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Chapter One
 
    
 
   Goodbye unknown caller. Goodbye Harrison.
 
   “Danielle… Danielle?”
 
   All he hears is a beeping and then a voice says, “Call failed.”[bookmark: _GoBack]
 
   “Damn it!”
 
   After throwing my phone in the ocean, I sit back on the log and have the biggest cry I have had since my dog, Barney, died when I was nine.  After sobbing uncontrollably for at least the better part of an hour, I stagger back to the house.  I have a lump in my throat and need a glass of water.  I take the glass back to my room.  I undress and take a quick, steaming-hot shower.  I crawl into bed and sob myself to sleep.  I sleep straight through my crazy parents coming home and through Stormy jumping into bed with me.  I awake the next morning disoriented.  For one brief second, I have forgotten all of the previous day and the end of Harrison and me.  When my mind snaps on, the despair sets in and the tears return.  I don’t notice that Stormy is in bed with me, until I feel her snout nuzzling my head.  I reach up to pet her and find a brief moment of solace.  Then the guttural sobs ensue.  My mom hears my sobbing from the kitchen.  She knocks lightly, cracks open the door, and pops her head into the room.   One look at me, and she comes rushing forward, yelling for my dad to get in here. 
 
   With my parents’ shoulders to cry on and several days of them pampering and waiting on me hand and foot, I feel stable enough to return to Portland and to my condo.  I leave early in the morning and arrive before lunchtime.  Once inside my condo, I look around nervously to assure myself that nothing has been disturbed.  Once I feel comfortable enough, I proceed to sit down to my laptop and catch up on emails.  I need to head to the mobile store at some point today to replace my damned phone.  It feels weird not having a phone.  While at the beach, I used my mom’s phone to contact Simone and let her know my whereabouts.  I used Mom’s computer to make sure there weren’t any urgent business matters awaiting my attention.  Other than that, I shut myself off from the world.  I shut myself off from Harrison. 
 
   I open my personal email and notice there are dozens of emails from Harrison.  I just can’t bring myself to open them presently, so I decide to just leave them for the moment.  Maybe later, I will look at them--or maybe later I will just delete them all. 
 
   I do notice one message from Simone that intrigues me.  The subject says: Brace yourself.  So I do.  I open the email and scan over it.  It is a reaffirmation of what I already confirmed by Harrison, himself, a week ago.  Attached to the email, is a copy of the official press release.  I don’t read the whole thing, but it states that Harrison is, indeed, engaged to the Wine Witch, and though the date has not yet been set, it is expected to happen by the New Year.  The Towers and Devereauxs are thrilled to bring the two families together.  I feel a bitterness forming in the back of my throat.  Why couldn’t Harrison have been honest with me?   It sickens me further to think that I have completely fallen for him.  I can’t help but to wonder why he bothered with the charade at the winery.  If he was planning this engagement the entire time, why would he flaunt me in front of her and the entire world at the gala?  There is so much that doesn’t make sense, but at the end of it, he is due to marry her by the end of the year.  Well, he isn’t one for a long engagement, that’s for sure.  
 
   I feel the tears threatening, I take a deep breath, and email Clarke to let her know that I don’t want her to forward anything else.  It hurts too much, and it’s insensitive.  I also let her know that I will message her later in the day, when I have a new phone number.  I log out of my personal email and start to log in to my business email, when, despite my best efforts to stifle my sobs, I start weeping uncontrollably, shuddering at the thought that Harrison has gone from my life.  I’m not sure for what I have left to live.  I’ve lost the excitement I once felt for my business,  I have no one but my parents and Simone, and they are too far away to prop me up.  I feel so alone and empty.  How could I have allowed myself to let my guard down?  I chastise myself.  If this long-standing situation between Harrison and Wine Witch’s families had existed all this time, then I never stood a chance.  I stop sobbing, wipe my eyes, and blow my nose before I move my attention back to the task of checking my overflowing business inbox.  I need to throw myself into something, anything other than Harrison. 
 
   I scroll down the list and a second email catches my eye.  It’s from Harrison’s personal assistant, Hilary.  The subject: Appointment confirmation.  I open it and scan the email then gasp.  
 
   Oh no!  They’re still expecting me to execute the decorating for the new space that HQ is moving into in just a few days.  No way!  I will not do this job!  The pit in my stomach is growing to the size of a watermelon!  I send Hilary a message, explaining that it would be best if they find a more suitable designer for the job.  I hit send, get up from my chair, and walk over to the fridge.  I pull out a bottle of wine and don’t even stop to notice whether it’s white or red.  I grab a water glass off the counter, pour the contents into the sink, and replace it with a generous helping of wine.  I take a large swig of it, wishing it was something stiffer.  After a couple more sips, I feel a little calmer.  I lay down on my sofa, and before I know it, I have fallen into a deep, but disturbed, sleep.  I dream that I am running on the beach and someone is chasing me. Winded, I look back every few seconds, but all I can see is the outline of a figure.  The shape has no face or features to clue me in to the identity of my pursuer.  Just as a dark hand reaches out to grab me, I wake with a start.  I wipe the drool off my chin and sit up.  I notice an envelope dancing across my screen.  Yeah, yeah, I’ve got mail.  I open my computer and find a few recent emails from my new clients in Lake Oswego, it appears that they are thrilled with my suggestions and are ready to move forward.  Well, that’s a piece of good news, a much-needed distraction.  I look at the next email  to find a response from Hilary.   I hold my breath and open the email. 
 
    
 
   From: Hilary Durand
 
   To: Danielle Austen
 
   Sent: Mon, Sept.26, 2011 1:23 PM
 
   Subject: Appointment Confirmation
 
   Miss Austen,
 
   Thank you for your prompt response. I shared your email with Mr. Towers and he respectfully declines your resignation from this project. He feels that you are the best designer for this job. He also indicated that since our move is scheduled for next week it would be nearly impossible to find a suitable replacement. He is expecting you Wednesday at 10:00 AM at the Rogue Towers Suite to cover final preparations. 
 
   On a personal note Danielle, I beg of you that you complete the project. My sanity is at stake. 
 
   Talk soon, I hope.
 
   Hilary
 
   Harrison Tower’s Personal Assistant
 
   Towers Holdings, Inc. 
 
    
 
   Damn it!  What does she mean her sanity is at stake?  Why should I care about her sanity anyway?  My own sanity is seriously in peril at the moment, and I’m supposed to care about her?!
 
   I sit there, staring at the computer screen for what seems like an hour.  I don’t want to meet Harrison at the damned building so we can discuss his fiancé’s fucking office.  They can do it themselves.  He’s screwed me over so why should I help him out? 
 
   I reply, 
 
    
 
   From: Danielle Austen
 
   To:  Hilary Durand
 
   Sent: Mon, Sept.26, 2011 2:45 PM
 
   Subject: Appointment Confirmation
 
   Dear Hilary,
 
   I can’t do it under the circumstances and maybe Mr. Towers should have thought of that before his trip to Montreal. 
 
   Good luck,
 
   Danielle
 
    
 
   Then I hit send, smiling to myself.
 
   There, I feel a little better.  My mind wanders.  Maybe, considering my new clients, I can afford a vacation.  I seriously need to get away and leave everything behind me for a week.  Maybe, I should go somewhere tropical, where I can hook up with someone tall, dark and mysterious.  Maybe, I should hook up with someone who doesn’t even speak English, so I don’t have to communicate with anything more than physical attraction.  Who am I kidding?  That will never happen to me.  It’s not as if I would seriously have a vacation tryst.  Now, back to reality, I need a new phone, so  I head off to phone store. 
 
   

 
   
Chapter 2
 
    
 
   “Here is your new phone, Miss Austen, and the new number is printed right here on the paperwork.  Is there anything else I can do for you?” The cashier hands me a bag with my new smart phone, along with the contract. 
 
   I shake my head and mumble thanks to the clerk.  Out of my own stupidity and anger, my phone now lies on the sandy ocean bottom, with my SIM card, containing all of my contacts.  Now comes the shitty part of recreating all of those personal and business contacts that I had collected over the years.  I’ll take the suggestion of the flirty young sales clerk, Colin, and download my latest bill in an attempt to re-create my former contact list.  I have a collection of business cards and emails that I can also use.  No, it won’t be too difficult, just time consuming.  However, I have plenty of time on my hands, now that I’m not seeing Harrison. 
 
   After I return from the phone store, I lock myself in my condo,  conducting a quick sweep to make sure all is clear.  I set the bag, containing my new phone and contract, down on the ottoman in my living room and refill my glass of wine. 
 
   After a glass of wine, I grab my new phone and set to programming numbers into it .  I start with a stack of business cards, then I go into my email contacts and add them.  I set the phone down on the kitchen counter to refill my wine glass..  Cheers to Harrison Towers, I say to myself.  Congratulations on your nuptials!  I’m now going to drink myself into oblivion.  I hear an unfamiliar buzzing and look incredulously at my phone.  Who the hell could be calling my new phone?   I haven’t sent out the blast yet to give everyone my new number.  I pick up the phone… Fucking Unknown Caller. 
 
   I hit answer.
 
   “What the FUCK do you want?  I am sick of you… GO AWAY!”
 
   I wait. 
 
   Nothing, but I hear faint breathing. 
 
   Then a snicker and the call drops.
 
   I feel my insides turn to ice.  I have heard this same thing before.  Maybe it’s time to email Detective Burke again. 
 
   I hop onto my email and send a message to Detective Burke, outlining the extensive number of calls I have received over the past five weeks, explaining that I have call records to show as much.  I give him my new phone number and ask him to contact me directly. 
 
   I then call Simone, but she doesn’t answer, so I leave her a message.
 
   I have no idea what to do next.  I drink more wine and wander aimlessly around the condo, doing things like laundry and cleaning.  I have downed almost an entire bottle of wine by 4:00 PM, when I get a knock at the door.  Shit!  I’m tipsy and someone is at my door.  It must be someone I know, otherwise he or she wouldn’t have gotten past Frank.  I look through the peephole, and just as I’m about to unbolt the door, Frank belts out, “Hey Danielle, Miss Austen, you there?  Got a delivery.”
 
   As he says this, I’m working my way down the locks. 
 
   He chuckles and looks at my door, “Fort Knox, I see. Well, a lady by herself in the city can’t be too careful.  Listen, I have a delivery here for you.”
 
   I don’t see anything in Frank’s hands, so I’m wondering what he has in store for me.  I’m starting to grow impatient, when Frank steps aside, and who should step in front of the door but Harrison.  I almost  fall over, my head is full of wine and my mind goes into shock.  I scowl at them both and hiss at Harrison, “That was a dirty trick using Frank to get to me.”  Frank looks at me sheepishly and then says, “Sorry, Miss Austen, he is my boss.”  He shrugs and then disappears down the hallway. 
 
   Harrison turns to me, and I notice that he looks like shit.  I actually gasp aloud at the sight of him.  I know I must look a fright, with my tearstained face, swollen eyes and nose red from too many brushes with tissue in the past few days.  But Harrison looks worse!  It appears that he hasn’t slept in days; there are dark circles under his eyes, and speaking of his eyes, they are usually dancing and sparkling pale blue pools, but today they are cloudy and rimmed in red.  He has more than a five o’clock shadow, and his clothes have that slept-in look.  Despite my sorrow and my rage, my loins betray me by stirring at the mere sight of him.  I am momentarily taken off guard by his disheveled appearance, but I regain my composure, and I realize that I need to shut him out.  I can’t let him muscle his way in here.  I start to close the door, but he  quickly shoves his foot into the doorway.
 
   “Please, Danielle, can’t you just hear me out?” I start shaking my head rapidly, but I don’t move to continue shutting the door.  Part of me wants to have my questions answered, despite his ominous warning about the truth being dangerous.  I have so many things that I need to know, just so I can move forward with my life.
 
   We continue our standoff, his foot on the threshold, my hand threatening to slam the door into it, until I finally let him pass through the door.   I make a terrible gatekeeper–to my heart and to my condo. 
 
   I lock only one deadbolt, so I can usher him out with ease in a few minutes.  Something tells me he’s not leaving that easily, but I can hope. 
 
   He looks at me expectantly. 
 
   “Look, Mr. Towers, you have exactly five minutes and then you WILL need to leave.”  I look at the clock on the wall then back at Harrison.  “Your time starts now.”  I show him to the living room, and he sits down next to the empty tissue box.  
 
   I sit down in a cognac brown leather chair opposite him, with the square coffee table separating us.  I look at him expectantly.  He looks around the room nervously, and then settles his cloudy eyes on mine.  I feel my insides stir as we lock eyes.  My body, for once, does not respond with my loins being stimulated.  No, instead my stomach is stuffed full of butterflies fighting to escape.  My mouth is dry, and I am scared more than anything to hear what he has to say.  I start twisting my hair around my finger.  Enough already!  I give an exaggerated look at the clock on the mantle. 
 
   He seems to have gotten the message.  He clears his throat, “Danielle, the last thing I ever want to do is hurt you.  There are so many things I want to tell you right now, but I can’t, no yet.”  I start to interrupt, but he holds his hand up as if to say stop. 
 
   He continues.  “I know it is hard or perhaps even impossible to believe that I do not have feelings for Marion.  I never have and I never will.”  
 
   He shifts his body so that he is now leaning on the armrest of the sofa.  He reaches behind his back, removes the chenille throw pillow, and places it next to his side.  He looks back at me, and I fight to restrain myself from bursting a pipe and allow him to continue.  My fingers continue to twist and pull at my hair;  it is the only thing keeping me from chewing my fingernails to the quick. . 
 
   “I know I have handled the whole situation in Montreal poorly.” 
 
   I make a loud un-ladylike snort and nod my head.  He ignores me. 
 
   “I am sorry that I have not been completely open with you, but you must understand that it has been for your safety.”
 
   A long awkward silence falls between us.  I am trying to digest what he has told me so far.  Has he really told me anything 
 
   It is all I can do to refrain from yelling at him.  Instead, I calmly say “My safety, really? “Harrison, you have kept me in the dark about Montreal and Marion.  I am shattered by your deceit.  I feel like I am but a shadow of a person right now, and it is entirely your fault.” 
 
   I am choking back sobs, as I feel hot, wet tears streaming down my face.  I quickly wipe them away with shaking hands.  I attempt to take a deep breath, but my body shudders, making my breath shallow and ragged. 
 
   I continue, “I can’t begin to tell you how devastated I was to hear that you got engaged to her.  You didn’t even give me the courtesy of telling me yourself.  It makes no sense to me.  I had to find out through Simone.  It really felt lousy to find out that in the end, I was just a cheap fuck to you and that obviously you had your sights set elsewhere.” 
 
   I wipe away the next set of tears with the sleeve of my shabby grey sweatshirt.
 
   He moves to the edge of the sofa, as if getting ready to spring out of his seat, and he raises his voice. 
 
   “Let’s be very clear about this.  At no point have I ever considered you a cheap fuck!”
 
   He stands and starts to advance toward me.  I shrink back in the seat, as if I am melding with the leather.  He stops and looks down at me, his red rimmed eyes flashing, 
 
   “I am fucking in love with you, Danielle, and it makes me insane that you would think that.”
 
   Silence.  Complete silence, while I sit staring up into his furrowed eyebrows and blazing eyes.  He continues talking, but I stop hearing anything he is saying after his admission that he loves me.  I think my heart has stopped beating when my ears quit listening.  I quit twisting my hair.  I realize that I am staring at a man who just said he is in love with me, who is engaged to another woman.  This is totally jacked up!
 
   “Danielle?”
 
   I regain my resolve.  “Are you kidding me Harrison?  You tell me that you are in love with me; meanwhile, you have a fiancé in Montreal.  Apparently, you are no different from Bradley.”  I am now shouting and standing, with my hands flailing in front of me.
 
   He is standing just a couple feet away from me, with his hands on his hips.  When he starts to move toward me, I back away, shaking my head.  “Oh no, don’t touch me!”  I wipe even more tears away. 
 
   He stops moving and stands there looking at me, with his mouth agape.  I have never seen this look on his face. 
 
   “That really hurts Danielle.  I am nothing like your ex-husband and you know that!”
 
   “Really?  I disagree.  Any way you spin it, you screwed me over by making me fall in love with you and then you go to Montreal and get engaged to a woman with whom you have obviously been involved.  You lied to me about your involvement with her.  Repeatedly! Your feelings mean nothing to me now, and I totally regret having opened myself to you.”
 
   He starts to walk toward the French doors, then turns to face me again. “You can’t really mean that.”
 
   I shake my head yes “Well, I do mean it.”  My tears have dried; anger replacing my sadness. 
 
    “What if I told you the whole engagement is a sham and that I am not really marrying her?”
 
   My pulse quickens, “Yes you have said that before, but you’ve given me no reason to trust you. Why would you get engaged to someone you have no intention of marrying?  This whole thing is sketchy, Harrison.” I sit back down, trying to calm my heartbeat.
 
   With my best attempt to keep my speak rationally, I continue, “You have to look at this from my perspective.  I only heard from you once while you were in Montreal.  Some jerk sent me a newspaper clipping of you and Marion in an embrace, kissing, supposedly celebrating some coup.  Then, I find out the next day that you are engaged!  What the HELL Harrison?  I don’t trust you one bit.  Why should I, and by the way, you are have outstayed your five-minute allowance.” 
 
   So much for speaking rationally.  My throat begins to feel scratchy from raising my voice.  The tears begin to build, threatening to return. 
 
   His eyes are flashing once again.  “I am asking you to trust me because I have not actually lied to you.  I have withheld information; there is a distinct difference.  You know, I have gone to great measures to protect you.  I am being blackmailed, and that is the only reason  I agreed to the engagement with Marion.”
 
   My blood turns cold.  I am shocked.  “Who is blackmailing you?” I demand. 
 
   “Marion.”
 
   “Marion?!” I knew that bitch was up to no good!.
 
   “Yes. Marion Devereaux is blackmailing me. I agreed to the engagement to buy myself time to expose her.”
 
   “Oh Harrison! Expose her for what?  Why is she blackmailing you?  What kind of woman is so desperate for a man that she would blackmail one into marriage?” 
 
   I feel faint, so I scoot to the edge of the leather chair and lean forward, with my arms resting on my knees.  
 
   “Why wouldn’t you just go to the board of directors or, at the very least, to your father about the blackmail.  Surely they would be able to extinguish her, if you can’t do it.”
 
   He sighs while shaking his head.  “Danielle, slow down. It is beyond complicated.  This is where things get messy.  I can’t tell you everything.  It’s not because I don’t want to, it’s because I can’t!  I can’t risk telling you something that would put you in danger.  I won’t risk your safety.”
 
   He stops talking, while I sit on the edge of my seat in stunned silence.
 
   “Danielle, I am worried for your safety.  I would never forgive myself if anything ever happened to you because of me.”
 
   Shaking my head, “I don’t understand what you are saying.”
 
   “What I fear most is history repeating itself.”
 
   As I look up at him, turns away from me.
 
   “Harrison, what history are you talking about?”
 
   “Adelaide.  I know her car accident was, in fact, no accident.” 
 
   He is looking away from me, so I can’t read his face for emotion. 
 
   “Wha…what do you mean it was no accident?”
 
   He doesn’t answer for a minute, then he turns back around to face me.
 
   “They ruled it as an accident, but I know better.  She was killed.” 
 
   I gasp again, and I feel a thud in my gut.  “How do you know that?  Why would you think that?”
 
   “It’s a long story Danielle.  I don’t want to go into that tonight, but I promise I will tell you everything soon.”  He pauses.  “Can I get something to drink? I’m really thirsty.”
 
   I jump up and head to the kitchen.  I look back over my shoulder and see a shadow cross his face.  Anguish has replaced his usual sultry look. 
 
   I remove  two bottles of sparkling water from the refrigerator.  I don’t bother to get glasses.  We are on the verge of a breakthrough; I can just feel it.  My insides are still churning, my stomach still overpopulated with butterflies.  The anxiety continues to build.  I am not sure where this is going to end, and I worry whether I can keep my wits about me and not fall prey to his wiles.  I remind myself to remain strong as I carry the water back into the living room.  I hand Harrison his bottle, and he removes the lid, taking several large swigs before he resumes his story.  I sit back down on my chair and take a few small sips from my bottle.  
 
   I anxiously wait for him to continue. 
 
   

 
   
Chapter 3
 
    
 
   “Marion demanded that I marry her and bring the two families together…at long last, in her words.  According to Marion, it was the right thing to do.  When she first broached the subject, we were on the plane from Portland to New York.  I told her she was insane and I would never marry her.  She told me that I was wrong and that she had two good reasons for me to marry her.  I asked her just what that was and she refused to tell me.  I chose not to pursue the dialogue any further.  I figured she was talking out of the side of her neck.”
 
   I snort and murmur “Bitch”.
 
   He raises an eyebrow, then continues. “Once we arrived in Montreal, we went our separate ways until the meeting.  We finally closed the land deal that I have been working on for over a year.  Marion managed to get the seller to accept our terms, but only if we agreed to keep the original structure and turn it into a museum.” 
 
   “So that was the emergency business deal?”
 
   He licks his lips.  Lordy, I want to lick those lips!  No, keep your thoughts focused Danielle!
 
   “Yes, it is odd because he was a homestead holdout.  He was not keen to sell, but, out of the blue, he agreed.  However, he wanted everything signed and sealed immediately.  So, that is why we rushed up there.  At the press conference, Marion grabbed me in an embrace and whispered in my ear to go along with her, or Adelaide’s fate may befall on you.”
 
   He looks at me and locks his eyes with mine.  More chills travel down my spine. Holy shit!  I don’t know whether to speak or let him carry on.  I sit here processing what he just said.
 
   He takes another long drink of his water and adjusts his position on the sofa, to settle back in to the back of the sofa. 
 
   “So, you play her game at the press conference.  Then what?  Didn’t it occur to you to contact me?”
 
    “Yes, well since Philippe and Garrin were here, I had them keeping tabs on you.  I didn’t really know how to tell you any of this.  I had intended on telling you in person, when I returned.”
 
   “I knew it!  I kept feeling like I was being followed!  I didn’t realize it was Garrin though.”
 
   “Yes, I knew of your whereabouts and with whom you were meeting on the street, like Bradley for instance.  Care to tell me about that?”
 
   My pulse quickens, but no chills; my blood is boiling again.  “Do you really think you have the right to question me about my actions?”
 
   “Yes, I do as a matter of fact.  Through all of this, I have realized what I want.”  He stops and looks at me with a smirk.  Now there is the Harrison I know.  No! Wait, I should still be mad at him!
 
   “Okay, so I am taking your bait, what is it you want Harrison?”
 
   “You.”
 
   “Me? Yeah, you have made it abundantly clear that you want me on all the surfaces and rooms in your new penthouse.  Okay, so mission accomplished. Next?”
 
   “That is not what I meant, Danielle.  I want you in my life.  I originally thought you would simply be a nice distraction for a while, someone with whom I enjoyed spending time, among other things.” 
 
   He smirks.
 
   “Right, we have covered this already.”  I am feeling impatient, and it occurs to me that I am also feeling fatigued.  This past week has taken a toll on me. 
 
   “I know.  I never expected my feelings for you to run deeper.  I have not felt anything this meaningful stir in me since Adelaide.”
 
   My mouth is suddenly dry.  My heart is bursting, but my logic knows to keep it in check.  I take a large sip of water. 
 
   Harrison is looking at me for a reaction, but I manage to not comply with his demanding eyes.  He needs to squirm, so I continue to look at him, my face void of emotion. 
 
   “When are you going to tell me about the blackmail?  This is becoming a very drawn-out story Harrison.”
 
   He sits, with his lips parted and his eyebrows furrowed.  I can tell he is puzzled at my reaction. Good. 
 
   He licks those sexy lips and continues, “After the press conference, she asked to speak to me in private.  I agreed.  We went outside in the hall, and then she told me that she has sent money to an offshore account that she set up in my name.  All she has to do is make a phone call, and it will appear that I embezzled more than 10 million in assets  from Towers Holdings.  She said that since I have not fulfilled my destiny on my own, she is taking matters into her own hands.  Her terms are fairly simple: I agree to marry her and she gets me, along with half of my net worth.  In exchange, she transfers the money back and shuts down the blackmail.”
 
   Gulp.  This is heavy.  Way more than I could ever have imagined.  “Harrison, I don’t even know how to respond to this.  What are you going to do?”
 
   He sighs and rubs his forehead with his left hand.  “I am not entirely sure, Danielle.  I have several points to tackle.  My first priority is ensuring your safety.” 
 
   I swallow and my mouth feels like I just devoured a cotton ball.  I take another swig of my water. “Do you really think that I am in danger? So far, everything seems harmless.” 
 
   Rapidly shaking his head, “After what happened to Adelaide, I am not taking any chances.  I will have a bodyguard keeping an eye on you at all times.  Meanwhile, I will have to sort out her other threats of pinning me with fraud.”
 
   My chest feels heavy, or is it my heart?  “So, does this mean we can’t see each other, since you are supposedly engaged?”
 
   “Yes I am afraid so.  For all intents and purposes, I have to appear the happy groom-to-be.”
 
   Before he completed his sentence, I feel another thud in my chest.  The realization that the man who I love…who loves me, has to pretend that he is engaged to another woman.  Everyone will be watching, so there will be no chance for us to be together.  An even deeper sadness creeps over me. 
 
   “I don’t understand why don’t you just go to the authorities?”
 
   He stands up and begins pacing.  “That’s just it. I have no proof that she is blackmailing me, other than what she said to me.  We have to get the proof  before I can go to the police.  Even if your safety wasn’t a concern, I still couldn’t go to the board with this.  Frankly, I am puzzled as to how she could have pulled this off on her own.  If she has others helping her on the inside, we need to figure out who they are and bring them all down. 
 
   My mouth feels even drier, as I start to feel panicked.  “What if you can’t prove that she is blackmailing you?” 
 
   His brow furrows even deeper, “That is not a thought that I care to entertain right now.  She is smart, but she is also desperate.  Her desperation will trip her up eventually.” 
 
   I scoff, “Well, I hope it happens before the wedding.” 
 
   Harrison jumps up and looks at his watch.  “Shit, I have to get across town in an hour.”  He looks at me with very sober eyes.  “Danielle, I know we are far from finished here, but I have to leave.”
 
   What?  Oh, of course, just when we are finally getting somewhere!
 
   I am now standing with my arms crossed.  He heads toward  the entry hall, putting his jacket on.  I manage to ask, “How exactly can we finish this conversation, when we aren’t supposed to see each other?” 
 
   He stops and turns to face me with a smirk on his face, “Well, you still have to decorate my new headquarters, don’t you?”
 
