aunt Niki helped me.”  He smiled.

      “She did?” My mother sounded more shocked than I did.  “Niki, what did you do to my baby boy?”

      “I cleaned him up,” Aunt Niki replied.

      “When he left this morning and said he’d meet us, I never expected this.”  My mother stepped back and looked my brother up and down.

      “I hate to break it to you Sis, but your baby boy is a man.”  Aunt Niki looked at Adam and smiled.  “A very handsome young man getting ready to face the world.  All I did was cut his hair and clean up his beard.  Oh, and I gave him a much needed facial.”

      “What happened to the boy I picked up from the airport yesterday?” my mother asked. “I’m not ready for this.”  She patted the side of his face.

      “Vivi, get a grip.  We’ll deal with your issues later.  Today, we’re here to celebrate what I hope is a very special day for Gabby.”

      I was shocked at Aunt Niki’s speech.

      Suddenly, I felt a large hand on the small of my back and turned around.  “Hello, Baby Girl.”

      “Hi, Daddy.” He kissed me on the cheek and I wrapped my arms around his neck.  “Thank you,” I whispered.

      He pulled back.  “For what?”

      “Accepting Phillippe.”  I felt tears forming.

      “He’s a great guy, but don’t tell him I said that.  He needs to fear me a little longer.”  He smiled.

      “Yes sir.”  I smiled.

      “Did you see your brother?”

      I looked up and saw Phillippe walking towards me with Mère.  “Excuse me daddy.”

      “Sure.”

      I walked around my dad and met them. “Bonjour, Mère.”  I saw her face light up.  “I hope you don’t mind, but Phillippe said it would be all right to call you that.”

      “Tres bien, mon cher.” She kissed me on both cheeks.

      “I want to introduce you to my parents.”  I turned and signaled for my parents, and they joined us.  “Elizabeth Marchant, these are my parents Jerrold and Vivian Townsend.”

      “My pleasure,” Mère said as she air kissed my mother and extended her hand to my father.

      “Enchanté,” my mother replied.  Phillippe and I looked at each other with wide eyes.

      “Mon plaisir,” my father replied as he shook her hand.

      Aunt Niki and Adam walked over and joined us.  “And this is my brother, Adam.”

      “Bonjour,” Mère said.

      “Enchanté,”  he said and shook Mère’s hand.

      “Tres beau,” she said with a smile.

      “I don’t understand,” Adam replied.

      “I apologize.  I said you are very handsome.”

      “Oh, thank you and so are you.  I mean, you’re very pretty.”

      “Merci.”

      “And this is my mother’s sister, Nicole,” I continued with the introductions.

      “Bonjour,” Mère said, as she extended her hand to Aunt Niki.

      “Enchanté.”  She shook Mère’s hand.  “My nephew is right.   You’re beautiful.”

      Mère smiled.  “Merci.  But it is I who must pay the beauty compliments.  I do not believe I have ever seen a family so blessed with the beauty gene.  It is very obvious where Gabriella inherited her beauty.” Mère leaned into my mother and Aunt Niki. “Our grandchildren will be the envy of all our family and friends.”  She winked and stepped back.

      “I like her,” Aunt Niki said.

      “Aunt Niki, where’s Uncle Jimmy?”

      “He had to take a call.”  Just as she said the words, the door opened and Uncle Jimmy entered.  Aunt Niki waved to him and he joined us.

      “Hi, Uncle Jimmy.”  I walked to him and kissed him on the cheek.

      “Hi, kiddo.”

      I took his hand and walked him over to Mère and Phillippe.

      “Hello, Phillippe,” he said.

      “Hello, Mr. Ward.”

      “We’re family. You can call me Uncle Jimmy.”

      “Uncle Jimmy, this is my mother, Elizabeth Marchant.”

      “C'est un plaisir de vous rencontrer,” he said and shook her hand.

      It was a tossup whose eyes were wider…mine, Phillippe’s or Aunt Niki’s.

      “Le plaisir est pour moi. Tu parles français?” Mère replied.

      “Un peu.”  He turned to face Aunt Niki.  “Quoi?”

      “I thought the only French you knew was…”

      “Aunt Niki!” I said.

      “Seems my husband is full of surprises.”  Uncle Jimmy pulled her to his side and whispered something in her ear.  “I think that can be arranged.  Excuse us.”  They walked away.

      “Please excuse my sister,“ my mother said.  “She really doesn’t have a filter.  I told her no one would believe she’s a brilliant business woman.”

      “Is she the one who owns the salon, or is that you?” Mère asked.

      The men quietly disappeared and left the three of us.

      “My sister owns Privy.”

      “Which makes you the consultant.”

      My mother smiled.  “I never thought of myself as a consultant, but yes. I train executives in foreign etiquette.”

      “That is much needed. My husband could have used your services.  You study languages as well?”

      “No, I focus more on business and social protocol.  How to function at meals and business social settings.”

      I walked away and left them to talk.  I saw Tony and Marcos across the room talking with my dad and Adam.  Everything seemed to be going well.  No one was fighting, and it appeared we were getting away with this simple family gathering.

      I looked around the room and realized my earlier anxiety attack was pointless.  I sighed and felt a familiar touch across the small of my back.

      “Seems everyone is getting along,” Phillippe said.

      “Seems like it.”  I sipped my champagne.  “Where’s your grandfather?”

      “Canada.  Apparently it was a last minute thing.”  He sipped his drink.

      “Is he avoiding me?”  I teased.

      “I should be the one asking that.”
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      Gabriella leaned over and whispered in my ear, “It’s time for you to make the announcement.”

      I squeezed her hand and asked, “Are you sure?”

      “Oui, my love, I’m sure.” Followed by her soft lips pressed against mine.  “Je t’aime.”

      “Je t’aime.”

      I knew this is what we agreed and despite what I thought, she was right. 	I released her hand, pushed my chair back and stood up.  I clinked the side of my glass hoping to arrest everyone’s attention.  I looked around the long table at the several pairs of eyes staring back at me and was a little nervous.  Then I looked at my wife, and her beautiful smile and reassuring eyes calmed me.

      I eased my hand into my trouser pocket and tried not to fidget.  “I uhm…in my mind I rehearsed what I wanted to say several time, but now it doesn’t feel right.” I looked at Gabriella and suspected she thought I was about to renege on our agreement.  “I believe everyone here knows that the beautiful woman sitting next to me suggested I take a much needed vacation.  In the short time Gabriella had known me, she saw something I didn’t.  I was exhausted.  I don’t want to make this about me, but anyone who knows me, knows I only rest when forced.”

      “Amen,” Tony said.  All eyes turned to him.  “Sorry, continue.”

      “As I was saying, when Gabriella made the suggestion I knew she was right.”  I looked at my wife.  “Merci.”

      “De rien,”  she replied.

      “I told her I would only take a vacation if she agreed to chaperone.”  I smiled.  “Let me clarify.  I didn’t need anyone to monitor my behavior in case I got out of control.  I wanted someone to
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