   Shaking my head rapidly, “I am doing no such thing!  Are you kidding me?”
 
   He advances toward me, “Danielle, if you finish the decorating project at the new space, we can legitimately see each other.”  He grabs my hand.  “Meet me at the empty office on Wednesday, and we can finish this conversation while we firm up plans for the move.  Normally I would have Hilary meet you, but this will serve as an excuse for us to meet, without raising suspicion.”
 
   “That is ridiculous Harrison!  Do you really think Marion is not going to be suspicious of our meeting each other?  Even under the guise of doing business?  We were seeing each other before she announced her blackmail plans to you and she wants me harmed, so why wouldn’t that send up red flags?  Besides, I imagine she is having me watched.”
 
   “Let me worry about Marion; she is in Montreal anyway.  I told her to leave you out of this because you were just a fling.” 
 
   I give him a dirty look with my mouth agape.  I guess he had to tell her something like that, but it still hurts to hear it. 
 
   “Look, just agree to finish this project, and it will buy us more time.”
 
   Shit!  This is the last thing I want to be doing right now. 
 
   “Harrison I just don’t know.  I am starting to feel like I am stepping into the role of the ‘other woman’.  Sneaking around just is not my style!”  My skin crawls as I finish that last sentence. 
 
   His voices is somber now.  “Look, I know I am asking an awful lot of you, but since we don’t have a lot of options, I am asking you to take a leap of faith.”
 
   I grunt, “Yeah, it seems like a blind leap of faith at that!”
 
   He stands  directly in front of me, with less than a foot of space between us.   He  reaches out to me.  I ache to be in his arms, but I hesitate.  It just feels weird, as if I have no right to be this close to him.  I haven’t had a chance to digest everything.  It is going to take some time to wrap my mind around the craziness in which I have found myself.  I am simply overwhelmed and raw from the emotional roller coaster that I’ve been riding as of late.  No, as of the last year and a half, really. 
 
   I take a deep breath, and allow myself to sink into his arms.  We hold each other for what seems like an eternity, until we finally break away and he leans in for a kiss.  My body responds to the feeling of his firm and full lips pressed to mine.  My “P” starts to tingle, and I feel the all-too familiar wetness.  I push him away.  “No Harrison, this feels all wrong.” I say this while his hand reaches down between my legs, up my skirt, and rests on my cotton panties.
 
   

 
   
Chapter 4
 
    
 
   He chuckles “I’d say it feels just right.”
 
   I swat his hand away, “Oh you are impossible! That is off limits right now!” 
 
   In a millisecond, he has me pushed up against the wall of my entry way...pushes the door shut...bolts the lock.
 
   “Sshhhh” He puts a finger to my lips, “I am going to run my tongue all over your body....”
 
   His hands grip both sides of my face, as his tongue explores my mouth, and I relent.  He moves his probing tongue down to my neck, then to just past my ears, to that most sensitive spot of my neck that makes me want to say “Just Fuck me right now!  I can’t take it any longer!” 
 
   I help him back out of his jacket, as he pulls up my skirt and removes my black top, exposing my sheer black bra.  The smell of his cologne intoxicates me.  He takes my hands and holds them above my head, against the wall.  He works on my neck with his tongue and makes his way down to my breasts.  I throw my head back against the wall in pure pleasure, don’t stop....don’t stop I keep thinking.”
 
   He reaches down and his hands slide up my thighs.....then grabs my ass hard, as he kisses me.....OH MY LORD....can he get any hotter?...I may cum right now.  His hands slide down over my cotton panties.  “You are so wet...I love how your panties are always soaked for me.” He slips one finger inside me....DEEP inside me, then pulls out. 
 
   He then drops down to his knees and lifts up my denim skirt further, he grabs my ass again as he pushes his face into my panties....fucking me with his tongue through my panties.  I can’t take it.  His tongue is running up my thigh, as he moves my panties a little....just teasing me, and then he really starts to work his tongue over the cotton.
 
   Warming sensations take over my body, as I grab his head and push him deeper into me.  A loud moan escapes my lips.  “Harrison...God damn Harrison....Mmmmmm...I can’t take this....I want your tongue all over me”  My body is convulsing with pleasure...I throw one of my legs over his shoulder....I reach down and grab my panties, pulling them to the side, exposing myself to him.   He takes his cue and plunges his tongue deep inside my soaking wet “P” devouring me.
 
   “I am going to cum!” I yell at the top of my lungs., not caring who might hear. 
 
   He picks me up in one quick swoop, as I swing my legs around his hips....kissing me passionately, he lifts me into his arms and carries me to the sofa. “I am not finished with you yet,” He breathes into my ear.
 
   Kissing me inch by inch, down my inner thighs and back to my “P” he pulls me down to the edge of the sofa and spreads my legs wide, holding them down so I can’t move.  His tongue starts to work me over again....Good Lord...he is so adept at manipulating my body.  
 
   He lays his right hand on my lower abs, the sensation is over the top.  The combination of his tongue and the pressure on my lower abs is amazing.  I start breathing heavily...the pressure is just so unbearable...I am about to cum when he starts rubbing my lower abs as he is fucking my “P” with his tongue...harder...faster, as he pushes down again with his hand, I can’t take it anymore.  I cum so hard that  my body is shaking and my “P” pulsates with an electric shock that keeps going and going.  I scream, as my body arches away from the sofa.  I can’t take it anymore. “Okay stop, you have to stop, my body can’t take it!”  He pulls his tongue away; the smile on his face is sexy and wicked....he knows exactly what the hell he is doing!
 
   “I’m still not done with you, Danielle!”  He pulls his big hard cock out of his blue cotton underwear.  I gasp, as it seems like it has been an eternity since I have seen him in all his glory, not just a couple weeks.  He strokes his hand up and down his long shaft and then guides it into my sopping-wet, pulsating “P”.  My breath hitches at the back of my throat, as he inserts himself all the way to the base of his shaft.  With his hands on each side of my hips, he slowly starts pushing himself deeper and deeper into my “P”.  I am holding my breath, as I feel his cock embedded deep into my loins.  It occurs to me that at this moment in time, we have melded as one.  He pulls his cock out of me slightly and then urges it back in.  He continues moving himself methodically in and out of me, at a painstakingly measured pace.  I feel the pressure building in my body, as I wrap my legs around his back, encouraging  him to go deeper.  As he increases the frequency of his deep plunges, all the senses in my body heighten.  I feel the intense warming come over my entire body, centering in my loins.  I have one wave after another of shear ecstasy.  With his last thrust, I yell out “Harrison, I love you!” 
 
   He responds with a low primal howl, “Danielle, oh Danielle!”  He groans and I feel his pulsating cock release his seed deep inside me.  His eyes are locked with mine, and he says, “I love you too.” He collapses  on top of me, with my legs still wrapped around his back; his breathing is shallow and ragged.  I feel that he is sweaty through his dress shirt.  After several minutes, I feel his breathing has regulated, and he looks at me with his sexy eyes twinkling.  
 
   I gasp as I feel the  butterflies fluttering in my stomach.  He moves to get up, and I feel his cock slip out of me.  With remorse, I unwrap my legs from his body, allowing him to complete his removing himself from me.  I look at him and realize that this is going to be a tough road.  I don’t know how I can stay away from him long enough to allow him and his team to get this resolved.  If they can.
 
   I smooth out my jean skirt, walk over to the entry hall, and grab my black shirt. I put my shirt on while I  bring Harrison his pants,  handing them to him, with reluctance.
 
   He chuckles and gives me his delightful smirk, “Thanks.”  Then, he grabs me in a warm embrace and buries his head into my hair.  He holds me for a minute, then breaks away and finishes dressing. 
 
   I walk with him to the door.  “Danielle, I promise we will get this resolved quickly.  Until then, you will have to be patient and play the game.”
 
   He then places his finger under my chin and raises my face to meet his gaze.  “See you Wednesday then?” 
 
   I sigh and nod, “Yes, I will give this a try; I’ll see you Wednesday.”
 
   “Oh, and I think I have lost count, isn’t that location number 21?”  He gives me a goodbye kiss, before  unbolting the door and exiting my condo. 
 
   

 
   
Chapter 5
 
    
 
   I watch him walk down the hall, until he turns the corner.  I then shut the door and bolt all three locks.  I slide down onto the gleaming hardwood floor. I lean against the door and stare off into space.  My head is pounding and my mind is on tilt, like one of those old-fashioned pinball machines.  What the hell just happened?   Why did I let that happen?  I feel my face blush, as I think of how it felt to have Harrison inside me again.  I never thought I would be with him again.  Wait, I should never have done that!  I let my primal needs overtake my common sense.  What the hell was I thinking? I allowed Harrison to overtake my body once again, which numbed my practical sensibilities.  I let my guard down for a second, and there he was, working my body over to oblivion.  Ugh! 
 
   While I continue to sit here on the floor, my thoughts lead me back around to the bigger picture… Harrison loves me! 
 
   To my surprise, I feel tears rolling down my face in a steady stream.  The hot, salty trickles start running across my lips, and I move my hand to wipe them away.  I am not sure exactly how I am going to handle the hodgepodge of emotions I am experiencing right now. 
 
   I want to punch a hole in the wall, but at the same time, I’d like to hide my head in the closet and never come out.  The tangled web in which I find myself seems insurmountable.  How is Harrison going to get the blackmail situation under control?  Am I going to continue to be followed and do I really need to worry about my safety as much as Harrison thinks?  Could things really get as bad as Adelaide’s car accident?  I want to know more about her demise and so many other things.  It always feels as if I only get morsels of information from Harrison.  I have unanswered questions as simple as, what is his favorite color?  If I can’t even get to the bottom of something stupid like that, how am I ever going to resolve the important questions? 
 
   I guess there is always Wednesday.  Maybe, I will have the chance to get more questions crossed off my never-ending list with our Wednesday meeting. 
 
   Music, is that music I hear? From where is it coming? 
 
   Geeze, I am so caught up in my thoughts that I hardly recognize my ringtone on my new phone. I scramble up, off the floor, to grab the phone on the counter.  Looking at the caller ID real quick I see that it’s Simone. Finally! 
 
   “Hello there”
 
   “Hello yourself stranger!  How the hell are you?” Simone blares into the phone.
 
   “Well, I think I am deaf now, but hanging in there otherwise.”
 
   “Sorry, I have ringing in my ears. I went to a pub last night with a live band; I have been yelling ever since!  So how are you really?”
 
   I sigh.  “Conflicted.” 
 
   She snorts, “What exactly does that mean?”
 
   I sigh again, “Oh Clarke, I don’t want to go into this over the phone.  There is so much to tell you!  Maybe we can get together in the next day or two?”
 
   “Sure, of course! I miss you, Dani, and hey, I am totally here for you!  You know that, right?” She hollers into the phone.
 
   I am holding the phone about half a foot away from my ear.  Man she is loud.
 
   “Of course I know that!  You are the best BFF a girl could have!”
 
   I take a deep breath and slowly let it out.  I want to tell her everything so badly, but now is not the time.  I have to let this all sink in, so I can sort it all out. 
 
   “So, when can you meet up Clarke?  I am free after Wednesday.  I can’t do the first part of next week, I have a job to finish.” 
 
   I feel a lump forming at the back of my throat, as I think of the job I have before me.  It just feels lousy, I am not looking forward to it, despite the fact I get to see Harrison.
 
   “Ohhh, I have to be out of town this weekend.  I am going to Palm Springs for an industry thing.  I even get to stay in this big producer’s house.  It’s sort of a huge deal, considering us lowly stylists don’t usually get the royal treatment.  It does pay to impress the right people!”
 
   “Oh that’s great Clarke, wish I was getting out of town.  I sure could use a change of scenery!” 
 
   “Um, didn’t you just get back from the beach?  Isn’t that a change of scenery?”
 
   I laugh, “Well, while I agree it certainly is a change of scenery, spending a week with my folks doesn’t really qualify as getting away!  They mean well but…”
 
   “Yeah, I gotcha!  Hey!  Why don’t you come with me to Palm Springs?  You could fly down with me Friday morning and come back Sunday night.  You can stay with me at the big wig’s house!”
 
   “Oh Clarke, it’s such short notice.  I don’t think it’s a good idea.”
 
   She squawks, “Why not! You just said you were free after Wednesday and you need a change of scenery!  Live a little Dani, you are only going to be young and hot once! Plus, we can catch up on absolutely everything!”
 
   I realize that I am cutting off circulation in my finger, by winding my hair around it so tightly.  Releasing my hair, I sigh.  “Don’t you think tickets will be expensive with this short notice and what if the flights are sold out?” 
 
   “Oh Dani!”  She is yelling through the phone that I am, once again, holding away from my ear. 
 
   I touch the speaker button and set the phone on the counter, while I look through the refrigerator for something to eat.  I seem to have worked up an appetite. 
 
   “Just say yes and I will see about getting your flight.  You can pay me back in cocktails and spa treatments.”
 
   Standing in the middle of my kitchen, looking into my empty refrigerator, I decide to be spontaneous.  “Fine Clarke, I’ll go...Under one condition, I get the window seat!”
 
   She cackles through the speaker, “Done and done!  Let me get off the phone and make your flight plans.  Gotta get back to my company for now.   I will email you the details later.”
 
   Smiling to myself, “Sounds great Clarke, and thank you!”
 
   “Oh, you are so welcome, and I am stoked!  We are going to have so much fun!  I can’t even remember the last time we did something like this.  I almost think our last Thelma-and-Louise adventure  was your pseudo bachelorette party in Vegas.  Boy was that a joke. Who would have thought we would get food poisoning six hours into our trip?  Anyway, gotta bounce.  I’ll email you later.”
 
   “Can’t wait --bye Clarke!” I say, laughing to myself, as I hit the end button on my phone. 
 
   I remember that ill-fated weekend in Vegas, just weeks before my wedding.  We were sick the entire time.  The other girls had a grand time, while Clarke and I took turns wrapping ourselves around the porcelain throne.  In hindsight, that was a foreshadow to my marriage. 
 
   

 
   
Chapter 6
 
    
 
   Finding nothing to eat, I shut the refrigerator and settle on a bowl of cereal, minus the milk.  My thoughts take me back to my current situation.  Hopeless.  I feel as if this is just a hopeless situation.  I look at the clock and decide to get ready for bed.  I have one day to figure out how I am going to handle Harrison on Wednesday.  Tomorrow I’ll immerse myself in research for the professor’s area rugs.  They have changed their minds so many times that I now have to find the rugs locally, instead of ordering for delivery. 
 
   I check the locks on the front door, power down my laptop, and turn out the lights. 
 
   I need to shower before I go to bed.  After my sex fest with Harrison, I feel a bit dirty.  Smiling to myself, I take off my clothes and climb into the inviting, steaming shower.  I stand under the cascade of water, rubbing lavender and basil scented soap all over my body.  It is a heady, masculine scent.  I think of how nice it would be if Harrison were in the shower with me. How it would feel to have my fingers running up and down the length of his long body.  I remember how his muscles flex under the touch of my fingers.  Just as I start to feel tingly in my loins, the lights go out.  My heart skips a beat.  I flip the water off in an instant.  I hurry to get out of the shower, grab my robe, and put it on quickly.  My heart is beating out of my chest.  I realize that I had left my phone charging on my bedside table.  I stand still in the middle of my bathroom, straining to listen for any sounds coming from the main room or my bedroom.  I hear nothing but city sounds and my pulse beating out of my neck and chest.  My eyes have adjusted to the dark, and I see the candles lining my bathtub deck.  I tiptoe over to them and grab a small votive in a glass candle holder.  I open the drawer nearest the tub, next to the sink.  I feel around until my hand rests on the long-neck lighter.  I carefully pull it out, so as to not disturb any of the other objects in the drawer.  I light the votive and slowly walk toward the bathroom door.  I take my left hand and encircle the glass votive to distort the light it is giving off.  Once at the door to my bathroom, I peer out into my bedroom.  I don’t see anything, but I am scared as hell to make a move.  The door to my bathroom is ajar enough that I can see out into my bedroom with a pretty clear view.  I notice all the other lights are out as well.  I had turned all the lights off, except the lamp on the bedside table, and that light is out now.  I am not sure if the lights are out in the whole building or block, or if it is just me. 
 
   I need to get to my phone.  I have to risk leaving the safety of my bathroom.  I feel panicked. This is one of my worst fears coming true.  The awful part is that it could be nothing, or it could be intentional.  I don’t want to find out the hard way, if it is the latter of the two.  I have a choice to make.  I can shut the bathroom door and lock it.  Then sit and wait.  Or, I can make a dash for it, grab the phone, and run back into the bathroom, locking  the door behind me.  Either option brings bile to the back of my throat, and I feel an uncontrollable urge to cough away the scratchiness.  I quietly walk over to the sink and turn the water to a trickle. I lean down to take a drink out of the faucet, hoping to ward off the threatening cough.  As I turn off the water, I hear a loud thud!  My blood turns cold, and I advance quickly to shut the bathroom door.  Before I can close the door, I catch a glimpse of a shadow moving through my bedroom.  All the hair on my body is standing at attention, as I go into fight-or-flight mode.  I quickly shut the door and lock it. 
 
    I stand on my side of the door,  listening.  I hear nothing.  My heart is pounding out of my chest, and I realize that I am shaking uncontrollably.  As if I wasn’t freaked enough, it dawns on me that with my phone out there, and me in here, I have no chance if someone wants to do me bodily harm.  No one will know.  This building is old, with thick cement walls between me and the other occupants.  There is no window in my bathroom, just a ventilation shaft,  so there is no use trying to yell for help.  I am rendered helpless as a sitting duck.  I push my ear to the door, straining to hear.  Are those footsteps?  I start to panic, as they seem to be approaching the door.  What to do?  I think of my bathroom inventory,  and can’t come up with anything that would serve as a tool for protection.  I grab the can of aerosol hairspray on the counter.  I stand by the door, waiting with hairspray aimed  toward the locked door.  I have no idea how long I have been standing here, when I hear music.  I try to make out the tune.  Oh yes, it’s my new cell phone.  Shit!  If only I had brought it in here with me in the first place.  The ringing stops abruptly; they must have hung up.  It was probably Simone, as nobody else has my number.  I still have not sent out the blast.  I planned to do that tomorrow morning.  I shake head and pull my thoughts back to the can of hairspray in my hand; now is not the time to plan tomorrow’s errands.  What am I going to do?  I can’t very well stand here, naked, holding a can of hairspray, all night. 
 
   I put my ear to the door and don’t hear anything in the other room.  A horrible thought comes to mind.  What if whomever is in my condo with me is on the other side of this door, waiting for me to come out and grab my phone?  Shit, shit, shit!  I have an idea.  I quietly place the hairspray on the counter.  I lay down on the floor and look under the door.  It hangs just enough above the floor that I should be able to see if someone is lurking just outside the door.  As my eyes adjust,  my heart stops beating.  HOLY FUCK!  There is a pair of feet, clad in black high-top tennis shoes,  standing less than one foot from the door.  I struggle to breath.  I feel faint, as if I could actually pass out.  What the hell do I do now??  I am certain that this is my end.  If the owner of the shoes knows that I am in here, why doesn’t he just do something?  I am going to come unhinged from the shear horror of waiting for him to make a move.  I can’t decide if it is worse to be laying on the floor, watching the shoes, or if I should stand and wait for my would-be assailant.  
 
   The decision is made for me before I have time to process it.  I hear a ding from just outside the door.  I lay there holding my breath.  Was that my phone or my assailants?  I watch as the feet hesitate at my bathroom door, for what seemed to be an hour, but in reality was probably a minute.  Finally, the feet stealthy head toward the moonlit doorway of my bedroom, and out of my view.  I strain to listen as hard as I can.  I hear the creaking of my hardwood floors, under the weight of my intruder.  I can tell he is not alone.  The creaks loud and coming from too many different sources. The creaking stops for a minute, as I lie, paralyzed on the floor.  Then as quickly as they had stopped,  they increase,  and I hear the thud of my heavy front door.  
 
   Whomever my assailants were, they are gone.  I feel my adrenalin kick in, and I scramble to my feet.  I unlock the door with my trembling hands and dash into my room, yanking  my phone off the charger before dashing to the bedroom door. I shut the door and lock it in one motion.  I then head over to my dressing table,  grab the heavy wooden chair,  and place the top of the chair back under the doorknob.  As I do so, the lamp on my bedside table magically comes back, along with  the light in the bathroom.  I flip the light back off, and I walk over to the bank of windows to peer out through the shears. I look down to the street and watch three men get into a dark SUV. As the SUV speeds off, I try to get a look at the plate, but I can’t make anything out in the darkness, from ten stories up.   Could those be the same men who were in my condo?  I am too scared to go out to the main room to investigate.  It occurs to me that I need to get dressed,  so I open the bottom drawer of my highboy dresser and pull out a pink velveteen track suit.  From the top drawer, I pull out the first panties and bra I can find.   Being careful to not touch anything else, I quickly dress, while dialing 911.
 
    I explain to the operator that it is not a life-threatening emergency, but that I need the police here right away.  I quickly gave the operator a brief rundown of what happened, and she said she would dispatch a local officer. I fear it will not be right away though.  Not wanting to be alone, I look down at the phone in my hand.  Relieved that I had added some of my contacts, I call Bradley, without hesitation.  At first, I get his voicemail, so I leave him a message to call me on my new number. 
 
   Next, I call Simone.  She does not answer either, Damn!  Where are my people when I need them?  I leave Simone a quick voicemail, repeating the message I left for Bradley. 
 
   I stare at my phone for what felt like an eternity, debating whether or not  I should contact Harrison.  I pull up his number in my contacts, hold my breath, and hit send.  It is miraculous that his number is even in my phone, considering that just hours ago, I vowed that I would never see him again. When I did decide to add him to the contacts in my new phone,  I chastised myself the entire time.  Good thing I didn’t listen to my inner critic this one time. 
 
   His phone  rings and rings, and just when I prepare  myself to leave him a voicemail, he answers.  “ Harrison Towers.”  He clearly does not recognize my new phone number.
 
   Relieved and freaked out at the same time, my voice cracks into the phone, “Oh Harrison, it’s Danielle.”
 
   “Danielle? Are you okay? You sound weird.”
 
   The tears start flowing and I blurt out, “Yes, uh no, I’m not okay. The police are on their way. Oh Harrison, it was so scary, I …”
 
   He cuts me off, “Wait, the police? What was scary? I’m on my way!”
 
   “NO! Don’t come Harrison, it will only complicate things.” I choke out.
 
   “What the fuck has happened? Tell me now, or I am heading over.”
 
   I try to catch my breath and still  my body, which is still quaking with pent-up fear. 
 
   “After you left, I decided to take a shower before bed. While I was washing, the lights went out.  When I went to investigate, I could hear that someone was in my condo, so I locked myself in my bathroom.” 
 
   “Someone was in your condo while you were showering and then the lights went out?  Dear God, Danielle, then what? Wait, where are you now? I really should come over.”
 
   “No the police are on their way.  I am locked in my bedroom.  The lights are back on, and I haven’t left the bedroom.”
 
   He grunts, and I can tell he is upset. “Danielle, how do you know that they have left? Could someone still be there?”
 
   I shake my head, even though he can’t see me, “I am fairly certain they left in a dark SUV right after the lights came back on.”
 
   “So you locked yourself in the bathroom.  Did they try to get in the bathroom?  What else occurred?”
 
   Instead of telling the whole story, I summarize the rest. “All I could see from under the bathroom door was a pair of black tennis shoes. Nothing else.” 
 
   “Not a lot to go on Danielle. Shit! This is probably Marion’s doing.”
 
   “What??”  I am horror-stricken.  I know the woman is a conniving bitch, but would she go to the effort to terrorize me in my own home?  “Do you really think she would be behind something like this?”  As the words come out of my mouth, it dawns on me that all of the strange things I have been experiencing began from the first moment I met Harrison.  Maybe not such a coincidence, after all. 
 
   Harrison interrupts my musing, “Were you not listening to me earlier Danielle? Yes, I do believe she is behind this and all of the other incidents. I just wonder where she is going to stop.” Before he can continue, I get a click through on my phone,  and I look at the screen to see Simone’s number.  “Harrison, can you hang on a second, Simone is calling, and I need to speak with her real quick.”
 
   He clears his throat, “Actually I am going to call Garrin and Philippe.  I’ll call you back in a few minutes myself.”
 
   “Ok. Bye.”
 
   I hit answer to take Simone’s call.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Danners?  What is going on?  That was a cryptic message…you okay?”
 
   “Oh, Simone no, I’m not okay... can you come over?”
 
   “Right now?  Um… I am entertaining this evening.  Can this wait until tomorrow?”
 
   “Clarke, someone broke into my condo tonight, while I was in the shower.  I need you!”
 
   “Oh shit, Dani!  Are you okay?  Did you call the police?”
 
   “Yeah, I called the police and someone should be here soon, but I am freaked beyond belief.”
 
   “I’m on my way,  hun.  Give me about 20 minutes.”
 
   “Hurry Clarke!”  I worry that she will take the time to touch up her makeup or select the perfect outfit for the arrival of the police. 
 
   

 
   
Chapter 7
 
    
 
   It occurs to me that I should have called Detective Burke directly.  I had not put his number in my phone, so I don’t have it in the bedroom with me.  I suppose  I could call the precinct and have them patch me through to him.  As I take a moment to ponder my options, my phone rings.  It’s Harrison. 
 
   “Harrison!”
 
   “Has a squad car arrived yet?” 
 
   “No! I am still sitting here, locked in my bedroom.  I just got off the phone with Simone, and she is heading over to be with me.”
 
   “Ok, that’s good.  I have Garrin contacting Detective Burke as we speak.  Not sure if he will come to your condo, but I gave them the number I called you on for a contact number.”
 
   “Oh, ok, yes, that’s fine.  I just don’t know what is taking the police so long to get here!”
 
   “Do you have an intercom in your bedroom for the front door?”
 
   Shit!  I didn’t even think of that!  “No, there isn’t one in here.  I guess that means I have to wait in the entryway, by the front door.  I have not been out there since they left.  I am petrified to leave my bedroom, Harrison!”
 
   “Listen, take a deep breath.  Stay on the phone with me and walk out to entry way.”  He pauses. “Danielle?”
 
   “Yes.”  I whisper into the phone.  I have been holding my breath, so I feel a bit lightheaded.  “I’m here, I am just so scared to open the door.  What if someone is waiting out there?”  I feel chills running all up and down my spine.  I am almost frozen in my position, with one hand reaching for the door lock and the other hand holding the phone to my ear.”
 
   “It’s okay Danielle.  If you are too scared, just stay put.  Can you hear the intercom from your bedroom when it buzzes?”
 
   I had to think back for a second.  “Yes, I can.” 
 
   “Then just stay in your room until you hear the buzzer, and we will go from there.”
 
   “Harrison?”  I whisper.
 
   “Yes, Danielle?”
 
   “Will you stay on the phone with me until someone gets here?”
 
   “Of course I will!  You know that I would normally be there, but under the circumstances, I need to lay low on this one.  You understand right?”
 
   It had not occurred to me that he should be here.  I don’t exactly view him as my protector.  I really haven’t a clue as to what I view him as at this point.  It angers me even further that because of the Wine Bitch, I am the one paying the price.  Not to mention, that there is a chance she intends to physically harm  me, or worse. 
 
   “I get it Harrison.  I don’t like it, but I do understand.  I wish things were different though.  How long do you think it is going to take to get to the bottom of just how deep her plot runs?”
 
   “I wish I knew, Danielle.  I want this to be over probably more than you do.  I don’t want to get into it right now.  We have enough to consider at this moment.  I am just glad you are unharmed.”
 
   I grunt.  “Well unharmed physically, but what am I supposed to do now?  My condo has been entered at least three times now, without force of entry.  I don’t know how I can feel safe anymore.”
 
   “I know, and I can’t have you stay at my penthouse this time around.  Can you stay with your friend, or would you let me put you up in one of my hotels?”
 
   “I don’t think I would feel all that safe at a hotel either.  I’ll see if Simone will let me stay with her for a while, until I figure out what I want to do.”
 
   “Listen, if Simone can put you up for a few days, I think I may have an idea.  Just let me do some checking first.”
 
   “Ok.”
 
   “Danielle, what did you mean there were at least three times you condo was entered?  I only recall two.”
 
   “There were the red roses that were left in my kitchen, the night before the Towers grand opening.  Then there was the time when the pictures were left, and tonight.  Wait, I guess technically there were four, if you want to count the single red rose that was left by the elevator in your penthouse the morning of the opening.”
 
   “Ah yes. I will ask Garrin if they ever retrieved any video footage.  Apparently the footage at your building was missing when Frank went to retrieve it.”
 
   “Oh of course it was!  Why am I not surprised?!”
 
   Just as he starts to respond, I hear the buzzer.
 
   “Harrison” I breath, “Someone is at the door!”
 
   “Ok, stay on the phone with me and answer it.”
 
   I unlock the door with my right hand, as I grip the phone with my left.  I briskly walk through the dimly lit main room to the entryway.  I notice that all the locks are engaged.  How strange that the intruder would actually go as far as to relock them.
 
   BUZZZZZZZZZZ
 
   Argh! I hit answer, “Hello?”
 
   “Dani, it’s me!  I’m freezing, let me in!”
 
   I hit the button to let Simone in. 
 
   “Harrison, its Simone, she’s here!”
 
   “Ok, good.  Once she is in there, I will hang up and follow up with you in a little while.  I had hoped the police would be there by now.”
 
   “Yeah me too!” 
 
   There’s a knock at the door. 
 
   “She’s at my door.  I am letting her in.”  I don’t listen for his response.  I gingerly open the door, so as to not smudge any possible prints.  It is probably a long shot, but one never knows. 
 
   I open the door to Clarke, and to my surprise, Detective Burke is standing behind her.  “Look, I come bearing law enforcement.”  She smiles brightly as she motions with her head toward the Detective. 
 
   “Ok, so she is here as well as the detective.  I will hang up now, and maybe I can text you when he leaves?”
 
   “Alright, Danielle.  I’ll talk to you soon.”
 
   

 
   
Chapter 8
 
    
 
   The detective and Clarke enter my condo, and I attempt a smile but find one hard to conjure up.  I take one look at Clarke and fight the tears welling up in my eyes.  I swallow hard and fall into her arms.  She gives me a big bear hug, then releases me to face Detective Burke. 
 
   “Miss Austen.  I am surprised to be back here.  Tell me what happened this time?”
 
   Oh, how annoying!  This time? 
 
   I do not show them into the other room.  Instead, we stand in the entryway, as I retell the story.  I start with the time that Harrison had left my condo and move on to the lights going out while I was in the shower.  I tell the detective about the black high-top tennis shoes that reminded me of the ones that guys used to wear back in the 50’s.  I describe the black SUV and the three guys to the best of my ability, since it was already dark.  I also point out that the locks were all engaged when I came out here to let Simone in. 
 
   “So what you are telling me is that there was no forced entry, nothing has been taken and nothing was left?”
 
   “No, I did not say that.  What I said was the front door was fully locked when I got out here a few minutes ago.  I have not looked around for things missing or to see if something was left.  I was too scared to leave my room.” 
 
   Nervously, I look at Clarke, and she seems to be at a loss for words, as she has not said a thing.  Not speaking is something that usually takes all of her energy to master. 
 
   The detective  scratches his head and turns in a circle in the spot he is standing.  “Well, once the squad car gets here, we can see if there are any prints to pull.  We have your prints on file already.  Has anyone else been here recently whose prints we should get?  My mouth is incredibly dry.  As I begin to answer him, I walk toward the kitchen.  I stop in my tracks, as I see the purpose this time for the invasion.  With Detective Burke and Simone close behind me, they too stop where they are standing to take in the scene. 
 
   Sitting on my counter is a bottle of cheap Brut champagne, a bouquet of stinky red carnations, and a greeting card with a cat hanging from a tree branch on the front. The caption on the card front reads:  “Hang in there”.  I start to reach out to pick up the card, but the detective pushes my hand away.  Using his pen, he knocks the card over and opens it.   Inside the card one line is scrawled in juvenile handwriting:  “Au Revoir Danielle”. 
 
   I turn to look at the detective, who is scratching his head again.  “Any of this mean anything to you?”
 
   Shaking my head rapidly, I mutter,  “No!”  My  insides are churning, and my heart begins to thump in my chest. 
 
   Clarke inches forward to get a better look at the items.  “What the hell does Au Revoir Danielle mean?  Doesn’t that mean goodbye in French?”
 
   We both turn to look at her.  I had almost forgotten that she was even here, she has been so quiet.
 
   In unison, the detective and I respond “Yes.”
 
   The detective asks if he can take a further look around.  I nod in response and remain in the kitchen, staring at the odd items on my granite counter top. 
 
   Remembering that I am dying of thirst, I open the fridge to retrieve a bottle of water, offering one to Clarke.  She accepts the water without a word and proceeds to sip at her water, without taking her eyes off the ugly red carnations. 
 
   I throw back my head and guzzle the cool liquid, like a frat boy downing a can of cheap beer. 
 
   I open my eyes and see Clarke staring at me with an amused look on her face.  “Thirsty?”
 
   Blushing a few shades,  I nod in response and replace the lid on the water.  I set it down on the small island and follow Clarke’s gaze back on the odd assortment of items.  “What do you make of all this Dani? Does any of it make any sense at all?”
 
   “No, not really.”
 
   “Dani, why was Harrison Towers here today?  I am really surprised at you!”
 
   “Oh Clarke, it is a really long story.  I know that you have a lot of questions, but believe me, so do I.  There are so many dimensions to this story that I don’t want to get into  just now.”
 
   “Well, I guess I agree that now may not be the time, but let me assure you that you will be spilling every bean while we are on the trip!”
 
   Oh no! The trip! I don’t know if I will be feeling up to a trip now, not with all of this craziness going on. But then again, maybe having another escape will allow me to hit the reset button. Again.
 
   “Ok, I will keep that in mind, Clarke.  Speaking of which, is there any chance I can stay with you for a while?”
 
   She squeals,  “Oh yes! Of course, it will be so much fun to have you around.  Oh wait, I am going to be out of town from mid next week until possibly the end of the month.  I have another made-for-TV movie for which I have to oversee wardrobe!”  
 
   “Wow!  That is great Clarke!  I am so proud of you!”  I give her a quick side hug. 
 
   “I am totally fine with being at your place by myself.  I just don’t want to be here alone and staying at Harrison’s is not an option.  For that matter, neither is Bradley’s.”
 
   She makes a loud snorting sound.  “Yeah I couldn’t agree more!”  She crosses her arms as if she  is taking a stance, from which she won’t back down. 
 
   I hear the detective on the phone in the front room.  He is talking in a hushed, official tone, so I can’t make out what he is saying.  He rejoins us in the kitchen.  “Well ladies, it seems there has been a multi car pile-up on the Terwilliger Curves.  So, we have about another hour before one of my uniforms get here.  Cranston and his sidekick are off tonight.  I don’t suppose you have any coffee?”
 
   Feeling frustrated that this is going to be another late night, I begin to fret.  I am so damned tired and emotionally zapped. 
 
    “I don’t have any coffee, but I have some tea.”
 
   He looks to ponder if for a moment, “Well, I guess that will have to do.  Is it caffeinated at least?”
 
   “Let me check.  Clarke, do you want anything while I am at it?”
 
   She shakes her head and holds up her half-full water bottle.
 
   “Oh, Miss Austen, be sure to be mindful of what you are touching.  I am still interested in lifting some prints.”
 
   I nod.  I pick up the black Sharpie pen sitting on the top of a notepad, and used it to open the cupboard door.  I peer in, “You are in luck detective --I have some Earl Grey tea.”
 
   “Earl what?  Oh no matter, as long as it’s leaded, I’ll drink it.”
 
   That comment actually brought a smile to my lips.  It reminded me of something my dad might say.
 
   After serving the detective his refreshment, I ask him if I can pack a bag while we wait.  He says I can, as long as I am careful to not touch things, especially in the main room and the door knobs.  I remind him that I know the drill by now.  He looks at me crossly, and then with Clarke in tow, we make work of packing my bags.  I decide to dig out a couple flattened boxes, so I can bring everything I will need for the next couple weeks.  It is quite possible that I won’t return for that duration.  The way I am feeling now, I may never want to return here.  My haven has been turned into a place that evokes fear in me.  Maybe it’s time to move.  The thought of moving sets off a bitter taste in my mouth.  The last time I moved, it was on the heels of my divorce.  Unfortunately, this time would not be under any happier circumstances.
 
   I grab the last bag,  move it out to the main room, and return to my bedroom to look around.  I love this room; it is pretty and always felt like a getaway.  However, tonight it represents something dark and devious.  It saddens me that I feel homeless.  Again.  It’s the same feeling I had when I drove to my parents home that weekend after my divorce papers were signed.  I felt like I didn’t belong anywhere.  That is how I feel at this precise moment.  I wonder if now is the time to buy myself a home and make something more permanent for me.  I smile to myself, thinking that maybe I have found one of the answers I was looking for.  Now is the time that I need to put down my own roots.  “Dani?”
 
   Clarke pulls me out of my private thoughts.
 
   I turn around to see my best friend standing there, wearing my giant sunhat. The hat is roughly the size of  her entire torso. “Clarke, you do realize you still have my hat on, right?”
 
   She giggles and pulls the hat from her head.  “Oh this old thing, I thought it would look great on me in the dessert!”  She flings it at me like a Frisbee.
 
   I reach up and grab it mid-air.  Laughing, I put it on my own head.  She nods.  “Much better on you.  Hey, the other police guy is here to get the prints, and the detective wants to speak with you again.”
 
   Feeling deflated, I snap back to reality.  I follow her back out to the main room.  I see that the officer is busy dusting for fingerprints.  The detective turns to me and directs me to sit down.
 
   “So Miss Austen, your friend Miss Clarke here informs me that you are to be leaving town this weekend.  When Mr. Towers’ man contacted me this evening, they gave me this number.”  He holds up his pad for me to see the number.  “Is this the correct number to reach you?”  I squint to decipher his writing and decide the number looks correct, so I nod.
 
   “Good.  So, let’s talk about your timeline again and get into details about the intrusion, moment by moment.”
 
   I take a large gulp of the water that Clarke hands me.  Taking a deep cleansing breath, I start from the top again. 
 
   

 
   
Chapter 9
 
    
 
   About two hours later and almost midnight, the detective is satisfied with the information I have provided him.  I give him my itinerary for the remainder of the week,  and Clarke is asked to give her home address and a few more basic details about where we will be in Palm Springs.  The detective explains  that all the questions are just routine,  so that he would know how to find me, if needed. 
 
   As I walk toward the door, it occurs to me that I had a few questions of him about the last break in. 
 
   “Detective, before you leave, I was wondering if I could get an update from you about the last break in?”
 
   He looks startled, which startles me in turn because he always seems so unshakeable. Why that reaction anyway?
 
   “It’s late Miss Austen, perhaps we can talk later?  The misses is probably getting worried, and I have to be up early tomorrow morning for a shift meeting.”
 
   “It will only take a minute detective.”  I am not letting him leave without clarifying a few things.
 
   He gives me an exaggerated sigh.  “Okay, let’s make it quick though.  Whatcha got?”
 
   “Well, did you ever get my information about the unknown caller?  I emailed you, and I thought that Mr. Towers gave it to you as well.”
 
   He nods, “Yes well, since you were not threatened and from what I understand, nobody said anything, we can’t really do anything.  I’d treat it as a crank caller.”
 
   “Well, I received another one of those calls this afternoon on my new number.  I find it inconceivable that I would get another one of those calls almost as soon as I turned on the new phone.”
 
   He scratches his head.  “Well that is odd, but until they say something to threaten you, we have nothing.  Even at that, a pattern would have to be proven.  My suggestion to you is to keep a log of each time you get one of those calls.  It could be one of those robot callers I hear about.  You know, they call around to verify numbers so they can call you to get you to buy a new windshield or something.”
 
   Yeah, real helpful. 
 
   “Alright, so If I get any more of those calls I will keep better track of the details.”  I look over at Clarke,  and she is yawning and stretching.  I can tell she has had enough for one night.
 
   “I was also wondering if you have made any progress in finding out who bankrolled the jerk who broke into my place the first time?”
 
   He perks up.  “Well I am afraid we have not made a lot of progress.  It seems we have more questions than answers at this point, but now that you mention it, I would like you to come down to my office to go over the pictures again.  I have some questions about the dates you provided.” 
 
   “Oh, ok. I didn’t realize the dates were a problem.  Can I come down next week?” 
 
   He doesn’t seem to be listening to me.  “Detective?”
 
   “Oh yes, sure, let’s see, can you come down Monday?”
 
   “It is going to be tough for me to get to the station before Wednesday afternoon.  Will Wednesday work?”
 
   “Well, it’s later than I was thinking, but that should be fine.  I have tonight’s visit to add to my already overworked staff anyway.”
 
   I open the door and the detective passes through to the hallway.  “I’ll see you next week, and if you think of anything, do you still have my card?  I’d like you to contact me directly, if you don’t mind.”  He gives me a knowing look and hands me a card.  I nod, while mumbling thanks.
 
   I shut the door behind him and look back to Clarke, who is leaning against the wall, with her eyes shut. 
 
   Her eyes pop open.  “Okay, let’s blow this joint!”
 
   She grabs my two large suitcases and loads each of them with the two smaller versions.  I grab my purse, laptop bag, and overnight bag and put them on my left and right shoulders.  I shove the two stacked boxes out the open door with my foot. I lock the place up, pick up my boxes, and the two of us make our way down to the parking garage.  Once we get things loaded, Clarke hops in the car with me.  We go around the corner to where her car is parked.  I pull up right beside her car, and on the windshield, under the wiper blade, is a single red carnation.  My heart skips several beats, as it makes its way quickly into my throat.  I turn to her to see if she noticed the same thing.  She turns her head to me and blurts, ”Oh shit!”
 
   She hops out of the car and heads to her driver side windshield.  I hop out too and yell “Stop, don’t touch it!”  She whirls around to look at me with a questioning arch of her brow.  As her mouth opens to say something, I holler “Evidence!” I reach back in my car to grab my phone off the console. 
 
   “Ahh, got it” She mumbles as she backs away from her car, hands held in the air. 
 
   I take a couple pictures with my phone.  I watch as she removes the stinky carnation and hurls it to the back seat.  We both climb in our separate cars, and I allow her to pull out in front of me, so I can follow her.  Although there was no one else on the road, to speak of, I had a creepy sense that  we were being followed.  At the next stoplight, I text her to take the scenic route, just in case.  I look down at my phone, propped in the cup holder and see that she text back “ok”.  
 
   As we were leaving my building , I saw two missed calls from Harrison, so I had texted him quickly from the elevator.   I will call him once we get to Simone’s.  It is shaping up to be another sleepless night.  I look forward to this weekend in anticipation of getting some sleep.  I doubt I will be interested in much else. 
 
   After taking the freeway instead of the surface streets, which would have actually been a more direct route, we arrived at Clarke’s.  Satisfied that we weren’t followed, we unload my car, and she allows me to park my car in her garage, leaving her car in the driveway.
 
   Once I deposit all of my luggage and boxes into the guest room, I join her in the kitchen.  I look around and see that she literally left everything and ran to my side.  “Oh Clarke, I am so sorry to disrupt your romantic evening.”  As I survey the room, I see extinguished candles everywhere, an open bottle of wine, glasses, and dirty dinner plates still on the table.  A huge wave of guilt overcomes me.
 
   She giggles, as she shrugs her shoulders, “Hey, what are friends for?  Besides, it will keep him wanting more, right?!”
 
   I find myself relaxing a little, as I chuckle with her. 
 
   She picks up the wine bottle, holding it high, she asks,  “Can I interest you in some Towers Private Reserve?”
 
   Startled, I look at her and squint at the label, through exhausted eyes.  I see that she does, indeed, have a bottle of Harrison’s wine in her hands.  “When did you start drinking local wines? I thought you were a strict Italian import snob?”
 
   She looks at me with a crinkle of her brow and tilts her head  “Uh, hello!  You sent me this a few weeks ago, remember?” 
 
   Shaking my head rapidly as my heart starts to race once again I inquire,  “What do you mean I sent it?  I swear that I did not send you that bottle of wine! When did you get it and how did you receive it?”
 
   Her face is pale now, as she sets the bottle on the counter.  “Dani, just what is going on here?  This is starting to rattle even me.  It came while I was on my last set in Bend.  I found it on my front doorstep, in a wine basket with a burgundy satin bow tied around it.” 
 
   “Was there a card or note with it?”
 
   She looks at me sheepishly, “Uh, well no. There wasn’t.  I just assumed it was from you.  I mean it was from Towers Vineyard, why would I think it was anyone else?”
 
   “Shit!  Clarke!  You never said anything to me!”
 
   “Now, wait a minute!!  Why are you getting mad at me?!  It was a reasonable assumption to make.”  She puts her hand up to stop me from responding.  “I think you just need to calm down. I would also like to remind you that I am an innocent bystander, being sucked into this melodrama.”  She snorts with a look of disgust on her face.  
 
   My guilt is now overflowing, and I remember that I still need to call Harrison. 
 
   “I’m sorry for yelling at you.  Honestly, Clarke, I don’t know what is going on.  The last thing I want is for you to be caught in this web.  I really am so sorry.  I think, maybe, I should go stay at a hotel.  Harrison said he would put me up in one of his.”
 
   She crosses the kitchen to get a clean glass out of the cupboard and holds up a bottle of Jack Daniels, with a questioning arch of her brow.  I shake my head rapidly no.  She pours a generous portion in a small tumbler glass and throws it back in one quick motion.  She wipes her mouth with the back of her hand and then turns to face me, square on.
 
   “Dani, I too have to be honest.  Ever since you started seeing money bags, all of these passive aggressive little threats have been making your life miserable.  Now the asshole is engaged and you are standing here in the middle of my kitchen, virtually homeless.” She stops to pour herself another, smaller, portion of Jack and throws the second back just as quickly as the first.
 
   It’s like she left out the part that she wanted to say, which is that it’s all Harrison’s fault.  I tend to agree though. But, only in the sense that it because of Harrison that I am the recipient of all of this nonsense; clearly, this is not his doing.  
 
   “That said, I will not hear of you staying in a hotel!”  She gives a fake giggle, “Besides, it seems I am already in the middle of this.”  She nods at the single red carnation she had placed on the table after carrying it in from the car.
 
   I feel a cold chill travel from the base of my neck, down my spine.  A creepy reminder that things are getting worse, not better.
 
   “If anything were to happen to you because of me, I would never, in a million years, be able to forgive myself!”  I realize that I sound like Harrison.  “This is getting far too complicated.  When I put it out to the universe that I wanted a fresh start and a new life, this is not exactly what I had in mind.  Perhaps, I should have been more specific.”
 
   She laughs and comes over to give me a big, Italian-girl style hug.  “I will help you get through this.  I am optimistic that things will get better for you hun.  Have some faith.”
 
   I nod and feel hot tears stinging my cheeks.  It seems there is never a shortage of my tears lately. 
 
   

 
   
Chapter 10
 
    
 
   I hear music coming from my handbag.  It’s my phone.  I look at Clarke, and she rolls her eyes. “Oh wonder who that could be?”
 
   I feel guilty about taking his call.  I try to explain, “Clarke, I have to take this...”
 
   She sighs and nods her head, as she stacks up the dishes from the table, “Yeah, I know…shoo shoo.”  She motions with her free hand. 
 
   I answer the phone and feel tingles when I hear him say my name.
 
   “Danielle?”
 
   “Hi.  Sorry I haven’t called yet.” 
 
   He interrupts.
 
   “I was getting worried; it’s been hours since we last spoke.  You at Simone’s, I hope?”
 
   “Yes, I am fine, and I am here at Simone’s.  I am planning to stay here for a few weeks.  In fact, I am handing in my notice.  I am stuck in a lease, with a few months left, but it is worth buying it out.  I can’t live there anymore.”
 
   He sighs.  “I am so, so, sorry Danielle.  This would not be happening if I hadn’t pursued you.  It’s all my fault.  I feel like history won’t stop repeating itself.  I lost the last woman I loved, and I have worked hard to not love again… until I met you.”
 
   Gasp.  My breath gets caught at the back of my throat.  There it is again, his professed feelings for me.  I can hardly process this.  I feel giddy and excited at the prospect of Harrison Towers loving me forever.  At the same time, my heart feels heavy because of the challenges we have been given.  What do I do?  I was never supposed to fall in love again. 
 
   “Danielle?”
 
   “Yes, sorry.”  I whisper into the phone.  “Harrison, we will get through this, right?”
 
   “Yes, Danielle, that is the hope.”
 
   “Wow, now that is not the response that I was hoping for.  ‘That’s the hope’?  Not encouraging at all! Simone just finished telling me to have faith too.  What I am feeling is anything but hope and faith at the moment.”
 
   “I know.  This has been really hard on me also.  I am working with my guys around the clock to find out the information that will lead us to unraveling Marion.  It is just taking more time than I had hoped.  She knows my methods too well, and she is not doing this alone.  It’s obvious that she has an inside track, and we are trying to uncover who is helping her.  If we take down her help, then it will disarm her, and I can find a way to rid myself of her blackmail.” 
 
   Now, I feel like I am in a Lifetime movie.  The last time I felt this way was back when I was going through the divorce.  How did my life go from so simple to so, so complicated? 
 
   Without my consent, my life has transitioned into that of mystery, with intrigue, danger, money and power, but I am simply a pawn in all of this.  None of this is the result of my actions, except that I allowed myself to fall for Harrison Towers.
 
   “It is all too much for me.  I am exhausted, and I don’t know what to do.  I need to get some sleep, Harrison.  We can talk tomorrow right?”
 
   “Yes, of course, I will let you get some sleep.  Hey, did the detective show up tonight?”
 
   “Yes, he did. He still has no solid leads on who is bankrolling that creep who broke in the last time.  And, he said those calls I keep getting are not a concern, unless I am being threatened.  He advised me to keep a record of the calls nonetheless.”
 
   “Right, well that is what I have been telling you also.”
 
   “I know; I just figured that I could use my phone records.  Before I forget, someone also sent Clarke a bottle of your Red Reserve from Towers Vineyard.  Apparently, it was on her doorstep when she got back from a job in Bend, so who knows how long it had been sitting there.”
 
   “What?  Now why would Marion be going after Simone?  This troubles me even more.  Why didn’t she say anything to you before now?”
 
   “I asked her that, and she assumed that I had sent it.  Things have been a mess for me, so I am sure it slipped her mind.  Anyway, there was also a bouquet of red carnations and a bottle of wine left on my counter tonight.  There was a note, on a card with a kitten on the front, that said ‘Au Revoir Danielle’.  Then, when Simone and I got out to her car to come here, there was a single red carnation under her windshield wiper.”
 
   He gasps.  “Danielle, they obviously know where Simone lives! You are not going to be safe staying there either.  Have you told the detective about the rest of this?  I want to assign a bodyguard to keep watch until this is over.”
 
   “NO! Harrison, is that really necessary?  I admit I am scared out of my mind, but I just feel weird about that.  I’m not the kind of person who has a bodyguard.”
 
    “You need to listen, Danielle.  I am in fear for your safety and having someone protect you around the clock is the only way that I will be able to sleep at night.  It’s not open for discussion, so I will have Garrin send someone tomorrow.  Most likely, we can have a guy there around noon.” 
 
   He sounds so matter-of-fact as if he is talking to one of his business associates.  I want to object, but I remind myself that this is Harrison Towers, not Bradley Pyne.  I could manage to get my way with Bradley, but that is not the case with Harrison.  
 
   “I am completely opposed to the idea!  It seems so drastic, but I know that I am not likely to win if I try to argue with you.  Just let me know when I should expect my keeper to arrive.”
 
   “Now, that’s a good girl.  I may also have a solution for your living arrangements.  I just need to work out the details.  Oh, and don’t worry about cancelling your lease, I know the building owner, remember?”  He lets out a soft chuckle and sounds rather pleased with himself.
 
   I stifle a yawn, I am so tired that I had to think about that for a moment.  Oh yeah, he owns the building.  Duh!  I am not firing on all cylinders right now. 
 
   “I don’t really like the idea of having to buy out four months on my lease, but I don’t expect handouts from you, Harrison.”
 
   “Well that is your first mistake, Danielle. This is not a handout; consider it a small token of restitution for all of the disruption this situation has caused you.  It is not your fault that any of this is happening in the first place.”
 
   “When you put it that way, I might just accept your pardon for the lease.”  
 
   “There you go; you are learning!”
 
   “Make sure everything is locked up, and if she has an alarm, see that it’s on. I will be in touch in the morning.”
 
   “Sounds good.  Um…I love you.” 
 
   I hold my breath.  Is it too soon to say that?  Did I just screw up…holy shit, what did I just do?
 
   Then I hear him let out a faint sigh. 
 
   “And I you, Danielle.  Goodnight and sleep well.”
 
   Then, before I can say anything else, he hangs up.
 
   Gulp…now that sent a different shiver down my body.  One of pleasure, not fear.  I melt at how his voice caresses over my name like his hands feel running down my body.  
 
   I put the phone down on the nightstand and plug in the charger.  I set about finding something to wear to bed.  The suitcases were hastily packed, so I have no idea where everything is.  I give up and grab my overnight bag full of toiletries.  After I finish preparing for bed, I venture out to the living room and see that everything is restored to its usual tidiness. 
 
   I walk to the front door and double-check the locks.  I glance over and see the red light on the alarm that indicates it is set.  Good, now I can sleep.  I walk quietly back to my room and gratefully crawl into bed. 
 
   My sleep is fitful and frequently interrupted.  I have that dream with the person chasing me again. It always comes to me when I am stressed out or emotionally distraught.  So, it’s no surprise I find  the dark figure chasing after me again tonight.  Of course, this dark figure is a coward because every time I catch a glimpse of his identity, I am awoken. 
 
   As I slowly open my eyes, I strain to recognize the room.  I don’t recognize anything.  The room looks foreign to me.  Where the hell am I?  I rub my eyes and, once they re-focus, I see my pile of luggage and boxes on the floor across the room.  Ah, that’s right, I am at Simone’s. 
 
   Whew! For a moment there, I completely forgot everything.  I stare up at the faint beams of light on the ceiling.  As the cobwebs clear, everything comes rushing back to me. 
 
   Harrison loves me.  I love Harrison.  We can’t be together right now,  and who knows when we ever will be.  I have nowhere to live because I am the target of that wine bitch’s wrath.  The part that just pushes me over the edge is that she is not woman enough to do it herself.  She sends her minions.  Knowing that, in all likelihood, it is her at the helm of this would normally set me a little more at ease.  However, what Harrison has told me about her, prevents me from thinking these are the harmless tricks of a jealous woman.  He obviously thinks she was involved in Adelaide’s death and that I may meet the same fate as Adelaide.  It’s an awful lot to digest.  Since the woman is so desperate,  I suppose it makes sense.  Harrison said he would put nothing past her.  After all, it’s not just his love she is after; she’s driven by a hungry desire for his wealth and power,  as well as his heart.  
 
   

 
   
Chapter 11
 
    
 
   I reach over to the nightstand,  grab my phone, and pull it off the charger.  I look at the time. Holy crap!  It’s 10:47 in the morning!  I have slept most of the day away already! 
 
   I quickly scroll through my emails and note that nothing that needs immediate attention.  I see a text from Harrison and open it.
 
   8:10 AM
 
   Harrison Towers
 
   Good morning mon amour! Garrin is coming over after lunch around 1:00pm. Will have another guy there the rest of the week. Call you soon. 
 
   I smile to myself and feel a warm blush come over my face.  Despite all the nonsense of last night, what a delicious way to start my day!  I may not know French, but Amour means love.  That I know. 
 
   I put the phone down and stretch.  I look over and see that my door is ajar.  I wonder if Simone cracked my door to check on me, or should I be alarmed?  I climb out of bed, still wearing my track suit from last night.  I start to walk over to the door, when I trip over something and hear a yelp, as my foot comes in contact with the floor and something warm.  I quickly turn around to see Henry, Simone’s overgrown chocolate lab, scramble to his feet.  I apparently stepped on his tail.  How did I forget Henry was here and how did he end up in my room?  Hmmm I wonder if she let him in my room to keep me company.  I reach down to make amends for the assault on his tail.  He happily accepts my apology and wags his wounded appendage in response. 
 
   After giving Henry his due attention, I turn my sights on unpacking.  If I am to get dressed today, I figure I had better get my things organized first.  I hastily put everything away in the empty dresser drawers of Simone’s guestroom.   Then, I set to the task of finding room for my hanging clothes in the packed closet, which Simone uses for her wardrobe overflow.  Once all my bags, suitcases, and boxes are unpacked, I change into my running clothes and put on the tennis shoes that my mom bought for me last year.  I consolidate the suitcases by stowing the smaller ones inside of the larger.  I stack them up neatly in the corner of the room, under one of the windows by the dresser.  I grab my phone off the nightstand and my ear buds out of my briefcase.
 
   Once out in the kitchen, I notice half a pot of coffee, a key, and a note on the counter.  In Simone’s pretty handwriting, it says: 
 
   Danners,
 
   Help yourself to anything. Not a lot to eat, let’s just grab dinner out later. I have clients today. Text or call me! I think that key should work. Don’t forget to call the detective about the flower on the windshield and the mystery wine. Must admit, I am a little worried. Please lock up and be a doll and take Henry out to bathroom?!
 
   Hugs 
 
   I pour myself a quick mug of coffee and take a couple swigs.  I head back to the bathroom to brush my teeth and wash my face.  I throw my hair hastily into a high ponytail, thinking that I should call the detective when I return. 
 
   Back out in the kitchen, Henry has now joined me.  He looks at me expectantly.  I look down at his wagging tail and questioning eyes. “Do you want to go for a run?”
 
   He continues to wag his tail with enthusiasm.  I look around for a leash and find one hanging on a hook in the mudroom off the kitchen.  Henry starts doing circles and then rears his front legs. “Sit Henry.” He complies.  I fasten his leash to his collar and then my phone and ear buds set up.  I grab the house key to lock up, and we head out. 
 
   Simone lives in the Southwest Hills of Portland, in a cute, old neighborhood.  Her house is a well restored bungalow style, with lots of old world charm.  She has done well for herself, and was able to get the house for a screaming deal when the economy crashed.  I helped her decorate when she bought the house four years ago.  Bradley was annoyed that I wasn’t getting paid anything for the project.  I was exasperated that he would even suggest that I should charge her.  It was a really fun house to decorate, and since I was still green in my career, it was great practice.  She has very eclectic taste, so I was able to infuse antiques with modern pieces.  I called it “polished shabby chic”.  She chose pale cabbage green and white as her color palette, with accents of chrome.  I still find the colors to be soothing and peaceful.  Not at all like her bubbly personality.  It was a challenge to make it all look like a cohesive home, but I managed to do it and to date, it remains one of my favorite projects. 
 
   With Henry by my side, and the music blaring in my ears, I can almost let my mind clear of all the recent events that have led me up to this very moment.  I take deep, cleansing breaths as I enjoy the brisk fall air.  I smell the musty, rotting leaves and feel the glare of the sun on my face, as it peeks through the clouds.  I love running.  It does so much for my sanity.  I have  not had time to run for a while.  When I retreated to my parents’ house for a week, I got back into running every day.  It helps with my stress level and dealing with my tangled up emotions.  I muse at how much things have changed in just 24 hours.  It is extraordinary, really. 
 
   I keep heading up the hill on my run, without paying much attention to my surroundings.  Suddenly, out of nowhere, I feel a hard, quick shove at the middle of my back.  I topple over my own feet and lunge forward, skinning my bare knees across the asphalt.   As I fall, I accidentally let go of the leash and my ear buds yank out of my ears.  I catch myself with the palms of my hands.  I turn my head quickly to look over my shoulder, expecting to identify my assailant.   Nobody is there. 
 
   All I can hear is Henry barking, and I see him running after a person who is dressed all in black. I hear a man’s voice let out a shriek, as the dog continues his pursuit.  Suddenly, Henry lets out a wounded howl, followed by the sound of screeching tires. I’ve  already scrambled to my feet and am now limping down the hill as quickly as I can, toward the noise.  Calling to Henry, I pray that he isn’t harmed. 
 
   Here he comes, with his tail wagging, tongue hanging out of his mouth and his leash dragging behind him, as if nothing has happened.  The car is already gone, but I can see, off in the distance, a black SUV careening down toward the bottom of the narrow, winding hill. 
 
   I would be willing to bet that it was the same SUV that I saw last night.  When I get back to the house, I’ll give the detective a call.  I sure have a whole lot to add to the events of last night. 
 
   I pick up Henry’s leash and hobble back down the hill to Simone’s, while telling Henry what a good boy he is.  I wonder if I would have fared so well, if he hadn’t been with me?  It is scary to think what else may have happened had he not been there.  It occurs to me that these Marion Minions, as Simone calls them, are getting more brazen.  I mean, here I am, running in broad daylight with a dog, and they attack me without care for who might be watching  --not very bashful are they? 
 
   I get back to the house and let myself in, once again not being aware of what is going on around me.  The pain in my knees and hands is enough to have me sufficiently distracted.  I reach up to hang Henry’s leash on its peg, when he starts growling and showing his teeth. 
 
   The hair is standing up on my neck, as I turn around quickly.  I scream and jump back a foot, when I see Bradley standing in the doorway to the mudroom.
 
   What the hell??? 
 
   “BRADLEY!” I yell “What the hell?  You scared the living shit out of me!  What are you doing here?”  I demand, as my heart is beating out of my chest. 
 
   He looks surprised, “Wha…well...I was worried about you.  After I got your message last night, I tried to call you back, but I kept getting a recording saying the number wasn’t valid.” 
 
   I am totally confused.  “What number did you call?  How did you find me here?” 
 
   “I called Simone this morning to see if she knew anything.  I also called your parents.  Um you should call them, they are slightly worried.”  I give him another dirty look. 
 
   “Don’t get upset with me, I was worried.  I called them back right after I got a hold of Simone.  Just call them soon, okay?!”
 
   “Seriously, Bradley, why didn’t you call me on my new number?  It should have been on your caller ID when I called you last night.  Didn’t you think to check that?”
 
   “No, I don’t have your new number.  It did not show on my cell phone, it only appeared as a blocked call.  Simone wouldn’t give it to me, which by the way, I had to pry your whereabouts out of her.  She is like a steel trap, but she did finally tell me all that has happened.  You know, she really hates me.  What have you told her?”  He gives me this smarmy look. 
 
   I snort, “Just the truth Bradley; isn’t that enough?” 
 
   “Okay, okay.”  He looks down at my knees, “Say, what happened to you?  Your knees are bleeding. Did you trip?”
 
   “No!  I was pushed.”  As the words come out of my mouth, I realize how badly my knees and palms hurt.  Now that I think about it, my neck hurts also.  I must have tweaked it when I fell. 
 
   “Pushed?  By whom?  This beast here?”  He motions to Henry, who is engrossed in sniffing Bradley’s left black loafer.
 
   “No!  I was pushed by a man.  He pushed me from behind, I lost my footing, and fell forward onto my knees.  I am lucky that I had Henry with me.  There is no telling what would have happened if he had not been there to protect me!” 
 
   Bradley looks stressed and there’s something else in his eyes that I can’t put my finger on. 
 
   “My God Dani, what the hell is going on?  Did you get a good look at him?  We should call the police and report this.”  He turns and shuts the mudroom door behind him and reaches into his jacket, pulling out his phone.  
 
   “I did not get a good look at him.  All I saw was someone in black running away, with Henry chasing after him.  The only other thing I saw was a black SUV driving down the hill.  Similar to the one I saw pulling away from my building last night.  I assume  it is the same creepers.”  A nasty violent chill runs down my spine at top speed. 
 
   He looks at me and shakes his head.  “Oh Dani, what kind of mess are you embroiled in?  It’s not like you to have so much drama!”
 
   He moves toward me as I put my hand out to stop him.  “Look Bradley, I promised Harrison that I would not interact with you.  He has one of his men coming here soon to keep an eye on things.  I appreciate that you came to check on me, but I think you should go.”
 
   He steps back and looks at me with his wounded-puppy-dog look.  He has used this look on me for years.  It used to work on me back in the day. Not now, I am immune to his wiles. 
 
   “Wow Dani, I thought you and Mr. Towers were on the outs?  Last I heard he was engaged to that hot chick you showed me in the newspaper.”
 
   My stomach does a flip.  I feel nauseous at the thought of that reality.  Bradley is so insensitive, but of course, he would be --he is my ex-husband.
 
   “You know you are a real fucking jerk, Bradley!  It’s complicated.”  Before I start blabbing too much, I reign in my anger. 
 
   He tilts his head at me and scrunches his nose.  “What is complicated about it?  He is engaged to someone else.  What gives here, Dani, are you to be the ‘other woman’?”  He uses his fingers to make air quotes, which he knows I detest. 
 
   “I resent that, Bradley.  I am not the other woman.  I told you it is complicated, and I am not seeing him.  He is just helping me out.”
 
   “Sure, I get it.”  He winks at me.  “But be careful not to become a hypocrite Dani, apparently it is not an admirable trait.”  He gives me a knowing look.  I had used that line on him many times when we were divorcing.  Now he is throwing it back at me. 
 
   “I am tired of this conversation, and my knees are throbbing with pain.”  I look down and notice that the blood is dry and crusty.  “If you will excuse me, I need to get cleaned up and give the detective a call to report my latest drama as you put it.”
 
   He doesn’t move, but stands there in front of me, with his arms crossed and a smug look parked on his face.  Oh, how I would love to smack that look off his face clear into next week!
 
   I take a side step to move toward the door to open it for him to leave.  He grabs my elbow as I try to pass.
 
   “Be careful, Dani.  I think you are in over your head.  Believe it or not, I do still care about what happens to you, and I would hate for this to escalate.”
 
   I yank my arm away from him.  The menacing look on his face is something I have never seen.  Never.  I am frightened beyond anything else so far.  I wouldn’t have expected this kind of behavior to come from Bradley. 
 
   Calmly, I say,  “Thanks for coming by.  I want you to leave now!”  I stiffly walk the rest of the way to the door, and with shaking scraped up hands, I open the door.  I turn to look at him just in time to see a dark shadow travel across his face.  To mask his anger, he looks down at Henry, who is still sniffing him.  When he looks back at me, his face looks normal and he shrugs his shoulders.  He nonchalantly leans down and kisses the top of my head, as if everything were normal, and then he walks through the doorway.  I am shaking head to toe, and just now when he kissed my head, it sent a negative shock wave down my spine.  I feel nauseous again. 
 
   “Bye, Dani, good luck, I am afraid you will need it.” 
 
   As he heads down the walkway, he began whistling.  Since when does he whistle?
 
   I shut the door and lock it.  I run past the kitchen, down the long hallway to the bathroom.  I barely make it to the toilet, when I proceed to get violently sick. 
 
   

 
   
Chapter 12
 
    
 
   An hour later, I emerge from the bathroom, feeling refreshed.  Actually better than refreshed, I feel like a new woman.  After Bradley left and I got sick, I called the detective, while sitting on the floor of the bathroom.  I leaned against the wall and filled him in on everything, getting him up-to-date.  He asked if I had received any more of those crank calls.  I hadn’t noticed, but once I thought about it,  I had not received any creepy calls since yesterday.  That is one positive thing to be happy about.  After I got off the phone with him, I took a shower and got myself ready for the day. 
 
   I dress myself, once again, in a comfy, deep-pink velour track suit, then I head out to the kitchen.  I pour myself another cup of coffee and pop it into the microwave.  I look over at a sleeping Henry, curled up into a ball in his fluffy bed.  My hero!  Note to self, get that dog a chewy bone; he earned it.
 
   While I wait for my coffee, I get my laptop and set it up on the wooden dining table in the bright kitchen.  Normally, I love my work, but today, I dread my to-do list.  I have the professors’ install coming up quickly, and I have to navigate the finishing touches.  I will need to map out my shopping trip, so I can make the best use of my time.  I only have Thursday to get all the final pieces I need to install in a week. With my plans to be gone this weekend, time is getting short.  I am very thankful for the business, but I am anxious to be done with this project.  The wife has proven to be a bit of an opinionated handful.  I approach my business with the attitude that the client is always right, even if they are wrong.  It is my job to help them make the right decision. This is not always an easy task.  She knows it all and reminds me all the time that she is writing the checks.  At the end of the day, I digress because she is right and I am getting a hefty check when this job is done.  
 
   I get up to retrieve my coffee from the microwave, as it has given me the third reminder chime that time is up.  As I move across the room, I see someone coming up the walkway to the mudroom door.  I freeze, oh no!  Who the hell is here?  I hear a firm knock on the door.  “Henry, Henry, come.”  A sleepy Henry gets up from his cozy bed and reluctantly follows me to the mudroom.  I see through the glass pain that the man on the other side is that gorgeous French guy, Garrin.  I totally forgot he was coming over.  Surprisingly, Henry doesn’t bark, instead he just stands there and wags his tail.
 
   I open the door and give Garrin a bright smile.  “Hi!”
 
   “Bonjour Mademoiselle Austen.”  He wipes his feet on the mat outside the door and advances into the mudroom. 
 
   “Please, call me Danielle.”  May I take your coat?  I reach out my hand.
 
   “Oui Mademoiselle, I mean Danielle.”  He smiles shyly at me, takes off his coat, and hands it to me.  I hang it on the hook by the dog leash.  Henry is nudging Garrin’s hand.  He looks down at the dog and smiles. 
 
   “I see the dog is friendly?”  He pats Henry’s head. 
 
   “Yes, Henry is a lover not a fighter really.  However, this morning he surprised me and became my hero.”  I walk into the kitchen with Garrin following me.
 
   “Oh? Did something happen or is that figurative?”  His accent is so thick I am straining to understand what he is saying.  He gives me a funny look, and I realize I am staring.  I feel my face turning crimson.  How embarrassing.  Gah!
 
   “Yes, well it’s a continuation of the recent occurrences.  I’ll fill you in, would you like something to drink?”
 
   He shakes his head, “No I am good right now, merci.”  I motion for us to sit down, and I proceed to tell him my version of the last 24 hours.  Well, minus Harrison’s visit yesterday.  I blush again thinking about our too-brief sexual interlude.  “So Garrin, how does this bodyguard thing work exactly?  I have never had a need for one, nor do I exactly want one.  Harrison insisted, so here we are.”  I look at him nervously, hoping he understood what I said. 
 
   “Well, I am here today to make sure you are safe.  Tomorrow Monsieur Towers has a team arriving from Montreal.  I will be heading back home for a week to keep track of things there.” 
 
   Once again, his accent has me concentrating hard on deciphering his words.  I hope the guy who comes tomorrow is easier to understand, like Harrison. 
 
   “Well that sounds good, I guess.  So, do you want to watch television or listen to music?  I have work to do.”  I motion to my laptop on the table in the dining area. 
 
   “Oh I have work to do also.  May I use the end of the table to set up?”   
 
   “Of course!  Let me know if you need anything.”
 
   “Merci.”  He follows me to the table with a black case, which I hadn’t noticed until now.  He pulls out his laptop and sits down opposite me at the table. 
 
   I remember that I left my phone in my bedroom.  I head down the hallway, joined by Henry.  He must think I still need a protector.  I smile to myself.  Someday I need to get a Henry.  I enter the room, and Henry plunks down in the hallway just outside my door. 
 
   I grab my phone and see that I have missed calls from Harrison and Simone.  I shut my door and start to call Simone back first, so I can warn her of the hunk sitting at her table.  This way, I can avoid the awkward situation it might pose if she were not forewarned.  
 
   Before I get a chance to call her, my phone starts ringing.  I must remember to change it to vibrate, this ringtone is annoying and ridiculous. 
 
   It’s Harrison!  I quickly answer.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Where have you been?  I’ve tried to reach you three times now!”
 
   “Sorry, it has already been an eventful morning.”
 
   “Oh, and why is that?”
 
   Geeze, he sounds miffed with me. 
 
   “I went for a run with Simone’s dog, Henry.  I was only a few blocks from the house, when someone pushed from behind.”
 
   “What?  Who pushed you?  When did this happen?  What would possess you leave the house after all that has happened?  Haven’t you got any common sense?”
 
   “Harrison, slow down!  I needed some exercise, and I don’t need you chastising me like a child!  How about asking me if I am okay?”
 
   I get silence.
 
   “You are right.  I am sorry.  I should not have jumped on you like that.  Are you hurt?  What happened after you were pushed?  Did you see his face?”
 
   “Whoa, one question at a time.” 
 
   “Alright, just tell me what happened.”
 
   I relay all the details to Harrison.  I want to leave out the part about Bradley, but I knew he will find out about it.  He has his ways, and if I don’t tell him myself, I know he will think that I was hiding something.  An ironic situation, considering that I am not the one with things to hide. 
 
   “I am disturbed enough that someone would attack you in broad daylight and so soon after the break-in last night.  But, I think what I am most puzzled by is the interaction with your ex.  I am becoming increasingly wary of him!”
 
   “You know, I would have to agree with you.  Something seemed off about him today.  He just seems different to me.  I was actually creeped out by him.”
 
   “I don’t like any of this.  I can’t wait to get you relocated to a safer environment, instead of your friend’s house.”
 
   “Harrison, that is not fair to Simone.  This is not her fault and don’t forget that she is being targeted too.  Anyway, won’t the bodyguard alleviate things?”
 
   He sighs.  “Yes you have a point.  Look, I have another meeting to jump into.  I can’t wait to see you tomorrow, Danielle.  I need to feel your lips.”
 
   Gasp.  There go my loins, reacting to him, over the phone even.  I feel myself getting wet at just the thought of him kissing me. 
 
   “Harrison!  What a way to change the subject!  Is it safe for us to see each other?  I am obviously being watched every minute!  How can I meet you without being followed?”
 
   “Let me worry about that.  Just be ready to go tomorrow by 10:00, and I will send a car from Towers Holdings.  Make sure you bring your laptop and a sample book or something like that with you.  If someone is watching, they will see a businesswoman showing up for a meeting. Garrin will stay at the house, until his replacement arrives in the afternoon.”
 
   “Well, it sounds like you have this all planned out.  You must really need my lips.”  I smile to myself, knowing full well that I am egging him on. 
 
   He clears his throat, “Yes and everything below them mon amour.” He breathes, “I’ll see you tomorrow.”  Then he hangs up.  . 
 
   

 
   
Chapter 13
 
    
 
   Oh my!  I feel like I could explode from my pent-up desire.  I think about how his lips feel pressed to mine.  My mind wanders to the last weekend we spent together before he left for Montreal.  Before everything went to hell. 
 
   We took a drive in the country on his hot motorcycle, his sex cycle.  I liked riding piggyback, hanging on to him with my arms wrapped around him, and feeling the power of the machine  vibrating between my legs.  The incredibly hot sex we had in that decrepit old manor house that he owns set the tone for the rest of the weekend.  We spent the remainder of our time together, having sex on every surface and room of his penthouse.  Late that Sunday morning, while Harrison was showering, I decided to venture out to the kitchen to make us some breakfast.  Harrison joined me in the kitchen after his shower in a white robe.  I was heating up a quiche that Philippe had left for us.  Harrison walked over to me and took the knife that I was using to cut up the fruit and laid it down on the counter.  He looked at me with those stormy sex eyes.  I felt my pulse quicken and my loins respond in kind.  He led me by the hand to the formal dining room and glanced back at me with a devilish look in his eyes, accompanied by a playful smirk.  “I think this may be the last room we haven’t deflowered.” 
 
   Licking my lips, “Hmmm, what did you have in mind Mr. Towers?”
 
   He removed the tie from his waist allowing his robe to fall open to reveal his hard, carved body.  I gasped as my eyes traveled downward and saw that he was ready for play.  I never seem to get tired of this; I don’t know how I ever could.  He sauntered over to the brushed metal table and turned to me. With the robe belt in his hand, he commands “come here.”
 
   I walked over to where he was standing, “remove your clothes.”  His eyes sparkled as he watched me remove my white t-shirt, exposing my braless breasts.  My nipples stand at attention from the cool air.  I then slowly removed my black yoga pants and stepped out of them, and kicking them to the side of the table.  I stopped at my pink lace panties and stood up straight.  For some reason, I felt self-conscious, as he looked me up and down with that smirk parked on his face.  He shook his head at me and looked down at my crotch.  “Everything”.  I felt my face heating up with a crimson blush.  He was watching every move I made.  I hooked my fingers under the waistband of my panties and inched them down, while exaggerating the wiggling of my hips.  When they finally drop to the floor, I hear a gasp escape his lips.  I looked at him and saw the desire written all over his face.  I didn’t  need to look any further; that was all my body needed. I felt my body preparing for his. 
 
   “Now, I want you to touch yourself.”
 
   Oh!  In broad daylight and without liquid encouragement? 
 
   I looked at him and waited. 
 
   “Pleasure yourself, Danielle.”  His eyes were boring right into me, and I felt another release of desire in my loins.  
 
   I realized there was no reason to hesitate.  I don’t know why I was feeling so shy right then.  I reached my right hand down to my clit, while I took my left hand and gently rub my erect left nipple between my fingers.  It felt awkward at first, standing in that dining room, surrounded by windows, touching myself.  But, when I allowed myself to put away my inhibitions and take in the scene, I was beyond aroused.  The scene was erotic and that man turned me on more than I could imagine any man ever could.  I wanted to make him crawl out of his skin with desire.  I started rubbing my clit a little more, and I closed my eyes so I could concentrate on how my hands felt. I heard Harrison’s breathing increase.  I opened my eyes and he was chewing his lip, while watching me touch my body.  I ran my left hand down my tummy to meet up with my right hand, and I used both hands to further please my clit.  I started licking my lips, as I felt my own breathing increase. 
 
   I felt warm and tingly all over.  Harrison moved closer to me and began to kiss my neck, right behind my ear.  He sucked on my ear lobe and worked his way up and down my neck, over my collarbone, down to my breasts.  He flicked at them with his skilled tongue.  Sucking and gently nibbling at my tender nipples.  He moved back up to my mouth, his tongue seeking mine.  I kissed him back with a ferocity matched by his own desire.  My hands continued to please my clit. Suddenly,  he pushed my hands away, put his hands on my hips, and gently hoisted me up onto the hard, metal table.  I shimmied my hips back onto the hard, cold, slab of steel, sending chills up my spine.  He took my hands and raised them above my head, proceeding to tie my hands with the belt from his robe.  He urged my body to lay back on the steel slab, sending more cold shock waves through my body.  He grabbed my legs and pulled them back, so my bottom was even with the edge of the table.  He took my feet and spread my legs wide open. He bent down and started his assault on my “P” with his tongue.  At first, he simply lapped at the tender folds and used his finger to stimulate my clit.  He took my clit into his teeth and firmly sucked, while flicking  the tip with his tongue.  
 
   With my hands tied above my head, I couldn’t touch him.  I could only lay back and enjoy.  I felt my hips moving to the rhythm of his tongue, darting in and out of my wet “P”. A succession of moans escaped my lips, as he increased his pace.  I felt my insides bunching up and preparing for the big release, when he abruptly stops.  He stood up and shrugged off his robe, allowing it to fall to the ground.  His eyes hooded with carnal desire, he licked his lips and expertly plunged his cock into my waiting “P”.  He didn’t hesitate; he immediately started moving his throbbing cock in and out of me at an increasingly rapid pace.  I gasped for air.  It felt so damned good.  I almost felt as if I was having an out-of-body experience, as I heard my own screams of pleasure piercing the quiet room.  I heard Harrison clear his throat, “Look at me. Danielle, look at me.”  That was all I needed to hear, I raised my head up to see Harrison eyes transfixed on my face. We lock eyes.  My loins tighten up and then I felt the ripples of my orgasm rolling in, one after the other.  His cock spilled his seed up into my “P”, as the aftershocks continued.  The metal under my body was on fire, and my body felt singed.  Harrison removed his cock from my “P” and I felt empty, not whole.  I felt so complete when he was inside me.  He helped me up into a sitting position and untied my hands.  He leaned in to kiss me tenderly. 
 
   I hear music. 
 
   My ringing phone brings me back to reality.   
 
   Laying back in the plush pillows on my bed, with my hand on my crotch, I realize I just gave myself an orgasm.  I like that I can feel this way by remembering a sex fest with Harrison.  At least it was not a daydream. 
 
   I pick up the phone and see that I missed another call from Simone.  Shit!  I need to call her back. Suddenly, I remember that Garrin is still out in the other room.  How long was I in here sex dreaming?
 
   I dial Simone.
 
   “Hey girl!  Where the hell have you been?  I’ve been trying to call you!”
 
   “Yeah, well I have had a hectic morning already, and I have already told this story three times today.”
 
   “What now lady?  Has something else happened?  Oh hang on, did Bradley come by?  Is that the hectic morning?”
 
   “Well, that only contributed. Why did you tell him to come by?”
 
   “Hang on!  She hollers, “I did not tell him; he said he was going to check in on you and that I could not stop him.  I tried to call you, but I only got your voicemail.  It didn’t even ring.”
 
   “Ugh, this phone is proving to be a total pain.  Bradley said my name does not show on his caller ID either.”
 
   “That’s weird, I thought he said he already had your number.”
 
   I scoff, “Well he told me he does not have it and that  you would not give it to him.”
 
   She laughs, “Um, well, that is correct.  I sure as hell was not giving him your number.  I figure if you want him to have it, you can give it to him yourself.  Anyway, what happened this morning, aside from a visit from your ex?”
 
   “Oh, well, just the usual attack while I was jogging,” I say sarcastically.
 
   “What the fuck??”
 
   I relent and go into the details of my attack, for the fourth time today.  I describe everything from the time I awoke, through my conversation with Harrison.
 
   “Geeze, Dani.  This is really a lot to take in.”
 
   “I know, and I feel really bad that you are now in the middle of it.  I never meant for you to be involved.”
 
   I hear her inhaling and exhaling.  She employs relaxation techniques when she is stressed.  I feel worse knowing this is affecting her so much.
 
   “So, I am in deep now I suspect.  I’m gonna level with you, I want to have a killer weekend in Palm Springs.  You need to fill me in as to why you are in communication with Mr. Money Bags and why he has sent a bodyguard to my house on his dime.  There’s obviously a shitload of stuff you haven’t told me.  I don’t want all of this to overshadow our fun in the sun!”
 
   “I agree, Clarke.  I will fill you in tonight.  I promise.  But, I gotta get going.  I still have work to wrap up before you get home.” 
 
   “Ok and hey, I am excited to meet this hot French guy who is there to protect us!”  She makes a purring sound.
 
   “Pfft. Clarke you are insufferable!  See you around five then?”
 
   “Yeah, depending on traffic. Ta-ta.”
 
   “Oh yes, tootles!”  I giggle at how ridiculous we must sound. 
 
   I remember that I need to send my parents a quick text, since stupid Bradley got them all riled up. 
 
   1:48 PM
 
   Me
 
   Hey! I heard Bradley got you all upset. Everything is fine. I will call soon! 
 
    
 
   1:48 PM
 
   Mom Cell
 
   Oh baby! I am glad you are ok. Bradley did get us upset but he called back once he talked to Simone. Figured you would contact us. What is going on?
 
    
 
   1:49 PM
 
   Me
 
   All is good. I am heading to Palm Springs this weekend with Simone. Will call you Sunday or Monday. How is dad?
 
    
 
   1:49 PM
 
   Mom Cell
 
   Daddy is good. He brought in a new artist who makes metal sculptures. He thought you should see it, you might be able to use in one of your projects.
 
    
 
   1:50 PM
 
   Me
 
   Sounds good Mom. I will try to come down soon. Lots to catch up on, call you after the weekend.
 
    
 
   1:50 PM
 
   Mom Cell
 
   Okay, have a great trip and stay out of trouble. I love you!
 
    
 
   1:51 PM
 
   Me
 
   I love you too Mom and tell Dad hi for me!
 
   

 
   
Chapter 14
 
    
 
   I finally head out to the dining room to get some work done.  Henry jumps up from his post and follows me.  I walk out to see that Garrin is still where I left him, and all seems to be in order. 
 
   I smile at him as he looks up, “Can I get you anything? Coffee, water, soda?”
 
   “Oui, I would like some water s'il vous plait?”
 
   “Of course!”
 
   I set about getting us both glasses of water and he thanks me in French, when I set his glass next to him.  I take my seat at the other end of the table and finish planning the professor’s install. 
 
   I stretch in my seat and glance at the clock in the corner of my computer screen.  It is 5:10 pm, and Simone should be back shortly.  It has not occurred to me how we are going to proceed with our evening, with Garrin hanging around. 
 
   I look up at him, and he seems engrossed in what he is looking at on his screen.  I decide to not disturb him, and get up to take Henry out to the yard.  Seeing me move, Henry scrambles to attention, looking at me with anticipation.  “Do you need to go to potty Henry?”
 
   He wags his tail.  I guess, I will take that as a yes.
 
   I repeat the question, more for Garrin’s benefit, than for the dog.  This way, he knows what I am doing, without having to get into a dialogue about my opening the door.  I let Henry out, by way of the mudroom door, and wait inside for him to return.  I flip on the light in the room, and something on the floor catches my eye.  I lean down to inspect the object, picking it up carelessly.  I start to turn it over in my hand, but Henry interrupts me by scratching at the door.  I stick the small object into my jacket pocket and let the dog in.  I wipe his feet, and we go back into the kitchen.  I walk around the dining table, passing Garrin, and glance at his computer screen.  He isn’t doing work at all --he’s playing solitaire!  Hmm. 
 
   I see lights cross the room and come to a stop, shining into the living room windows.  Henry starts wagging his tail.  His momma must be home. 
 
   I turn to see Garrin shut his laptop and rise from his chair.  He walks over to me, with a raised brow.  “It’s okay, Simone is home.”
 
   He nods.
 
   I walk over to open the door, as Henry barges past me to greet Simone on the walkway.  “Hello buddy!  How’s my main man?  That’s a good boy!”  She pats his head with her free hand and passes through the doorway to the entryway, where Garrin is standing.  He looks at Simone, with a faint smile on his lips and his hands at his side.”
 
   Simone stops for a minute, with her mouth hanging open.  I nudge her with my elbow, and she takes a step forward, just enough for me to shut and lock the front door. 
 
   “Um, Simone?”
 
   I laugh. “Simone, this is Garrin Leone; he is the security I was telling you about.”  I turn my eyes to Garrin. 
 
   He is looking at Simone, matching her gaze.  I feel the electricity raging between them, and I almost feel as if I am intruding.  Sheesh.
 
   “Garrin, this is Simone Clarke.”
 
   At least Garrin had the ability to move.  He advances forward, with his hand outreached and grabs Simone’s hand to shake it.  She responds by giving him the stupidest smile I have ever seen on her face.  Oh, if only she could see how ridiculous she looks.
 
   “Pleased to meet you, Miss Clarke.”  Garrin says, before dropping Simone’s noodle-like hand.  He takes a step back, still watching her carefully.  
 
   After another second, Simone finally pulls her hand back, but her face is as red as her hair.  The usual confident Simone seems to have been replaced by a flustered Simone.  I haven’t seen this girl since high school.  I find this immensely amusing and intriguing. 
 
   “Well,  it’s nice to meet you too, Mr. Leone, but please call me Simone.”  She bats her eyelashes.  Oh, how soupy can she get?
 
   He smiles, “Well, in that case, call me Garrin, s'il vous plait.”
 
   She giggles, “Oh oui!” 
 
   Okay, I have had enough of this.  I turn to Simone, “Where do you want to have dinner?  I am starving.  I have not eaten a thing today, and the coffee I drank has burned a hole through my insides.”
 
   She perks up even more, “Oh anything sounds good to me.  Garrin, what are you hungry for?”
 
   He looks startled.  “Oh no, I won’t be eating with you.  I will wait outside while you eat.”
 
   “Oh no, we won’t hear of it.  You will be joining us, and that is that.  So, what sounds good?”
 
   I sigh, so much for our girl time.  At least, we will have an entire weekend of it.  “How about that bistro down the street?  It has a little bit of everything on the menu, and it’s close?”
 
   Simone does a little excited jump. “Perfect! I’ll get changed.”  Then, she looks me up and down.  “I suggest you do the same thing!”  She grabs me by the arm, and says to Garrin, “If you will excuse us.”
 
   He smiles and nods.
 
   Once out of his earshot, Simone stops and grabs me by both arms and faces me square on.  “Please tell me he is available!  He is so damned gorgeous, and did you smell him?  Divine!”
 
   “I have no idea, Clarke!”
 
   “Well, we need to find out!’
 
   Shaking my head, “Oh no, we don’t need to find out.  I am not getting in the middle of this nonsense.  I’ve got my own crazy to deal with, remember?” 
 
   “You owe me, Danners!”
 
   “Oh, that is a low blow!  You know I am an innocent pawn in all this.”
 
   “No actually, I don’t know.  You haven’t told me what is going on, so as far as I can tell, you owe me something.  And I want Garrin as my payment.”
 
   “Wow you are like a cat in heat, Clarke.”
 
   She looks at me smugly, “That’s right.  Meow.” 
 
   She turns on her heel and heads to the upstairs master suite.  I head to the back bedroom where I am staying.  I look through the closet for something simple to wear.  I don’t feel like dressing up.  I decide on a pair of plain skinny jeans, a white button up shirt with a turquoise chunky necklace, and a pair of chocolate-brown riding boots.  There is a bit of a nip in the air, so I grab my chocolate-brown, furry zip up vest.  I put on a dab of lip gloss, and shake out my hair.  As I am admiring my outfit, I hear my phone buzz on the night stand.  I pick it up and check the screen, to see who is calling. 
 
   My blood turns cold.  It says unknown caller.
 
   I take out my notepad and write down the date and time of the call.  I feel slightly silly, reacting like this.  It is probably a telemarketer, like the detective said.  However, I must exercise some due diligence and write down all the calls.  It is easier than having Simone and the detective get after me later.
 
   Simone’s laughter is infectious and puts a smile on my face, as I walk down the hall to join them.  She is standing in the entryway, leaning into him with her left hand resting on his upper arm. 
 
   “Well, shall we?”  They both look startled, and I’m amused at how Garrin changes his posture.  He straightens up at the sight of me, and the laughter is replaced by a very serious face.  It is then that I realize that Garrin puts on a stiff and official exterior for my benefit.  I wonder if, under all that professionalism, is a guy who likes to have fun?  I am sure that given the chance, Simone would like to find out.  By the look on her face, I can tell that she is already smitten. 
 
   We follow Garrin out the front door and Simone sets the alarm and locks the deadbolt.  Garrin insists he drive us to the restaurant, so I climb into the backseat of the white sedan.  Simone looks from me to Garrin, as he holds the rear door open for her.  She reluctantly scoots into the seat next to me.  Garrin shuts the door and then hops in the driver seat. She looks at me with bright, excited eyes.  Wow, she is really into this guy, and she only just met him.  I wonder how long it will take for her to run her course with this one. 
 
   From the backseat, Simone directs Garrin to the restaurant, which is only a few blocks away from her place.  We pull into a packed parking lot.  “Oh shoot, Clarke, looks like there will be a wait, and on a Tuesday night, wow!” 
 
   She gives me a smug smile and holds up her phone.  “No, I thought ahead and made reservations for us.  On Tuesday, they have a live jazz trio; that’s why it's crowded.” 
 
   “Oh, wow, look at you on top of things.”
 
   She looks toward the front seat, “Well, I’d like to be,” she said, with a twinkle in her eye. 
 
   “Naughty girl,” I say in hushed tone, so Garrin can’t hear me. 
 
   Garrin gets out of the car and holds the left passenger door open for us.  We can hear the soft jazz floating out to us in the parking lot. 
 
   Once inside and seated, I take a minute to survey the room.  The place is very rustic, with rough-hewn floors, simple, mismatched, wooden tables and chairs, and dim overhead lighting.  The walls are covered with a variety of mirrors, in different shapes, sizes, and frames.  I love the different mirrors because of the way they reflect light.   The old mirrors seem have more depth, as though they have the ability to reflect what’s inside the soul of a person into the room. 
 
   Once I approve the décor of the space, I take a moment to notice the people.  It seems to be almost all couples.  It is very intimate in here, and as Garrin and Simone engage in conversation, I feel even more like the third wheel.  If only Harrison were here to enjoy this with me.  Our waitress comes over to greet us and takes our drink order.  We order a bottle of cabernet and an appetizer of polenta with sausage.  Simone insists on it.
 
   While the two of them continue their flirtation, I allow myself to become absorbed in the music.  Tonight features a jazz trio that consists of trumpet, guitar and a portable piano.  So far, nobody is singing.  The soothing music fills the corners of this quaint room.  I imagine myself somewhere in France, or maybe, Montreal, at an outdoor bistro with the hustle and bustle of people rushing by… holding Harrison’s hand across the little metal table. 
 
   Suddenly,  a sharp jab in my rib pulls me back to reality. Surprised, I open my eyes to see three sets of eyes staring at me.  The waitress repeats herself, “Ma’am, do you know what you would like to order?”  
 
   “Oh, yeah, sorry.  I would like the daily fish in parchment paper with a side salad no dressing.”  I smile at the server and hand her back my menu.  I look at Simone, and she is giving me a look of disgust. “What?”
 
   “How boring! Fish in parchment paper and a salad?  Where is your sense of adventure?  You had better break out of that shell this weekend, or so help me, I’ll have to twist the fun right out of you!”
 
   “Wow, I didn’t realize I was so boring.”  I say this as I rub my sore, scraped-up palms together.  “I find my life anything but boring lately, and frankly, I think I would take dull over this kind of excitement.” 
 
   “You know what I mean, Dani.  I am not referring to you being stalked, I mean living life.  You were so held back by your ex, and now here you are, cowering in my house, hiding from who knows what kind of threat.  This weekend you are going to enjoy yourself, that I promise!”
 
   I tilt my head and look at her.  “I am having fun right this moment listening to the music and enjoying the two of you jabbering on.”
 
   She sighs, “Oh Dani, I just don’t get you.”  The server arrives with our polenta and sausage, which then commands Simone’s full attention, thus she forgets all about lecturing me   --for the time being. 
 
   The remainder of the meal is enjoyable.  I have fun watching the various cozy couples sitting in the corners of the little bistro.  The conversation is light and airy, just what I needed.  When it came time to pay, Simone and I reached for our wallets, but Garrin put a stop to it.  “No, I am under strict orders to use my expense account, so dinner is on Harrison Towers.”
 
   “Oh geeze, I would have ordered a bottle of their best champagne or something, if I knew money bags was footing the bill.  Is it too late to get something to go?”  Simone says, while laughing.  I give her a stern look, and she retreats into her seat. 
 
   I feel funny about this, but I am old enough to know that if a man wants to pay, whether he is present or not, it is futile to argue.  Besides, it is a thrill for Simone.  I shrug, “Well I will have to thank Mr. Towers tomorrow, when I see him at the new office space.”  Simone quickly whips her head in my direction to throw me a frown. 
 
   I return her frown, “What was that for?”
 
   “Surely, you aren’t really going through with decorating for that scoundrel?  After all he has put you through?”  Shaking her head at me, and apparently not caring what she says in front of Garrin.
 
   “We need to talk still, there is a lot I haven’t had a chance to tell you about.  So, until we do get to talk, would you please refrain from judging me or Harrison?”
 
   Now she is looking at me with her mouth gaping open. 
 
   “I know from your perspective it must look really bad.  Just wait.”
 
   She gives me a look that tells me she is skeptical.
 
   Our waitress returns with the receipt, and we all get up to leave.  I reach over to grab my handbag off the floor, and I suddenly have an eerie sense that someone was watching us.  I quickly scan the room and don’t see anyone suspicious, or even anyone looking at us, for that matter.  My nerves are getting the better of me, I decide.
 
   

 
   
Chapter 15
 
    
 
   Back at Simone’s, Garrin seems to be more at ease.  I laugh to myself; obviously, Simone’s attention has helped him relax.  He excuses himself to take a call, and I hear him in the mudroom, speaking in French.  I turn to look at Simone as Garrin’s voice raises and he exits the house, through the mudroom door.  She shrugs her shoulders.  She turns her attention back to her Smartphone.  All I can hear now is his muffled voice.  I turn my attention to Henry, who is looking at me expectantly.  “What? Am I your go-to for potty breaks now?”
 
   I get up from the sofa to let Henry out the front door.  I shut the door and look over at Simone,  who is staring at me intently. 
 
   I frown, “What now?”
 
   She cocks her head to the left, “I keep hearing Garrin say your name, but I can’t make anything else out.”  She holds her finger up to her lips, so as to tell me to be quiet.
 
   I am standing in the middle of the room, waiting for Henry to come back to the front door, and I’m straining to hear what Garrin is saying.  “How can you hear him? You have radar ears or what?”
 
   “Shhhhh!”
 
   I stick my tongue out at her and head over to the door. Just as I hear Garrin coming in the mudroom, I open the door to an exuberant Henry.  I have clearly won this dog over.  I give him a squeeze and shut and lock the door.
 
   Turning to Simone as Garrin enters the room, “Shall we postpone our pow-wow for tomorrow?” She looks from me to Garrin and says, “Do you mind?”
 
   I laugh, “Of course not. I need a good sleep after this morning anyway.  Let’s chat while we pack tomorrow night.” 
 
   I turn to Garrin, “Thanks for everything, see you in the morning, then?”
 
   “Oui, goodnight Miss Austen, uh Danielle.”
 
   I smile and bid them both goodnight.  As I head down the hallway, I hear Henry scrambling to his feet behind me, then I hear his nails clicking on the hardwood floor, following me to my room.  I change into a pair of pink sweats and a black, long-sleeved thermal shirt.  I slip on a pair of fuzzy socks and head to the bathroom.  As I cross the hall, I hear Clarke giggling in the other room.  Oh, poor Garrin has no idea what he is getting into!  I laugh to myself as I finish my bedtime rituals of washing my face and brushing my teeth. 
 
   Once in bed, with Henry at his post outside my door, I finally settle in to get a good night’s sleep.  I reach over to set the alarm on my phone, and I notice  a text from Harrison.  I feel my stomach flip-flop, and a rush of excitement takes me over.  I open the text message as fast as I can.
 
   9:48 PM
 
   Harrison Towers
 
   Goodnight Danielle. Glad you had a nice evening. See you tomorrow. Wear something enticing for me. I miss you.
 
   Gasp.  Wear something enticing?  Guess I will need to enlist Simone for help with that.   I miss you!  That is like music to my ears.  I am guessing it was Harrison on the other end of the line, when Garrin was speaking  in French tonight.  
 
   10:02 PM
 
   Me
 
   Thank you for tonight. I miss you too. Maybe you should wear something enticing for ME! XOXO
 
   I giggle while I hit the send button. 
 
   I turn out the light and wait for my phone to light up with a response from Harrison.
 
   10:04 PM
 
   Harrison Towers
 
   Interesting but I think we’ll stick with you enticing me. Hugs and kisses huh?
 
   What does he mean by “hugs and kisses huh?”  I lay in the dark, staring at the phone, when it finally occurred to me he is referring to the XOXO with which I ended my text.  I wonder if he thinks it was an immature gesture?  
 
   10:06 PM
 
   Me
 
   Yes hugs and kisses! Goodnight see you in the AM! XOXO!!
 
   There, I hope he gets that I am being playful, and it’s not an age difference thing.  I forget sometimes that there is almost a fifteen-year age difference between us.  I never knew I would find an older man so appealing.  He is always so capable and in control of things, and the sex is mind blowing.  I think older men have the advantage over younger men.  They have experience on their side,  know how to finesse a woman’s body, and are less concerned for their own pleasure.  I think an older man also knows that if he is doing his job well, and the woman is pleasured, his own needs are satisfied as well. 
 
   10:07 PM
 
   Harrison Towers
 
   XOXO!!! 
 
   I hug myself with excitement.  This is fun.  I just wish everything else would just go away, so we can be together.  I wish the little moments like this weren’t all we have.  For now.  It is.  I put the phone back on the night stand and snuggle in to sleep, hoping to dream of Harrison and all that could be.
 
   I am awoken by my buzzing cell phone.  At first, I think it is my alarm, but I realize it’s an incoming call.  I look at caller ID, and it is that damn unknown caller again.  I think for one second that I might answer the call, but then decide against it.  What a lousy way to start my day.  I let my sleepy eyes adjust for a minute and see that it is 6:10 AM.  I might as well get up and try again for a run.  I wonder if that is going to be possible with my scraped up knees.  I put ice packs on my knees yesterday afternoon while I sat at the dining table working.  It seemed to help a little, but I probably should have iced them again last night before bed. 
 
   I move to stretch and notice, out of the corner of my eye, a sleepy Henry giving me an apprehensive look.  It is probably too early for him.  I climb out of bed and bend over to stretch my legs.  Ouch, they are still sore, but I think I will manage.  I continue to do more stretching, while Henry fights to keep his eyes open.  At some point during the night, he must have nudged his way through the door, as he is now fully in my room. He spent the night sleeping on the round area rug near my bed. 
 
   I get dressed in my violet running pants and a tank and jacket that match and head across the hall. In the bathroom,  I quickly splash cold water on my face and brush my teeth.  With my phone and ear buds in my pocket, Henry and I head out to the main room.  I don’t see Garrin anywhere.  My hand quickly travels to my gaping mouth.  I wonder if he slept with Simone last night??  I peer out the front window and see his car is still parked out front.  Yep, he is still here.  Maybe, he slept in the other spare room.  Hmm.  It’s none of my business anyway, so I go into the kitchen and pull out a piece of scrap paper from the overflowing junk drawer.  I write them a quick note, grab the house key off the counter, turn off the alarm at the key pad, and head out to the mudroom.  Henry is now alert and at my heels.  “Want to try this again?”  He wags his tail.  I grab his leash and put it on him.  We head outside to the crisp and seriously cool Fall morning.  I lock the door and turn on the music, heading down the path.  I pause for a moment to see if anything seems out of place.  Or, if there are any black SUV’s lurking about.  I notice nothing.  I turn down the volume, just in case.
 
   I decide to head down the hill, instead of uphill this morning.  With Henry by my side, we run down the tree-lined sidewalk, past other cute bungalow-style homes.  I take notice of the chalk-covered sidewalks outside of homes with tricycles and bikes piled up by the detached garages.  I see two cars in the driveway and a basketball hoop.  I wonder to myself if this really the ideal and is it something I want someday?  Is this something I could ever have with Harrison, or am I fooling myself?  I laugh inside at myself.  Yes.  That is actually the reality.  I am fooling myself, if I think there could actually be this type of future with Harrison.  I have to decide whether I just want to have fun and enjoy what I do have with him now, or if I want to dwell on what I won’t have with him in the future.  Deep in my thoughts, I don’t  notice that I have run down the hill, toward the waterfront developments.  I stop and look ahead in the distance at The Towers.  Harrison’s Towers.  The way the sun is rising, the light is reflecting off the other buildings and back onto Harrison’s Penthouse, the glass looks shattered.  A bitter taste develops in my mouth.  A reminder of how I felt just 48 hours ago.  Shattered, broken into pieces.  My stomach starts churning from the thought.  I remind myself that things are not as dire as my negative internal voice keeps trying to make them seem.  I turn back the way I came and cross the busy street to head back up into the hills.  I didn’t realize how far I had ran, until I got back to the house.  Henry is practically frothing at the mouth.  I let him into the mudroom and immediately make sure his water bowl is full.  I lock the door and look at the app on my phone that records steps, miles, and other useless things.  I had gone a total of just over 6 miles. No wonder, I am so winded.  
 
   Wow, I had not noticed how close the Towers were to this neighborhood.  Harrison is in those Towers.  I get to see Harrison this morning.  The very thought sends a warming sensation starting in my stomach and radiating through my loins.  Down girl! I think to myself. 
 
   After I make some coffee and scrounged up a yogurt in the fridge, I head down the hallway to start operation beautification.  I am pretty sure that the way I look right now would not qualify as enticing in Harrison’s world.  Henry appears to be opting for his cozy bed after his long run. 
 
   I grab my robe, pink lace panties and bra, then head across the hall to the bathroom.  I turn the handle and open the door.  To my shock, standing there in all of his naked glory is Garrin.  “Oh I’m so sorry!  The door was unlocked and I didn’t hear you in here!”  I quickly slam the door behind me.  I scurry back across the hall to my room.  I have no idea if he said anything when I opened the door or what expression he had on his face. I feel ashamed because all I could focus on was the incredible body Garrin has.  Wow, if Harrison didn’t have my heart, I could certainly be distracted by that gorgeous specimen.  Shit!  Now I am sounding like a cat in heat, like Simone.  I feel my face is on fire!
 
   I lay on my bed and wait for the bathroom to be free.  I think about seeing Harrison in a couple hours.  He never did say if anyone else would be in the final meeting.  Gasp!  I wonder if Marion will be there.  I really hope not.  I am certainly not ready to face her.  How can I put on that kind of act?  As if nothing has happened or pretend that I don’t know anything about her treachery.  I hear a faint knock at my door.  I unwind the hair off my finger as I slowly open the door and peer out at a smiling Garrin.  I fully open the door,  “I am so sorry Garrin.”
 
   He is still smiling, “Do not worry.  It was an accident.  The bathroom is free now.”
 
   “Thanks, Garrin.”  I have noticed a huge change in him over the last day.  He is usually very reserved and rarely smiles at me.  Gee, I wonder what has inspired the change.
 
   I follow him out to the hallway, and he continues toward the kitchen, while I barricade myself in the bathroom.  I am so embarrassed, but have to admit that I enjoyed the peep show. 
 
   After I finish getting ready in the bathroom, I head back to my room to figure out what to wear to entice my mogul.  Simone seems to be getting her beauty sleep, so I think I might just be on my own this morning.  I finally select a dark, charcoal-gray, high-waist pencil skirt with an emerald-green silk, button-up blouse with a low v-neckline.  I bought this outfit when Simone and I updated my wardrobe a few weeks ago.  I tuck the blouse into my skirt and put on the chain and pearl belt that I wore the first time we had sex in his penthouse in Portland.  I feel my face flush, as I remember that when he undressed me, he left my chain belt on.  I put on my black sling-back peep-toe stilettos.  It’s a simple look, but I hope enticing.  I stand away from the mirror, examining my reflection.  I like how the skirt hugs my slight curves and the blouse is soft and feminine, but alluring.  Yes, I think Mr. Towers will approve.
 
   I hear a bubbling voice coming from the main room and decide that Simone is up.  Good, I can get her opinion after all.   I grab my briefcase, purse, and a lightweight black swing jacket.  I head out to join them in the kitchen, after I deposit my things in the entry. 
 
   “Oh hello hottie!” Simone squeaks, “Where are you headed off to this fine morning?”  She is positively beaming.  I wonder what sparked her perkiness this morning.  I walk to the counter, grab my cup, and put it in the microwave to warm. I turn back to face her and see the googly eyes that she is giving Garrin.  Ah, there we go, duh!!  I should have known.  I can’t believe how slow on the uptake I can be sometimes. 
 
   “Does this look okay?  I am meeting with Harrison at the new office space.  Remember, I am decorating after they relocate.”
 
   She eyes me up and down, “Yeah, that works. It’s sexy, yet sophisticated.  I am proud of you; my girl is getting fashionable!  There is hope for you yet.”
 
   “Is that supposed to help with my confidence, cause trust me, it’s not really working.”  I snap at her.  I grab my coffee out of the microwave that beeps incessantly, if you don’t open it right away. 
 
   “No need to be snarky.  You look great!  Anyway, I’d still like to know why you are being so forgiving.  It is beyond me why you would give that guy an inch.”  She holds up her hand before I interrupt.  “I know, I know, you have an explanation.  Tonight, you will tell me all, then I will decide if he is a complete louse or not.”
 
   I let out a big sigh.  “I think it’s too early in the morning for all of this.”  I glance at the clock on the microwave.  I have ten minutes before the car should arrive to take me downtown. 
 
   “I gotta run out to my car.  Can I get your key to the garage?”
 
   “Sure, it’s in my handbag, on my key ring.  It’s the square-headed key.”
 
   “Thanks,”  I say over my shoulder.  I slip on my jacket and fish around in her bag for her keys.  With keys in hand, I walk back through the kitchen to exit through the mudroom.  I open the back door, and on the doormat is a single red carnation. “Garrin, Garrin!” I yell. 
 
   Garrin, Simone and Henry come running to the mudroom, and all stop to look at where I am pointing.  Simone gasps.  Garrin steps closer to examine the flower.  “Don’t touch anything I want to get a picture of this.” 
 
   Simone and I just look at each other and nod.  Henry comes closer to sniff at the flower, turns away, and heads over to his empty food bowl.  “You okay, Dani?”
 
   I take a deep breath and exhale.  I look at her again with tears brimming my eyes.  “I am just sick of this, Clarke.  We are not safe here, and I just feel awful that you have been brought into this.  I’m sorry, Clarke.”
 
   She walks over to me, and takes me in her fuzzy-robe clad arms.  “Oh honey, don’t give it another thought.  I am not worried about me, and you shouldn’t be either. It’s clearly some unstable freak.  I know that someone will eventually get to the bottom of this!  I mean, think about this, it’s pretty harmless stuff.  It could be a lot worse, so let’s just hang onto that for now.”  She releases me from her bear hug.  I feel tears trickling down my face.  Crap! Now, I have to touch up my makeup before I see Harrison.
 
   Garrin finishes taking pictures with his Smartphone then escorts me out to the detached garage.  I retrieve some swatch books out of my car, as per Harrison’s instructions.  I alarm my car, lock the garage, and go back into the house.
 
   Garrin turns to me, ”Danielle, I must scold you for leaving the house this morning without me.  Mr. Towers will be very unhappy.  Now even more so once he hears about the flower.” 
 
   I sigh and know he is right.  Harrison is going to be furious.  I just needed that time to myself.  “I know, Garrin, I’m sorry.  I did have Henry with me, though.  He was a great protector yesterday.  He chased the guy right off.”
 
   Garrin appears to think about what I said, but then he shakes his head.  “These people, whoever they are, want to scare you.  But, how far will they go?  We don’t want to know the answer to that.”
 
   I feel a chill run down my body.  If I stop to think about it, he is right.  And, if Harrison’s gut instinct says that Marion will stop at nothing short of Adelaide’s fate, then I should be more cautious than I already am.  I just hate this paranoid feeling to which  I am starting to become accustomed. 
 
   I come back into the kitchen in time to see Simone throwing the stinky carnation into the garbage.  Right!  Good riddance! 
 
   She turns to me and in a forced laugh, she says, “I mean what cheapskates, they could at least leave a rose instead of these nasty weeds!”
 
   Though I am not in the mood, that makes me laugh. 
 
   I walk over to Simone and give her a brief hug. “You really are the best; you know that, right?”
 
   She nods, “Yeah, I am pretty great aren’t I?”
 
   I nudge her with my elbow just as I hear a car pull up out front.  Henry perks up and slips into guard-dog mode. 
 
   Garrin peers out the window and turns to me,  “Its Towers Holdings driver, Jeff.  Let me walk you out.”
 
   I turn to Simone as I am picking up my items, “Enjoy your morning. I should be back in a few hours.  What is your schedule for the rest of the day?”
 
   “I have a new starlet, whom I am dressing for a red carpet event in LA in 3 weeks, so I am working to get that all set up today.  I’m going to work from home instead of the studio.”  She wiggles her eyebrows at me. 
 
   I roll my eyes at her.  She can be such a hooch sometimes!  “Okay, see you later then.  Are we packing tonight or tomorrow night?”
 
   “I think that all depends on where the day takes me.”  Once again, using her eyebrows to give me the smoke signal.  “Ok, whatever, just let me know later.”  I dash out the door, feeling bad for having Jeff and Garrin waiting on me.
 
   

 
   
Chapter 16
 
    
 
   Once inside the car, Garrin leans in, “I will be heading up to Montreal tonight on a redeye flight, so my replacement, Albert Fontaine, will be here with you the rest of the week.”
 
   “Okay, sounds good, Garrin, and thank you for everything!”
 
   “My pleasure.” He shuts my door and turns to head back into the house.  Yeah I’ll say his pleasure.  Especially once Simone is done with him.
 
   I turn my attention back to, Jeff, the driver. “Good morning Jeff.  How have you been?”
 
   “I have been well, Miss Austen.  Thank you.”
 
   I smile, more to myself than for Jeff.  Despite everything, I can’t wait to see Harrison.  I can’t wait to smell him.  I hope we will have a moment in which I can feel his lips on mine.  I am praying that bitch Marion is not there. 
 
   Within a few short minutes, we pull up in front of the Rogue building.  Jeff comes around to my side and opens the door.  As I am stepping out of the car, I notice a movement out of the corner of my eye.  I turn to the direction of the movement. and my breath stops in my throat. An audible gasp escapes my lips. 
 
   There is Harrison, looking freaking amazing.  He is wearing a modern fitted jacket with matching pants in a charcoal grey with white pinstripe.  Under the jacket, he has on a crisp, white shirt, open a the collar, with no tie.  His Italian shoes, are properly shined, and his shirt is neatly tucked in, revealing a YSL belt buckle. 
 
   Looking up, my eyes lock with the most vibrant crystal blues eyes I have ever seen.  I take in a deep breath.  I had forgotten just how limpid his eyes are.  Harrison reaches his hand out to help me as I step onto the curb.  Jeff reaches in the car and gets my things for me.  Harrison takes my hand and gives it a firm shake, as if we were simply business associates.  That touch sends shock waves throughout my entire body.  I feel the butterflies fighting to get out of my stomach.  My heart is racing and my face is warming as usual.  This man is causing every fiber of my being to react.  I dare say, I feel faint.  How pathetic.  He gives me that megawatt smile and ushers me toward the front door.  Keeping himself at a safe distance for keeping up appearances. 
 
   Jeff follows behind with my swatch book and briefcase.  Once inside, he sets my things down on the reception counter and turns to Harrison. “If that is all sir, I will wait for your call when Miss Austen is ready to leave.”
 
   Harrison is staring at me. Without taking his eyes off me, he nods in agreement and says, “Thank you Jeff, we will message you in a few hours.”  Then, he winks at me. 
 
   Once Jeff has left, Harrison walks over to the door from which Jeff exited and locks it with a key.  He turns to me, waves his hand toward the elevators and says, “Shall we?”  I nod and turn to grab my briefcase, but he shakes his head, “You really won’t be needing that.”  I leave the swatches and my case on the counter and follow him to the elevator.  I anxiously look around to see if anyone is about.  So far, no signs of the evil witch.  I am too nervous to ask Harrison about her, so I leave the subject alone for the moment.  
 
   I steal a glance at his profile, and I feel my loins about to explode, while I am standing here, waiting to board the elevator.  Once inside, he pushes the 18th floor button, and as the doors shut, he grabs my face with both of his hands, causing me to drop my purse to the floor. 
 
   He plants his lips on mine, then darts his tongue into my mouth, seeking my tongue.  His firm hands travel from my face, down the length of my torso. He eagerly lifts my skirt with his left hand, searching out my lace-clad crotch.  He lets out a deep guttural groan and sighs my name.  I respond to him by arching and leaning into him, rubbing myself against his hard cock.  The exotic spice market scent of him wafts into my nostrils almost intoxicating me.  I am under his spell.  Again, he moans my name into my ear just as we reach the 18th floor.  The doors open, and I lean down to grab my purse, as he swats my butt.  “Oh what I’d like to do to that heart-shaped ass.”
 
   I giggle at the thoughts coursing through my brain.  I quickly straighten my skirt and fluff my hair.
 
   We step out onto the newly installed white marble floors.  The space has changed a lot since I had visited it with Harrison almost three weeks ago.  It is simply breathtaking, with sweeping views of the mountains, river and city through the floor to ceiling windows.  I look to the left of the lobby and see a glass and chrome staircase that leads up to the loft area and a windowed in office.  It was not completed when I was here last.  Harrison notices the direction of my gaze. 
 
   “That’s my executive office.”  With a twinkle in his eye and sexy smirk on his face, he grabs my hand and leads me up the stairs. 
 
   The landing at the top of the stairs is a spacious area that will be used for seating. There’s a space designated for his assistant Hilary’s desk.  We enter through the door of his office.  The entire room is enclosed in glass.  All four walls are nothing but floor to ceiling windows.  It’s a corner office, so two of the walls overlook the river.  In the middle of the room, is a pile of large, white, tufted floor cushions the kind you see in travel magazines, in a cabana perched on a beach in Fiji.  Next to the pillows, is a bottle of champagne in a short ice bucket, two glasses, and a picnic basket.  I turn to look at Harrison, who is watching me intently.
 
   “Oh Harrison.  Is this a good idea?  I mean, are we all alone?” 
 
   He laughs,  “Yes, this is a great idea and we are quite alone.  Now, can I get you a glass of bubbly, Mi Amore?”
 
   I love that, Mi Amore.  His voice sounds like angels singing from heaven when he says that. 
 
   “In that case, yes please, Mr. Towers.”  I give him a playful smile. 
 
   He leads me over to the pile of cushions and helps me take off my jacket.  He looks me up and down, with hunger in his eyes.  He reaches down and traces his finger over the metal of the belt at my waist.  I look up at his face to see that he is looking down at me, with lust in his eyes and biting his lip.  I want to bite that lip.  The thought of it sends waves of desire coursing through my loins, and I feel my lower regions betraying me.  I am getting wet.  As if he knew my thoughts, he leans down and kisses me.  Passionately. Deeply.  He puts his left hand behind my head and winds his fingers through my hair.  He pulls away and locks his gaze with mine.  He is looking into my soul-- I just know it. 
 
   “Danielle, I need you, now!” He breathes.  I can feel that I am sopping wet.  He is so damn hot and I can hardly contain myself. 
 
   He pulls me down to the cushions and grabs a white remote on the floor next to the picnic basket.  He aims the remote at the office windows to lower the hidden blinds.
 
   “Now, where were we?” 
 
   “Location number twenty- two or maybe it’s twenty-three?”
 
   “Now who is keeping track?”  He lays on his side next to me and begins to unfasten the buttons on my blouse, one by one, with nimble fingers.  I am holding my breath.  I feel like I did the first time we had sex.  No, I actually feel more nervous now than I did that first time in his penthouse.  There is so much between us now that every touch is permanently etched into my lifeline. 
 
   He pulls my blouse out of my skirt and finishes with the last of the buttons.  “Green suits you.”  
 
   I feel light headed.  “Thank you, Simone helped me pick it out.” 
 
   “She has good taste.”  He slips his hand into my pink lace pushup bra and cups his hand over my breast.  He leans in and begins kissing my neck under my ear.  He takes his free hand and lifts my hair off my back, then trails kisses over the nape of neck.  He pulls my hair slightly and nibbles at my neck gently with his teeth.  “And you taste good.” 
 
   Gah!  He is setting me on fire.  My god, my loins are aching for his cock to fill me. 
 
   He reaches down, removes my shoes, reaches behind me, and tugs at the skirt, as I shimmy out of it to assist.  I am lying on the bed of white cushions in just my lace bra, matching thong panties and the chain belt.  Beginning with my right foot. he begins sucking and nibbling my toes… one by one.  It is not something that I am entirely comfortable with, but it feels sensational.  I try to not think about my toes and just enjoy the tingling in my loins.  He moves his way from my toes to my ankles kissing and teasing with his tongue up to the backside of my knees.  He spends some time on my inner thighs, kneading them with his strong hands and kissing dangerously close to my crotch.  He takes his finger and moves the lace of my panties aside, slowly inserting two of his fingers into my “P”.  “Oh Danielle, you are sopping wet for me.” 
 
   I gasp and feel my breath catch.  He stops for a moment, then begins to move his fingers in a circular motion at a tortuously slow pace.  He withdraws his fingers and sits up.  I open my eyes to take notice that he is still wearing his clothes. 
 
   “Don’t you think you have me at an unfair advantage?  Let me help you with those.”  I sit up and get on my knees, reaching to unzip his pants.  He moans, as I reach into his pants and pull out his fully erect cock.  I take the tip between my teeth and swirl my tongue around the swollen bulb.  A little of his excitement escapes, and I take his full length to the back of my throat.  I wrap my lips around the end of his shaft and begin to suck hard and fast.  I pull my mouth to his tip,  while gently dragging my front teeth down the length.  He moans.  I do the same thing over again, but this time when I pull his cock out of my throat, he pushes me away. 
 
   “No!  I want to pleasure you.  This is not about me today.” 
 
   Oh, this just keeps getting better.  I stand up and help him remove the rest of his clothes.  I can’t resist running my hands over his smooth, well-defined chest, downward to his carved abs.  I stop just at his navel, where his love trail begins.  He hooks his fingers around the strings of my lace thong and in a swift movement, he rips the lace right off my body and tosses it aside.  The primal nature of his movements make me release another surge of moist between my thighs.
 
   He is on his knees and starts licking my “P” from behind.  He takes his finger and swirls it around in my “P”, while he simultaneously licking the area surrounding it.  Realizing that I am barely breathing, I take in a deep, cleansing breath. 
 
   He moves to the side of me and pulls me down with him onto the cushions.  He pushes me onto my back and mounts me, missionary style, while using his hand to rub against my wetness, wiping  it up and down his cock.  My God, he has done that before and it is the most erotic maneuver I have ever witnessed.   I feel it inspire more wetness in me.  He inserts himself into me very slowly at first, and then, when he was almost in, he slams  it in a hard and swift movement.  I can feel his balls slap against me.  I let out a loud yelp.  My God, that feels so good.  He stops moving. 
 
   “Are you okay?  Did I hurt you?”
 
   “No, I’m great, that just surprised me.” 
 
   He responds by moaning and resumes moving his cock in and out, as he uses his finger to stimulate my clit.  I lay my head back into the cushions and close my eyes.  He moves his finger from my clit to my mouth.  I suck on it, tasting my own sex.  It is heady, especially when he takes that same finger and inserts it into my already full “P” before sticking it in his own mouth, licking my taste off his finger. 
 
   He takes both of my feet into his hands and holds them out to the sides, beginning to pummel his cock in and out rapidly.  The pace is hypnotizing.  I feel like I have been charmed by his snake.  He continues to move in and out of me, with my legs spread wide open for ease of use.  My eyes are closed and the only sound I hear is the two of us breathing heavy and the moans escaping from my lips.  He releases my legs and lays on top of me, with our sexes fusing into one, and he pushes his cock as far into me as possible, barely moving his hips.  I just feel his body melding into mine.  He reaches up with his hand, running his finger along the curves of my lips.  He leans down and kisses me passionately, while slowly moving his cock in a small circular motion.  He pulls himself back up into an almost sitting position, and he pulls my hips up, to accommodate the new angle.  He starts pounding his cock into me with a fervor that I match with my hips.  We move together in a frenzy.  I arch my back and push my head further into the cushion. 
 
   In a raspy voice, “Look at me when you come, Danielle.  Look at me.” 
 
   My eyes fly open, and as they lock onto his, I feel the first wave of my release.  Screaming out his name, I feel my “P” tighten around his cock, as his seed shoots into me at an intense velocity.  He continues to move his cock in a quick circular motion, locking into my special zone, prompting my body to release a second time. 
 
   He collapses on me, while still firmly planted in my “P”.  I am pretty sure that he feels the aftershocks because he continues to push his hips into mine every time there is another wave of release.  When I finally felt the last tingle dissipate, I pay more attention the feeling of  his weight. It feels amazing to have Harrison’s sweaty body on top of me.  I like the way that I feel so safe and protected, as if he is my shield.  Again, I notice the only sounds I hear is our breathing and the beating of our hearts.  It’s the sound of two hearts, melting into one. 
 
   After a few moments of enjoying the after-climax bliss, the reality that we are naked in the middle of his new glass office sets in.  He must have the same realization.  He withdraws his cock and rolls to his side, sitting up.  He reaches out his hand, so as to help me to a sitting position.  He hands me my bra, and I shyly take it from, proceeding to put it on.  He gathers up the rest of my clothes and hands them to me.  Then, he picks up my ripped panties and looks at me with a big, proud smirk. 
 
   “Uh oh, looks like you will be going commando.  Darn.”
 
   I swat at his arm and grab the panties, dangling from his middle finger.  “You sir, are a scoundrel.”  He laughs and stands to pull up his underwear, followed by his slacks.  The way his butt looks in those pants should be illegal.  I reach up and caress his butt with my hand.  He turns around and swiftly grabs my hand, pulling me up to stand.  He wraps his arms around me and leans down, kissing me tenderly.  After we break away, I feel self-conscious, as I am standing there in nothing but a belt around my waist and my bra.  I lean down to pick up my skirt and blouse and finish dressing.  Harrison is done before me and picks up the bottle of champagne.
 
   “Thirsty?”  He licks his lower lip, and I can hardly control the urge to lean over and bite that damned lower lip of his. 
 
   “Mmm hmm.” A glass of champagne after sex sounds fantastic right about now. 
 
   He pops the cork and pours us each a glass.  He hands me my glass and clinks his to it.  “Let’s toast to clandestine adventures!”
 
   I force a smile and take a large sip.  I wish I could find that as amusing as he clearly does.  It’s really hard for me to not feel as if I am doing something wrong here.  As if I am the other woman, as Bradley so shrewdly pointed out.  I know that I am obsessing over this, but he is engaged to someone else.  Despite the fact that I know it is a farce, I am still stuck in my ‘right is right and wrong is wrong’ moral compass.  It is who I am, in the end. 
 
   I walk over to the windows facing the river and watch a flock of geese flying just above the tops of the trees lining the banks on the opposite side of the river.  The Portland sky is overcast.  It’s not shaping up to be the lovely fall day that I had envisioned in the morning sunshine.  I hear Harrison approaching from behind me and see his reflection in the glass.  He is so amazing.  I can’t help but to hold my breath whenever he is near.  Bradley is a very good-looking guy, but Harrison, he isn’t just good looking, he exudes a confidence and sexiness that if a company could bottle and sell, it would be a Fortune 500.  I feel his arms wrap around me from behind, as he nuzzles his face in my hair.  He whispers in my ear, “I love you.”
 
   I turn around and look into his crystal blue pools and say, “I love you too, Towers.”  We embraced and hold each other for several minutes.  The feeling of his arms wrapped around me allows me to forget everything for that moment in time.  I let myself breath in his scent.  I put to memory every inch of his body pressed against mine.  I etch the tones of his voice saying he loves me into my soul forever.  At this very moment, I am in ecstasy. 
 
   

 
   
Chapter 17
 
    
 
   When we finally release each other, he grabs my hand and leads me back into the cushions. “Before we have to actually get some work done, I thought we could eat.  Philippe has prepared a smorgasbord for us today.”
 
   “I didn’t realize that I was hungry, until you mentioned that Philippe prepared this.  My stomach is roaring all of the sudden.”  I give him a wide smile and peer into the basket, as he begins to pull out a variety of tasty morsels.
 
   We have a light conversation about the decorating and arrangement of furniture in his office, while we nibble on cold cuts, croissants, pickled vegetables, and fruit skewers.  He reaches into the basket again and produces freshly baked white chocolate chip and macadamia nut cookies.  I shake my head no, but he insists.  We end up sharing a cookie that he hand feeds to me. 
 
   “Danielle, I need to see you this weekend.  Come away with me to Hood River.  I will have Garrin in Montreal, running interference with Marion, so we can spend some time together.”
 
   “Harrison, I can’t.  I am going to Palm Springs this weekend with Simone.”  I brace myself for his response.  I totally expect resistance from him.
 
   “I don’t want you to go.  I need you here.”  He is frowning at me with that all-too-familiar furrow of his brow.  How can he be so sexy when he is mad like this?  It is infuriating. 
 
   “Well, the tickets are already bought and the plans have already been made.  I really need a girls weekend, and besides, I don’t want to disappoint Simone.”  I hope this will appeal to his sense of fairness.
 
   He sighs and then looks off toward the river-facing windows.  “I wouldn’t want to stand in the way of your fun.”  He doesn’t look at me when he says this.
 
   “Oh come on, it is only a weekend, and I will see you next week when I am here for the install.  I kind of owe this to Simone.  She has really been my rock for the last year and a half.  I promise to think of you the entire time!”
 
   He looks at me with his adorable smirk, “Well, if you put it that way,  I will give you my blessing under two conditions.”
 
   “Ok, what’s that?”  This ought to be good.
 
   “First, I’m sending a security detail with you.”  I start to interrupt, but he puts his finger to my lips.  “Second, you must think about me and pleasure yourself.  Then, I want you to tell me about it.”
 
   Um.  Wow.  I am not sure what to say.  That is a new one for me, and it’s incredibly sexy and hot!  The security detail, I can do without. 
 
   “Listen Towers, I will be more than happy to oblige you and give you a detailed report of how I pleasure myself while thinking about you.  However, I am not going to allow a security detail in Palm Springs.”
 
   “Danielle, that is the only way I am going to allow you to go.”
 
   “Oh for crying out loud!  I was hoping you would be reasonable about this.  It is nuts to expect me to be on vacation with a security guard following us around Palm Springs this weekend.  Where is the fun in that?”
 
   His face becomes somber and his eyes are dark and cloudy, much like the weather outside.  “Danielle, you know that I have serious concerns about your safety.  I heard from Garrin this morning that there was another visit from Marion’s goons.  Their attacks are getting more frequent and bold.  It is eerily similar to the pattern that developed leading up to Adelaide’s death.”
 
   I reach out and take Harrisons hand, and I look into his deep pools.  “Harrison, I know you are worried.  Frankly, so am I .  Maybe, you should tell me about Adelaide, so I can understand better.  I don’t want to live my life looking over my shoulder, wondering if someone is watching me.  It is unnerving to have all of these weird things happen that the police really can’t do a damned thing about.”
 
   “That is exactly my point.  They are doing things that, in and of themselves, are petty crimes and can only result in a small slap on the wrist, if caught.  Marion is crafty and hungry for power and money.  She will obviously stop at nothing to get what she wants.”
 
   “Don’t forget that you are at the top of her list.”
 
   He shakes his head.  “No, I think she only believes she wants me.  Really, it’s my money, power, and notoriety that she wants.”
 
   “I don’t understand.  I thought her family was as old and established as yours in Montreal.  Don’t they have oodles of money and social standing too?”
 
   He nods and then clicks his tongue.  “Well, yes they do, but she doesn’t stand to obtain the control and notoriety from the family wealth.  Her brothers will inherit everything.  She only gets an inheritance in the form of a trust.  It is an enormous amount, but she won’t get it in a lump.  The funds will pay out in a monthly allowance.  Her brothers will receive the majority of shares and almost all of the control over the entire empire.”
 
   “Oh, poor thing only gets a ton of money but no power.  Rough.”  I look at Harrison as he nods in agreement. 
 
   “She is expected to marry someone successful and have heirs.  Her father is disappointed in her divorce and makes no secret that he wants us to be married.  I half blame him for her desperation.  He is the one who is fueling her need, and I am the one who is on her radar.”
 
   I change my position on the cushion and stretch out my cramped legs.  “Why though?  Doesn’t he realize you are not interested in marrying her?”
 
   “He is an old man, stuck in his ancient beliefs, and she wants his approval so badly.  She also  wants a bigger piece of the empire.”  He follows my lead and stretches his legs out before him, taking a sip of champagne.  “Did I mention that her first husband was my cousin, Derek?
 
   “Uh, no, I was not aware that she was married to your cousin.”  
 
   “Yes, they were only married for a short period of time.  He urged her to start a family and she didn’t want to have kids, so she left him.  After they divorced, she set her sights back on me. Marion is convinced that she is in love with me and insists that she has been since she was little.  The bottom line is that she is going after what she wants, with not a care as to how she gets it.  This is why I believe she orchestrated Adelaide’s death.”
 
   I feel sick to my stomach, thinking about her getting her clutches into him.  “How Harrison?  It is beyond my comprehension how someone would do that!”  He sighs and looks away, toward the windows again.  A dark cloud crosses his face and his eyes are even deeper pools. 
 
   “Adelaide and I were engaged for about two months, when she started receiving threatening notes left on her car, her front door, and even in her house.  The notes instructed her to quit her job and move away, otherwise her life would be ruined.  Over the course of a month, she had other things happen, like slashed tires and mystery calls.  Most of it seemed very juvenile but spiteful.  We figured, since she was a middle school teacher, it was likely some disgruntled student playing tricks.  She kept all of the evidence and brought it to her Principal’s attention, as well as the district office.  They did nothing about it, but noted it in her file.  I hired a private detective, and to my surprise, he found nothing.  Since there was no suspect and not enough evidence, we had to wait and see.  It was torture waiting for the culprits to reveal themselves or slip up.  The notes and antics continued, until I was up on an extended business trip.”  I interrupt.
 
   “Wait, so she was in Montreal and not here?  Now I am confused, I thought she was American.” 
 
   “No, whatever gave you that idea?”
 
   “I don’t know actually.  Maybe it is because the reading foundation, named in her honor, is here in the US.”
 
   He nods, “Yes, I can see how that is confusing.  Actually, I started the foundation in Montreal, but since I reside here permanently, I thought it fitting to bring the foundation here.”
 
   I am feeling very uncomfortable with this conversation, but I must hear the truth.  It is hard to hear about his past love.  It just now occurs to me how hard it must be for Harrison when I see Bradley. 
 
   “So continue.”
 
   “As I was saying, I had returned to Montreal for an extended business trip.  I was working late at the office, and she had gone out to dinner with some friends.  I got a phone call informing me that Adelaide had been in a car accident and that she was being taken to the ER, via Med Flight.”  He stops talking, and I can see him swallow hard.  I reach out to put my arm around him, but he shifted his body out of my reach.  He continues, “I rushed to the hospital, but by the time I got there, it was too late.  The injuries that she sustained were too severe, and they weren’t able to save her.” 
 
   His voice is restrained, and I notice that his eyes are wet.  He dries his eyes with the cuff of his white shirt. 
 
   In a quiet voice, I look for the word,  “Harrison..” my words drop off, as he quickly shakes his head.
 
   C'est sacrément dur!  This is hard, but I need you to understand what happened in the past.  This has direct bearing on both of our futures.”  He looks at me, with red-rimmed eyes, and I know better than to speak.  Instead, I nod.
 
   He continues, “After a short investigation, the police ruled that the wreck was an accident and quickly closed the case.  When the funeral was over, I wasn’t satisfied.  I hired a team of investigators, but did not get very far because my men kept meeting resistance from local authorities.”
 
    “My investigators uncovered a few eyewitnesses, who claimed to have seen Adelaide’s car being run off the road by a large black SUV.  Unfortunately, when the police interviewed the witnesses, their stories changed.  The police wrote them all off as unreliable because their accounts of the accident were inconsistent.”
 
   I shake my head, “I get what you are saying Harrison, but it is a stretch to think that her collision was not an accident.  You are basing this all on witnesses that were giving unreliable testimony?!”
 
   He stands up and walks over to the river windows.  With his back to me, he answers.
 
   “Danielle, there are many details about the accident that I am not getting into now and probably never will.  Besides, it would take the rest of the day to tell you absolutely everything.  The police said that the skid marks were consistent with a car speeding around the curves.  They said that, in all likelihood, she lost control of the car because she was going too fast.”  He turns to look at me.
 
   “A couple came forward first, and then an elderly man.  They all claimed to have seen the black SUV following her car so closely that if she had braked, the SUV would have ended up in her backseat.  None of them had actually seen the accident, though.  When the police finally questioned them, they all started singing another tune.  We offered to increase our reward, and not only did they all decline the reward, but they also claimed that they had been mistaken.  It was clear to us by their behavior that they had been scared off.”
 
   “Why would you think that?”
 
   “Marion probably paid them off.”
 
   I gasp.  “Coercion?”
 
   “Yes, Marion probably bribed them with a substantial amount of money in exchange for changing their stories.  And now, I finally have confirmation that she is involved with Adelaide’s death.” 
 
   I feel my pulse quicken.  “What is your proof?” I demand.
 
   He looks at me with his cloudy eyes.  “Her blackmail demands.”
 
   I stiffen. 
 
   He walks back to the cushions and plunks down next to me.
 
   “So, you think that because she is blackmailing you, you have confirmation of her involvement in Adelaide’s death?”
 
   “To put it simply, yes.  There is not a doubt in my mind.  I still have investigators keeping their feelers out.  They check in with the witnesses from time to time, reminding them that if they remember anything, there is still a reward.  One time, my man Albert was questioning the couple again and the wife looked like she was going to crack, but the husband stepped in and told her to go back inside the house.  Albert thinks the wife will eventually cave.”
 
   “Oh, is this the same Albert that is arriving today to be my watch dog?”  I say it with a lilt to my voice, but judging by the look on his face, he is not amused.
 
   “Yes, the same Albert and don’t make light of this, Danielle.”
 
   “Sorry.”  I cast my eyes downward, like an errant puppy.
 
   He takes his finger and lifts my chin so that I am looking into his eyes.  In a quiet voice, “I just don’t want anything to happen to you.  I have already lost so much, and I am not about to be on the losing end again.”
 
   He kisses me tenderly.  He pulls away and begins the task of putting away our luncheon.  I move over the cushions to help him. 
 
   “I want to respect your wishes about this weekend and my safety, but please be mindful of my comfort as well.  I just would not feel that I could relax and let loose, if I have the men in black watching me.”
 
   He gives me an exaggerated sigh.  Then, he does not speak for a minute.  It looks as though he is really contemplating what I said.
 
   “Fine, Danielle, I will let up and let you go to Palm Springs without my detail, as long as you don’t publicize your trip.   And, you cannot tell Bradley.”
 
   Whew!  No men in black this weekend! 
 
   “Wait, why can’t I tell Bradley, not that I was planning to talk to him, but I am now curious.”
 
   “I have asked you to halt your contact with him.  Since he seems to continue to ingratiate himself into your life, I figured that I had better reiterate that I do not wish for you to see or speak to him.  I simply do not trust him.  He has some kind of agenda, and I don’t want to find out what it is.  I get the feeling that he is not over you.”
 
   “Oh, that is nonsense.  He was over me the minute we said ‘I do’.”
 
   I chuckle.  He does not.  In fact, he looks quite miffed.  
 
   “You are mine now, Danielle.  Remember that.”
 
   Gasp.  My inner sex kitten wants to come out and play again.  I feel myself getting hot and bothered, just from him exerting his dominance over me.  I am not used to it and find it scintillating.  That, and the fact that I haven’t any panties on, makes me feel so naughty.
 
   I reach down to help pick up the cushions, and he waves his hand at me.  “Leave them.  Philippe will be here later to collect these things.  Shall we walk around and firm up plans for Monday?”
 
   Just as we walk out the glass door to the landing, his phone rings.  He takes the phone out of his pocket and looks at it.  He frowns and looks at me.  “Damn it.  It’s Marion.  I’m going to take this.  Just give me a minute.”
 
   I nod as my heart takes a nosedive into my stomach, and I begin to feel ill.  Fucking bitch ruining my day.  No, she is potentially ruining my life.  I feel so out of control and helpless.  Two things that don’t bode well with me. 
 
   He takes a couple steps away and answers his phone.  “Oui?”
 
   I turn to walk down the stairs.  I just do not want to overhear what is being said.  I get down to the bottom step and hear his voice raising and carrying throughout the cavernous space.  He is speaking in French, so I don’t understand a word anyway.  I continue to wander through the office and conference rooms.  It is a huge space and the pay I am getting for it just might make a nice down payment on a condo of my own.  I won’t have to touch any of my nest egg for it!
 
    “Ah, there you are!”
 
   I jump as a shriek escapes from my lips.  I whirl around to see Harrison in the doorway of the office into which I have wandered. 
 
   “Towers!  You just scared the hell out of me!”  I feel my insides jittery and trembling.  I hate that feeling.
 
   He laughs.  “Sorry, I guess I did, judging by your white face!”  He laughs again.
 
   “It’s not funny!  Anyway, did you get things resolved with the bitch?”
 
   “Not really.”  He looks away from me and won’t make eye contact.
 
   “What’s going on Harrison?”  I am feeling very nervous now.
 
   “She insists on coming down this week to oversee the company move.  I told her no, but she is coming anyway.  I had to call Garrin and instruct him to stay put here.”
 
   “Ok, so that is really going to suck having her here, while I am trying to work.  Not to mention that I can’t really interact with you --can I?”
 
   “Of course, we can interact, but it has to appear professional.  Otherwise, who knows where she will go with it.”
 
   “I hate this Harrison.”  I sigh.
 
   “I know you do.  I told her that I don’t want her meddling in my business matters.  She reminded me that she has me by my balls, and that I’ll be seeing her Monday.  She also insisted that we set a wedding date.”
 
   They set a fucking wedding date!  My mouth feels dry and sticky.  Well here we go, getting back to reality.  This reality really bites.  I can’t handle this. 
 
   “Harrison, I don’t know how much more I can stomach.  You set a wedding date?  Do you have any idea how that makes me feel?”
 
   “I know, and I am sorry, but I had to agree.  Otherwise, she would think something was up.  I will have Garrin stick close to her this week and run his interference here with her as much as possible.”
 
   “What do you mean, exactly, by “running interference?” I follow him down the hallway and back out to the vast lobby.
 
   He turns to look at me, “Marion thinks that Garrin is playing for her team.  She has been paying him to work for her and report things back to her, like where I am going and who I am seeing. He has successfully gained her trust by allowing her to think that Philippe is the mole and he feeds the details to Garrin who reports to her.”
 
   Wow, just when I think I have a handle on the lay of the land, he throws me another twist.
 
   “So, let me see if I have this straight.  Marion is paying Garrin and Philippe to spy on you and then give her reports, or whatever, on your activities?”
 
   He looks so hot standing there, with his arms crossed over his torso, in his pinstripe suit.  Although, the suit does look a little rumpled.  I giggle inside, knowing the reason behind his ruffled appearance is because we just rocked one out in his new office. 
 
   “Danielle?”
 
   “Huh?  Oh, I’m sorry, my mind wandered, please repeat that?”  I hate it when I do that.  It makes me seem so flighty.
 
   He gives me a furrowed brow, then he repeats himself.  “I said, yes, that would be the simple way of putting.  Of course, they don’t give her my exact coordinates or movements.  Garrin has given her enough though to gain her trust.”
 
   “So how long has this been going on?  Has he been working for her the entire time that he has been here?  Are you sure he is loyal to you and hasn’t been the one behind all the craziness?  Or, that he hasn’t been carrying out her wishes?”  I am feeling creeped-out and my spine is doing its tingly thing again.
 
   He swats at my hand, as I begin twisting my hair around my finger. 
 
   “She apparently has some information on him that is confidential.  That is how she enlisted him in the beginning. Once she got his attention, he went along with it to see how far she was willing to go.”
 
   “Okay, I still don’t understand to what extent he is involved in the break in’s and all the other craziness.  What information does she have on him?”
 
   He is scowling at me now. “Well, let me finish, and I will answer all of that.”  He looks at me with a question to his brow.  “Can I finish?”
 
   Sheesh.  “By all means,”  I huff.
 
   “The information she has is confidential, I don’t actually know what it is, but Garrin did say that it relates to his family.  From what I gather, it would hurt his father more than anything, and he wants to protect Philippe at all costs.”  Harrison  walks toward the windows overlooking the water, and I follow him, trying to take it all in and make some sense out of this mess. 
 
   “She only approached him a few weeks back when they were both still here in Portland.  Actually, it was right before we flew back to Montreal for that big land deal.  Anyway, as soon as Garrin could, he pulled me aside at the penthouse and told me what she was up to.  I told him to go along with it, but to demand that he is paid for his extra trouble.  At first, she rejected his request, but she agreed after he reminded her that he is a valuable asset.  Garrin has not been the one orchestrating the occurrences targeting you.  That is the mystery right now.  We think there is still another crucial piece to this puzzle that is missing.  Someone else is helping Marion with this.  There.  Have I covered everything?”  He then looks at his Rolex watch and then looks at me.
 
   “I am sorry to say that we need to get going.  I have some calls to return and our meeting should not go any longer, if we don’t want to cause Marion to suspect anything.”
 
   “Wait, um, I know that your engagement is not real, but I have to know, what’s the wedding date?”
 
   He shakes his head.  “Danielle, don’t do this to yourself.  I am not going to contribute to your torture.”
 
   “Harrison!  Just tell me.  I will find out eventually.”
 
   “He sighs, “Fine, it is supposedly set for December 31st.”
 
   “Oh wow, that is just less than 3 months away.  I hope you can get this resolved before things go too far, Harrison.”
 
   Ugh. This is too much for my brain today.  It is so much information between Adelaide and this, and I feel a migraine coming on.  It is true, what they say about being careful what you wish for.  I wanted information, and a boatload of information is what I sure got.
 
   “Do you think we are being watched or followed today?”  The hair on the back of my neck is standing on end. 
 
   “Danielle, anything is possible.  I am amazed at the lengths she has already gone to create problems for us.  If it weren’t for the blackmail, I would have taken her down weeks ago, when I heard what she is doing to Garrin and his family.”
 
   “This all seems to be some master plan that she has orchestrated.  I am willing to bet that this has been in the works a long time and that my coming along threw a wrench in her plans.”
 
   He nods and bites that lower lip of his.
 
   “In fact, the more I think about it, there is no way she could have hatched all of this to such depth in a short period of time.  I bet this has been in motion longer than you think.”
 
   He appears to ponder my words.  He takes out his phone.  “Jeff, Miss Austen is ready for her ride home.  Perfect, see you then.”
 
   He turns to me.  “I need you to be home safely.  It’s almost one and a three-hour meeting will certainly raise some suspicion.  I am positive that you are correct, and that she has been plotting and planning this blackmail for some time.  I also believe you have thrown her a curve ball.  I know one thing, which is that she is trying to scare you off.”
 
   “Well, it is working to some degree, Harrison.”
 
   

 
   
Chapter 18
 
    
 
   I will walk you down, but I want to say my official goodbye here.  He reaches behind my back with one arm and pulls me close to him.  I think I can actually feel his heart beating in his chest.  He takes his other hand and traces my lips with his pointer finger.  Leaning in even closer, he seals his lips over mine and slowly seeks out my tongue with his own.  I return his exploration of my mouth with my own tongue exploring his.  He deepens his kiss and I can feel his passion pressed hard against my belly.  A groan that formed in the depths of my soul escapes through my mouth.  He reaches down, between my legs, and pushes his hands under my skirt, into my crotch. 
 
   He whispers in my ear,  “You are so damned wet for me.  I just want to be in you right now.”
 
   Gah.  He is so damned sexy.  He makes me feel so desirable and wanted.  And, he wants me.  I can feel how hard and how bad he wants me.  “Oh Harrison.”  I moan, as he shoves two fingers into my “P” and starts swirling them around.  He kisses my neck, just below my ear.  That’s the spot that can make me spontaneously cum.  He continues pushing and pulling his fingers in my “P”.  He pulls out his fingers and rakes them against my swollen clit.  I groan.  He is back to my lips and tracing them with his tongue, as he continues to rub my clit in a rapid circular motion.  I have my hands on his upper arms for support, as my knees feel week and close to buckling right out from under me.  He kisses me passionately and plunges his tongue deep into my mouth.  He takes his thumb and continues to assault my clit with it, while he puts his two fingers back into my “P” for their final attack on my eager loins.  I feel my lower body tighten and the deliciously familiar waves of pleasure radiate through my entire body.  I holler out, with my voice echoing through the empty space.  “Oh Harrison!”  It echoes.  He removes his fingers from my loins and shoves them in his mouth, sucking off the remnants of my juice.  Oh, that is so damned hot.  I reach up and pull his head down to mine, kissing him with a fervor fueled by my intense desire for this man. I want him to be mine.  I taste myself on his breath and remember that, in these moments, he is mine.  
 
   “We need to go.”  He straightens his jacket and hands me my purse from the first step of the stairs.  He leads me to the elevator.  While on our descent to the main lobby, I fix my lipstick and hair.  I blush a thousand shades of red when I fish around my bag for my lip gloss and come across the panties that he just ripped off me.  He seems to have a thing for disposing of my undergarments. 
 
   Out in the lobby, I see my briefcase and swatches right where we left them on the desk.  I wonder to myself if leaving them there was a mistake.  Well, it’s too late now, and I must trust Harrison’s judgment.  Jeff is waiting outside by the car.  I turn to Harrison and hold out my hand.  He takes it, and as our skin touches, it sends lightning bolts through my body. The electricity between us is immense and overwhelming.  I am almost glad to be leaving.  All of a sudden, I feel sick and need to lie down.  He opens the door and I give him an apprehensive smile and take my leave.
 
   Later that evening, when I get up from my nap, Simone is out in the kitchen pouring a glass of wine. I come out to join her.  I look over at the sofa and see our new watchdog, Albert Fontaine.  I met him when I got home today.  For as hot as Garrin is, Albert is the polar opposite.  He is about 6”3 with very broad shoulders, a Frankenstein forehead, jet-black hair and big hands.  I’m guessing his age to be around thirty-six and he has an even heavier accent than Garrin.  This ought to be fun, I think sarcastically. 
 
   Simone hands me a glass of wine and proceeds to open the fridge.  Still nothing has materialized in the way of food.  She turns to me, “Guess it’s take out tonight?”  I nod and smile.  “Great, let’s just get some Thai.  What do you want?”
 
   “Oh, that sounds yummy!  I want Chicken Pad Thai and Salad Rolls.”
 
   She glances over at the big brute lounging on her sofa in the adjoining room and turns to me with a raised eyebrow, “I think I’ll just order for him.  I’m gonna grab my phone.  Be right back.” 
 
   She hurries down the hall to the converted attic stairs.  I turn my attention back to the delicious glass of wine.  My thoughts wander to earlier today, laying in Harrison’s arms on the cushions.  That was seriously hot, like right out of a movie type of sex.  I blush at the thought of my ripped panties in my purse. 
 
   Simone returns without her phone or wine.  “Come on upstairs.  Help me pack for Palm Springs and you can finally spill your guts.  It is high time that I know just what the hell is going on with you and money bags.”  I grab the bottle of wine off the counter and follow behind her.  I turn my head to Albert and say, “We have food coming soon.  Let us know when it gets here?”  I think he understood, at least he appeared to by his nod.  He probably just pretended so he could get back to his show. 
 
   I join Simone in her room.  The way we decorated her room is so Simone.  The upstairs attic was converted into a master suite, so her bed fits perfectly between two dormer windows.  The bed frame is a painted-brass, ornate headboard, with lots of fluffy pillows piled up in front of it. We chose a cabbage rose print bedding in the same green and white theme as downstairs but with touches of pink.  She has a dressing table set in the dormers on the other side of the room. The little white sofa and overstuffed chair were purchased upon my insistence.  In the middle of the pitched ceiling, hangs a beautiful, small antique chandelier that I found in a dusty shop along the route to visit my parents at the beach.  It was such a great addition to the room.  She was overjoyed.  I plunk into the overstuffed chair and put my feet up on the ottoman.  I set the wine glass and bottle down on the little occasional table next to me.  Simone proceeds to pull her designer luggage from under her bed.  I sit back and watch.  She disappears into her large, walk-in closet that has custom everything installed.  She is a wardrobe stylist after all, and I guess it stands to reason.  She returns to her bed and plops down an armload of clothing that she pulled from her closet.  She turns to me, ”Okay, let’s hear it.”  She stands, looking at me with her lips pressed together to show me she means business. 
 
   “I hardly know where to start, Clarke.  There is so much that has happened in such a short time.” I sigh and take another sip of wine. 
 
   She gives me a snarl.  “Well let me help you.  I am up to speed on the break-in, his engagement and Bradley coming by here, oh, and you are sleeping with the two-timer, if I am not mistaken. Now, why don’t you fill in the blanks.”
 
   I stare at her with my mouth gaping open.  How could she have known that I am having sex with Harrison?  I guess it takes a hooch to know one.  I’m miffed at her attitude toward Harrison, though.
 
   “First off, he is not two-timing!” 
 
   She interrupts.
 
   “The hell he’s not; he is engaged to that Devereaux woman and doing you.  Isn’t that two-timing two ways?”
 
   “Nicely put, Clarke, but not quite accurate.  Harrison and Marion’s engagement is a farce.  He is not marrying her.  He only got engaged to her because she is blackmailing him.”  Her eyes get wide.  “One of the conditions of the ‘agreement’ is that they announce their engagement right away and that he marries her by the end of this year.”  I take a swig of my wine to let her catch up.  She has stopped folding her clothes into her suitcase and is staring at me. 
 
   I continue.
 
   “So, he is working with a team of investigators and security personnel.  They are all trying to find a way to defrag her network of lies and expose her to dissolve him of the blackmail and be rid of her for good.  In fact, I just found out today that Adelaide may have been killed by Marion or her goons.  Rather than her crash being an accident, Harrison thinks that she was run off the road.  He is also afraid that the same thing will happen to me, and that is why we have the crack security in your living room.”
 
   She frowns. “Yeah, well I would rather have Garrin back.  This guy gives me the creeps.”  Just as she finishes her sentence, we hear a loud muffler come to a stop in front of the house, followed by Henry’s frantic barking downstairs.
 
   We turn to each other and say in unison, “Food’s here!”
 
   I lead the way down the steep stairs to the main floor and hear Albert is struggling with the over-zealous Henry, who is growling and going into attack mode.  The pimple-faced delivery guy is standing in the doorway, trying to hand off the food and escape. 
 
   The scene strikes me as funny, and I can’t help but to laugh out loud.  Here this Goliath is trying to tame the lion, or dog in this case.  I take the food from the delivery guy, and Simone reaches past me with a tip.  He takes the money, and before the door closes, the guy is running to his car.  He is probably relieved to get away from this nonsense.  In a matter of seconds after the door closes, the loud muffler is already descending down the hill. 
 
   Henry turns around and heads back over to his bed, circling it a few times, then plops down with a big sigh.  I guess his work is done for the day. 
 
   Simone and I grab plates and silverware and motion for Albert to join us at the table.  He looks a bit shaken.  His expertise must not be dog wrangling.  I get a bottle of sparkling water from the refrigerator with three glasses, and we proceed to dig in to the aromatic Thai food.  Thai is one of my favorite types of food.  I can smell the curry sauce wafting from the paper take-out containers. 
 
   We try to make conversation with Albert, but as it turns out, he is a man of few words.  He greedily eats his plate of Pad Thai and Coconut Curry.  When he is finished,  he simply thanks us for the food and excuses himself to return to the sofa and some kind of sports show. 
 
   After he is comfortably out of earshot, we continue our conversation from before dinner.  “So Dani, why would Wine Witch blackmail him?  Does he think she is behind all the break in stuff?”
 
   “Yes.  He is positive that she is behind it.  It is a long, drawn-out story that stems back to childhood.  She has always wanted Harrison and everything that comes with his position.  Since he doesn’t want her, she is forcing herself on him.  At least, that’s the way I see it.”
 
   Simone sucks in her breath.  “Dani, I hate to say it, but I think you may be in over your head.”
 
   “You might be right, Clarke.  Oh and to make matters worse, today he tells me that he had to set a fake wedding date with her.”
 
   “Shut up!  When?”
 
   “Apparently she insisted on New Year’s.”  I roll my eyes. “So, I don’t want to dwell too much on that, I already feel sick to my stomach, and it’s not from the food.  I hope!”
 
   “Dani, have you given much thought to what happens if he ends up having to go through with the wedding?  I don’t want to be the bad guy, but it’s a distinct possibility.”
 
   “I know.  It would be positively devastating.  I mean, I only learned today that there is actually a date set.  Everything has been moving so fast these past weeks, and I am not processing things fast enough to keep pace.”  We are both silent for a moment.
 
   She tilts her head at me, “Ok, so say he does get her off his trail...  then what?  Where do you go from there?  Is it off into the sunset for you?”
 
   “Simone, I have no idea what our future holds.  Or, if we even have a future.  It is all so confusing, and yet it is exhilarating, in a sick and twisted way.”
 
   “Yeah, and you think my love life is jacked up.” 
 
   I laugh.  “Yeah, you do have a pretty messed up love life!  Listen, he has asked me to be discreet and told me not say anything about this situation to anyone.  So keep your mouth zipped, you understand, right?”
 
   She furrows her brow as she shovels another scoop of curry and rice in her mouth.  With a mouthful she says, ”I’m your best friend, if you can’t trust me who can you trust?” 
 
   “Don’t talk with your mouth full!  It’s not about trusting you or anyone else.  It’s just so damned complicated and seriously, it is making me insane.  I honestly don’t want to talk about it anymore.”
 
   “Fine, I guess I can understand where you are coming from.  So, what have you told the folks?”
 
   “Nothing and we are keeping it that way for now.  I don’t really have anything solid to tell them anyway.  I can’t very well tell them that I am sneaking around, seeing Harrison, while he pretends that he is marrying another woman.  Can you imagine the look on my dad’s face if I told him that?”
 
   She laughs. “Um, yeah I see your point.  What have you told Bradley?  Wait, on second thought, I don’t want to hear about him tonight.  He is still on my shit list.”  I giggle.
 
   “Yeah mine too.  He called my folks the other day when he couldn’t get a hold of me and got them all riled up.  I had to do some damage control.  I am not sure they are entirely convinced, but I diverted my mom’s attention by agreeing to come down soon.”
 
   We get up to clean up our dishes and stow the leftovers in the fridge.  Simone turns and looks at me with a distinct twinkle in her eye.  “Let’s get your suitcase packed for Palm Springs.  I am counting down the hours until we go; in fewer than 36 hours, we will be on a plane, heading to fun! 
 
   “You know something, I think this trip is going to be just what I need!”
 
   

 
   
Chapter 19
 
    
 
   The next day whirls by, as I shop for accessories for the professor’s install next week with Albert’s watchful eye following me all day.  It is strange at first, but by mid-day I get used to it and kind of forget the lumbering Canadian is there.  Well, most of the time I forget. Late in the day, I feel my phone vibrating in my purse.  I pull it out to see another call from my little friend, the unknown caller.  That makes three today.  The calls are getting more frequent.  I have not answered any of them.  Instead, I make a note of it in the little pad that I keep in my purse. 
 
   By the time I am finished dropping off the purchases at my office, I decide I had better check my condo.  I walk around the block in the drizzling rain to my building.  I step into the lobby and see Frank sitting behind his desk.  I am shaking the drops of rain off my jacket.  When he looks up from his book and sees me, his face lights up. “Well hello Miss Austen, how are you?  I haven’t seen you in days.  Been out of town?”  He looks past me to Albert and then gives me a questioning look. 
 
   “Hi Frank.”  I give him a weak smile.  “I had another incident the other night, so I am staying at my girlfriend’s house nearby.”
 
   Still looking at Albert, Frank says, ”I see. Everything ok?”  He looks uncomfortable. 
 
   I wave my hand, “As good as can be expected.  Nothing was harmed though, if that’s what you mean.”
 
   “Glad nothing was harmed and you’re okay.  Well, while you have been gone, I have been keeping an eye out on things and nothing has been out of place while I have been on duty.  I did slip a Rapid Transport envelope under your door.  I think it came yesterday.”
 
   “Ok, thanks.  I’m just going to check on things and then I’m off to California for the weekend.”
 
   He looks surprised.  “Well, if I don’t see you before you leave, have a great trip.”
 
   “Thanks Frank.”  Shit, maybe I should not have told him where I was going.  Damn it, not using my brain.  Who is to say that Frank isn’t in on everything also.  There I go, feeling paranoid again. 
 
   Albert follows me to the elevator and holds the door open with his enormous hand.  As we approach the 10th floor and the doors open, I feel my heart beating out of my chest.  I am very nervous to enter my condo.  This is another one of those times that I am actually glad to have a watchdog with me.  I proceed to unlock the three bolts on the door.  When it swings open, I am hit with a blast of heat.  It is like a blazing sauna in here.  I don’t know how the heat could have been turned up so high.  I certainly would never have turned it up like that.  It’s stifling.  I look up at Albert, and his already permanent scowl creases are even more prominent.  He puts his mammoth hand out “Wait”.  He proceeds further into the condo and surveys the premises.  I lean down to pick up the courier envelop that Frank had slid under the door.  It looked familiar.  I remember the labeling from the time that someone sent me that newspaper clipping of Harrison and Marion in an embrace at the press conference in Montreal.  With the envelope in my trembling hands, I join Albert in the living room.  He turns to me and in his booming voice, “All is clear.” 
 
   “Ok, thank you.” I walk over to the wall, where the thermostat is located, and turn it back down to 68 degrees.  What on earth?  It could have been a malfunction, but my gut tells me that is not the case.  I am willing to bet someone else has entered my condo again.  But, why?  They obviously know that I am staying at Simone’s.  If Marion is behind all of this, her approach is very bizarre.  This story has some serious holes in it.  There is so much that does not make sense.  Like, why would she be trying to scare me?  If she is supposedly marrying Harrison, doesn’t she hold all the cards?  She is the ultimate winner of the prize package, after all.  At least that is what she is supposed to believe.  There has to be more that Harrison is not telling me.  There has to be more.  
 
   I look down at the envelope in my hand.  I just can’t seem to bring myself to open it.  I look up to see Albert staring intently at the envelope in my hand as well.  With quaking fingers, I rip open the pull-tab of the envelope. I reach inside to see what torturous materials have arrived at my doorstep this time.  Once again, I find pictures.  No big surprise at, this point.  The top picture is of Harrison and Marion locked in a full, passionate embrace.  The next picture is of Harrison leaning into Marion.  He appears to be whispering into her ear and her face is aglow. She looks as a blushing bride-to-be should look when her groom-to-be whispers sweet nothings to her.  The last item is another newspaper clipping of Harrison and Marion’s official wedding announcement.  Simone told me about this article a few weeks back, but seeing it in my own hands makes my heart plummet. 
 
   I have to keep reminding myself that it’s not real.  He is not marrying her.  It’s all a sham. 
 
   My mind knows better, but my heart does not trust.  I have been hurt so much already, and my gut says more pain is on the way.  I just have to decide if I want to brace myself for the blows or sit it out until this is resolved.  Either way, this is going to get worse before it gets better.  That fact is made more obvious  by this delivery and everything that has transpired in the last few weeks.  It is hard to believe that so much has happened in such a short time.  My usually quiet and subdued life has been set on its axis.  In some ways, it is scintillating, but in others, it is disturbing to the core.  I am shaken out of my thoughts by Albert. 
 
   “Mademoiselle?  You dropped this.” 
 
   I nod a ‘thanks,’ as he hands me a folded, white piece of paper.  I unfold it to reveal a typed note, written in memo format. 
 
    
 
   Date: October 3, 2011
 
   From: A Concerned Citizen
 
   To: Miss Austen
 
   A gentle reminder of where you stand.  Back off. 
 
    
 
   I feel the blood drain from my face, and I stand there, staring at the words bouncing off the page.  A concerned citizen?  You mean, Marion is threatened by me.  But, why? She is in control here.  Or, is she?  I am tempted to crumple this damned letter, but I think better of it, knowing that I need to hand this over to Detective Burke next week. I almost forgot that I have an appointment with the Detective next Wednesday afternoon.  I am to meet with him about the timeline of the pictures that were plastered in my condo.  
 
   Albert is standing next to me, peering over my hand to read the letter. He turns and heads toward the door.  I hear his phone ringing and he answers it, stepping out into the hallway.  Good, I can have a moment to collect myself.  I scan the room and see that nothing is out of place.  I find it odd that the heat was turned up so high.  I would remember if I had turned it up to 90!  I walk into my bedroom, and nothing seems amiss there either.  I poke my head into my bathroom and find nothing unusual.  Satisfied that all is well, I head back to the kitchen, when I notice something shiny on the floor near one of the barstool legs.  I pick it up and examine it in my hand.  It appears to be a cufflink.  It is certainly not mine.  I walk into the kitchen, grab a plastic baggie out of the drawer, and drop the object into the bag.  I’ll add this to my items to give the detective. 
 
   I see the dried up carnations still sitting on the counter.  I pick them up and toss them into the garbage can.  The detective took the card as evidence; I’m happy not to have to see it now.  Looking at the envelope and cuff link in my hand, a cold chill crawls up my spine, resting on the back of my neck.  I am so sick of feeling creeped out all of the time. 
 
   I look around the room one more time before I get ready to lock up.  I confirm in that instant that I no longer wish to live here.  I am officially moving.  I decide to call my realtor when I get back from Palm Springs .  Once the door is locked, I stand in the hallway looking for Albert.  He is nowhere to be seen.  This makes me feel nervous, I can’t imagine where he would have gone.   I start to walk around the corner to the elevators when the lumbering giant instantly appears.  I shriek and jump a foot in the air. 
 
   “Pardon Moi!  I did not mean to frighten you.  That call was Monsieur Towers.  I told him of the package.  You are to contact him at your earliest convenience.”
 
   I sigh.  “I will call him soon.  I am done here and ready to return to the house.”
 
   He nods.  “Oui.”
 
   We head down the elevator, to the lobby.  I notice that Frank is not at his usual post, so we breeze through the lobby and out into the cold and rainy fall weather. 
 
   Once back at the house, I can feel Simone’s energy before we even enter the front door.  I open the door to an ecstatic Henry, followed by Simone, who seems equally enthused.  She rushes toward me with a champagne glass in her hand and some chocolate on the corner of her mouth.  “Here darling, we are officially on vacation now!!”  She pushes the glass into my hand and dances a cha-cha.  She turns and prances the rest of the way toward the kitchen.  I turn to look up at Frankenstein, who has a bewildered look on his face.  He must regret Harrison putting him on this assignment.  I put down my purse and briefcase by the door.  Henry nudges me with his nose, so I give him a pat.  I join Simone in the kitchen and take a long sip of the bubbly.  It tickles my nose and I giggle.  It looks as if a gift basket has exploded in the kitchen.  An enormous basket, outfitted with candy, chocolate, wine, champagne, cheeses, fruit and crackers, sits in the middle of the island. Cellophane wrapping and basket excelsior spills out in every direction.  Simone stops taking inventory of the basket long enough to turn and give me the once over. 
 
   “Hey, why don’t you take that rain jacket off and stay a while?”
 
   I giggle again and slip out of my jacket, hanging it over the back of one of the tall bar stool..  I climb onto the stool and help myself to a chocolate from the open box sitting in front of me.  “So, who sent you the basket?”
 
   She has a devious look on her face.  “Oh, just our host for the weekend.  How delicious is this?” She waves her and over the assortment like Vanna White showing off contest prizes.  “I think I see dinner here.  How about you?” 
 
   “Hmmm tempting, but I think I may have Thai leftovers for actual dinner.”
 
   “Yeah, about that. I was having another work-from-home day, so no leftovers honey.  It looks like it’s gourmet cheese and wine for dinner!  Besides, it will gives us a jump on our weekend!”
 
   “Fine, I’m not starving anyway.”  I go back to the front door and pull the envelope out of my briefcase.  I take it in the kitchen and set it on the tiled countertop.  Simone looks at the envelope and then at me. 
 
   “What’s this?”
 
   “Open it.”
 
   She reaches in the envelope and pulls out the contents.  She looks over the pictures and reads the letter. 
 
   “Dani, this is getting ridiculous.  Where did you get this?”  She says, as she flips the envelope to look at the postmark and address. 
 
   “We stopped by my condo today to check on things after I spent some time in my office.  When we got there, the heat was cranked up to 90.  You didn’t turn it up while we were there, did you?”
 
   She cackles at me,  “Um, no.  Why the hell would I do that?  That’s random.  Do you think someone was in your condo again?”
 
   “Well yeah,  what other explanation would there be?”
 
   “Was there anything out of place?  Or was something mysteriously left for you to find?”
 
   I reach into my briefcase and pull out the plastic baggie.  “No, nothing was left on purpose.”  I hold up the bag for her to see.  She reaches out to take it, and I yank back on the bag.  “You probably shouldn’t touch it.  I already did today, without thinking.  It could have a print that the police can lift.  I’ll take it to the detective next week.”
 
   “Oh, boy.  The plot just keeps getting thicker and thicker.”
 
   “I know!  You don’t have to tell me!”
 
   She straightens up quickly, darting her eyes toward the clock on the microwave.  “Oh shit, we need to go check in for our flights.  Our seats are assigned, but I always like to check in right at the 24-hour mark, so my seat doesn’t magically get filled by someone else.  Do you know how many times that has happened to me while on business trips?”
 
   She heads to the dining table and sits at her laptop.  I move over to where she was standing so I can get a full view of all the goodies from the basket.  Wow, this guy spared no expense.  There is even Russian Caviar.  I am not a big caviar connoisseur, but my mom has always been a fan.  When I was in college, someone brought her a can from Russia and she raved about it for months.  I find it gross, myself.
 
   “What the hell?!”  Simone squawks from her computer.  
 
   “What’s the matter?”  I walk over to stand behind her and look over her shoulder at the screen.  She is pointing at the e-ticket. 
 
   “Well, nothing is the matter, but I’d like to know just how I got upgraded to first class.  Trust me, I sure as hell am not paying for that.”
 
   I look at her status, and it does show an upgraded ticket.  “Hmm, since you bought my ticket, do you have to check in for me, or can I do it?”
 
   “Huh?  Oh, you have the confirmation number.  You can check in with that.”  She turns back to her screen, as if staring at it will somehow help make sense of how her ticket was upgraded.
 
   I turn on my laptop, and within minutes, I am logged in to Delta’s website.  I enter my confirmation number, and once my reservation is on the screen, I see my that status is upgraded to first class as well.  I turn to Simone, who is staring at me now with eyes shining. 
 
   “Girl!  I don’t care how it happens that we are flying first class.  I’ll take it!  What a fabulous surprise!  I am hitting the confirm button.  First class, here I come… er we come!”
 
   Her enthusiasm is contagious, and I find myself feeling giddy.  I feel my phone vibrate in my jeans pocket.  I pull it out, and see that I have received a text from Harrison.  Gah, I haven’t spoken to him all day!  I hit confirm on my computer screen and then log out.  I close my laptop and turn to Simone.  “I will be right back; I have to call Harrison real quick.”
 
   She sighs,  “Well you better hurry, I may just start celebrating without you.”  She holds up her almost-empty champagne glass and takes the last swig. 
 
   “Ok, I will be quick.”  I give her a wink.
 
   I plop down on my bed and open up the text from Harrison. 
 
   6:20 PM
 
   Harrison Towers
 
   I would like to hear your voice.  Call me. 
 
    
 
   Oh!  That sent waves of delight coursing through my loins.  I would like to hear his voice also.
 
   I hit dial.
 
   He answers.
 
   “Bonjour mon Coeur, Hello my heart.”  He is practically purring into the phone. 
 
   “Wow, bonjour to you too, Towers!”
 
   “What’s this Towers stuff anyway?”  I am a little taken aback.  I call him that off and on.  I guess it is becoming my habit to call people by their last name. 
 
   “Hey, do you know anything about how getting upgraded to first class works?”  I am probing.  I don’t want to go out and ask if he did it, just in case it wasn’t him.  That would be awkward.
 
   “Why, yes I do.  As a matter of fact, I just had Hilary upgrade two first-class tickets for a woman, of whom I am rather fond of and her odd little friend.” 
 
   Gasp.  Ok, there we go.  Fishing expedition successful.  My odd little friend?  I wouldn’t dare repeat that to Simone.  Have they even met? 
 
   “Oh, so that was you.  I knew it!  Thank you. Harrison.  That was very thoughtful of you.”
 
   “I am happy to do it for you.  I want you to have a wonderful trip.  In fact, I will send a car for you to take you to the airport.  Jeff will be there at 4:30 AM, since you are on the 6:10 AM flight.”  He sounds so business-like at the moment.
 
   “Sounds good, but so damned early.  I have to admit that I am looking forward to a nice, relaxing weekend.  I will miss you though…..”  I just got him back, so I am apprehensive about being apart from him again so soon. 
 
   “Well, you could always skip the trip and spend the whole weekend with me, utilizing the many surfaces in my penthouse…again.”
 
   “Oh.  That is so very tempting.  Believe me.  But, I can’t do that to Simone.”
 
   “I know that Albert told you about today.  I don’t think I can handle living at that condo anymore.  When I return from Palm Springs, I am going to actively look for a new place to live.  I know you said you had some ideas, but I am a big girl, and I want to take care of this myself.”
 
   I get a long silence.
 
   “Fair enough.  I will back off and let you figure out your living arrangements, but just keep in mind that I will be happy to help, should you change your mind.”
 
   “Thank you.  I appreciate that.  So, I should get going and finish getting ready for my trip.  Thank you, again, for the upgrade.  That was such a wonderful surprise!”
 
   “You are welcome.  Now, be a good girl and no flirting with the swarms of men who will be following you around.”
 
   “Well, well, Mr. Towers, do I detect some jealousy?”
 
   “No, just a gentle reminder.  Call me when you land.  Oh, and Danielle….. I love you.”
 
   Oh!  I am melting!  “I love you too, Harrison! Goodnight.”
 
   

 
   
Chapter 20
 
    
 
   “Delta 1450 will begin the boarding process, starting with our 
 
   Medallion Members and first class cabin.”
 
   It’s a rainy day in Portland, and I am so happy to escape the random monsoons and complete craziness that has consumed my life the past few months.  Simone has some mega-hot Hollywood producer type she knows that has been so kind as to let us stay at his estate in Palm Springs.  Ahh… Palm Springs, the land of old Hollywood glamour, golf, tennis and complete and utter Zen.
 
   “Now boarding zone 1.”
 
   “That’s us, Dani!  Thank god!  I am ready to get into some sizzling hot fun! Preferably over 6’3. 
 
   Whoa, who are you?  Throw me down tie me up.. hello, ticket god!”  Simone is busy ogling the ticket guy. 
 
   Dear God, please help me. The last girls trip to California we were on was in our early college days.  We woke up one morning in some Beverly Hills mansion, wearing nothing but cowgirl hats, ponchos and string bikinis.  Suffice to say, Simone has a way of meeting Hollywood’s movers & shakers and partying the night away.  I have grown out of the party mode, but Simone still loves to tie one on.  
 
   “Ladies, your tickets please,”  Says the tall, dark drink of water, Gilles Marini look-a-like. 
 
   We haven’t even hit Cali yet, the land of the beautiful people, and Clarke is panting....no, drooling out of both sides of her damn mouth.  As I nudge her with my left elbow, her jaw closes to a tight clench.
 
   “Miss Danielle Austen, you have been upgraded to first class.  Here is your new seating assignment.”
 
   “Oh yes, thank you.”  I pause and remember who arranged that little upgrade for us. Simultaneously, Clarke and I turn to each other and lock eyes in amusement.  In unison, “Towers.” 
 
   Of course, he managed to somehow use  his Diamond Medallion status, or whatever the hell he is, and upgraded us to first class.  Figures.  The man has no boundaries.
 
   The hot ticket guy says, with a killer smile and tight dimples, “Enjoy, ladies.”
 
   “Oh we will!”  Clarke says in her seductive tone, as she grazes Mr. Hotty Toddy’s hand and reclaims her ticket.
 
   “Score Danners!  God, you gotta love it.  Gorgeous, older, most-eligible man on the damn planet taking time out of his bazillion investment deals to bump us to the land of drunk, flying-high, first-class professionals.  This is the start to an amazing weekend, Dani.  You better keep his fine ass around.”  She winks at me with a cool smile, drops down her oversized gunmetal DVF sunglasses and throws her Dolce tote over her shoulder, as we head down the jet way.  We take our seats in first class and she immediately orders two cocktails. 
 
   “This is the perfect way to start our weekend in the desert, Dani.  Have you heard from Towers?”
 
   “No, he hasn’t called yet.”
 
   I reach into my oversized tote and pull out my phone.
 
   1 new text message received.
 
   5:35 AM
 
   Bradley
 
   Have a great time in Palm Springs, Dani.  You both be safe down there.  Call me if you need anything.
 
   Okay, really?  It just amazes me that after we are no longer together, Bradley is more concerned with me and my life than he ever was while we were married.  How did he know I am going anyway?
 
   5:45 AM
 
   Me
 
   Thanks.  Take Care.
 
   There, short and sweet.
 
   Just as I get ready to put my phone away, another text message comes through.  This time, it’s from Harrison, and I get chills all over my body.  Seeing his name on my text messages makes me feel like a young school girl with a bad crush.
 
   5:45 AM
 
   Harrison Towers
 
   Thinking of you, Danielle.  Hope you and Simone are enjoying your new seats.
 
    
 
   5:46 AM
 
   Me
 
   Thank you, Harrison.  We are just loving this.  It has really made the start to this weekend memorable.
 
    
 
   5:46 AM
 
   Harrison Towers
 
   Oh, it will be memorable, Danielle.  I miss you.  See you when you get back.
 
   He misses me!  Oh my!  He loves me and he misses me!  How am I going to let go and focus on me this weekend, when the man I love is not with me.  I guess what they say is true about missing someone makes the heart grow fonder.  I just hope I can let loose this weekend and shake off all the crazy!
 
   About five hours or so later, we land at the Palm Springs Airport.  The land of perfectly-lined Palm Trees.  The rich and famous’ playground.  Clarke has arranged the whole shebang.  I am sure that it will play out smoothly, like a scene out of a movie.  Glitz and over-the-top glam...all complimentary, according to Clarke.  Who could pass this lifestyle up?  At least for the weekend!  It’s just the getaway that I have been craving.  A little of Simone’s crazy might actually make my life look normal!  However, no matter how far I can run or travel from all that has taken place, can I ever really escape the past or what I have to deal with when I get back? 
 
   A limo is awaiting our arrival at the airport to escort us to our weekend estate.  We head up the winding hills of Southridge Drive, which overlooks the entire Coachella Valley.  It’s the best-kept desert jewel of Palm Springs.  This sun-drenched corner of Southern California was made for the rich and famous, and this weekend, we will roll it out.  We come to a private road with a guardhouse at its base.  The guard motions us right on through. 
 
   “Ladies, there are the homes of Bob and Delores Hope and Frank Sinatra.  There are about a dozen homes on this particular street, all built in the 1960’s and 70’s.  The home you will be staying in was built by the master architectural legend, John Lautner. 
 
   “Here we are ladies,” the driver announces as he pulls into the long, narrow drive.
 
   Simone and I are glued to the windows.  Silent and in awe.
 
   “Um Clarke...?  Remind me, at which celebrity’s house are we were staying?”
 
   “Dani, Omigod.  Uh, His name is Blaine Ford; he’s a big Hollywood Exec.  We really didn’t get that in-depth about what he does for work.  I didn’t want to seem so into him, so I pretended that I thought he was a nobody.  I have no idea what he really does in Hollywood.  All I know is that he  works in ‘the industry’.”
 
   The driver interrupts, “That nobody is closely related to James Ford.”
 
   Both of us turn and our jaws drop.  “You mean…James Ford....the designer?”
 
   “Yes, that is correct.  You are in for a real treat staying at this estate.  Have you heard of the ‘Two-Hour Rule’?”
 
   “Uhhh...two hour rule?”  I turn to Clarke and probably look as dumbfounded as she does, our mouths still hanging open.
 
   “Yes.  It is legendary.  The ‘Two-Hour Rule’ of the Hollywood studios really did put Palm Springs on the map as the ultimate getaway. 
 
   Actors who were under contract had to be available within two-hours from the studio, just in case they were called in for last-minute business.  Palm Springs became the destination for celebrities wanting to get out of Los Angeles, but stay within their contract zone.  So, you just might just run into a few celebs, especially staying up on Hollywood Lane,” he smiles.
 
   We both giggle in sheer and utter excitement.  I roll down my window.  The warm, dry air rushes in, through the back of the car.  We pull up to what seems like a contemporary castle, set high in the hills. The  gorgeous Palm Desert Mountains drape the background.
 
    “Ladies, this is one of the largest and most avant-garde estates in Palm Springs.  It is a true legend, not only for its history but for the architect who designed it.”
 
   “Dani!  This gorgeous estate is ours the whole freaking weekend!  Its commanding view, dramatic architecture and designer interior makes it the perfect headquarters for our weekend in the desert!  Squee!”
 
   I wake up the next morning in one of the most luxurious rooms that I have ever slept in, aside from Harrison’s bedroom.  I love how it felt to wake up in his bed, snuggled in his arms.  This room overlooks the pool area, with sweeping views of the Valley.  The bedding is white and fluffy.  I can tell the white duvet cover is Egyptian cotton, I’m guessing it is at least 1200 thread count.  I am a sucker for high-quality sheets.  The furnishings are beautiful custom pieces.  I glance around my room and notice that my are clothes strewn about.  We decided to drain a couple bottles of bubbly last night.  I was too tipsy and tired to care about being tidy.  Shit!  I forgot to text Harrison as soon as we were settled.  I only texted him when we landed, before we arrived at the mansion.  I think I should text him now.  On the other hand, I may just keep silent.  It seems to drive him mad when he can’t reach me, which is kind of a turn on.  After a long day of traveling, Simone and I indulged in not one, but three bottles of my favorite Barefoot Extra Brut Champagne.  Clarke knows that alcohol is all she needs to get everything out of me about anything.  Damn her.  Damn me!  I should know better by now.  I better remind myself to make her sign a confidentiality agreement, before it is splashed all over Portland Magazine. 
 
   I pick my clothes up off the floor, finish unpacking my suitcase, and finish tidying up the room.  Simone has arranged a day for us at the estate.  I put on a canary-yellow string bikini with a white cover up.  I am looking forward to the day. Right now, it’s pool time;  later we will get  pedicures and massages!  What else can a girl ask for?
 
   I walk down to the pool.  The heat from the desert sun, reflecting on this incredible infinity pool, feels amazing.  The view, in of itself, is enough to make me forget my worries for the time being.  I just want to indulge in a good book and stow away all my toxic emotions.
 
   Simone has a plethora of gossip magazines laying on the side table.  Sun, good reading material, and relaxation.  This is the life!  My phone starts to buzz on the small table that holds our fun umbrella cocktails. 
 
   “Dani, I swear it is like you are on call 24-hours a day.  Who is it now?”
 
   12:20 PM
 
   Bradley
 
   How is the desert treating you Dani?  Everything okay?
 
   “Ugh!  It’s Bradley.  What is with him?  God!  Does he not know how to leave me alone for one second?  I know he means well, but there is a thing called boundaries.”
 
   “Dani, why do you keep putting up with that jackass?  After everything he has put you through!”  She pulls down her sunglasses, and I can see that she is really serious about the issue.  She throws down her magazine and grabs her Appletini.
 
   “And...what is going on with mega mogul?  Come on ....dish it.  I want all the details.
 
   “Simone, seriously there are no details.”
 
   “Bullshit Dani.  You should know me better than to think that I don’t have some kind of sense as to what is going on.  All these unknown callers, detectives, black SUVs’, the crazy wine bitch, all your traveling with Towers.  Give it up.”
 
   “Alright, let’s start with Bradley. You know....”
 
   “Damn, another unknown caller!  Ugh!  Even on vacation, I am going to have annoying unknown caller stalker issues.  Now, where is my damn log book of calls that Detective Burke told me to keep?”
 
   “Anyways, back to Bradley.  You know, Clarke, Bradley and I were so in love when we met. Over the years, we just grew apart and took different directions in life.  I know he put me through hell, Clarke, but I am trying not to relive the past and to move on with my life.  If that means being pleasant to Bradley and being the bigger person, then that is what I am going to do.  I can’t live my life being angry and having all those old issues from our past life in my present.  I learned to let go a long time ago, Clarke.  It isn’t fair to myself or to Harrison.
 
   “Right, that makes sense.  I am just surprised that he is taking such an interest in your daily life now.”
 
   “Yah, you and me both.”
 
   “Now, Harrison.  I really can’t give too much away, Clarke.  I know there are things that you really don’t understand about our relationship and everything that has happened.  All I can tell you at this time is that Harrison said to trust him.  The truth is a dangerous game.  I get it on one level, but like you, Clarke, I just want this whole freak show to be done.  This trip is exactly what I need.”  I lay back in my chair and feel the hot sun on my face.  “So let’s forget about all of my problems for the rest of the weekend and just Zen out.”
 
   “I agree.  Sorry Dani, I just want to make sure my girl is okay.  I thought after our little spa day by the pool, we could head over to El Paseo Drive and pick out a couple of hot little numbers for this evening?”
 
   “Yes!  I am in dire need of a new, sexy cocktail dress.”
 
   “Done.  Dani, don’t worry.  In time, everything works out.”
 
   “Thanks, Clarke.  I appreciate you and value our friendship.  Now, let’s get on with our beauty day, so we can begin to prepare for this night to remember.  Bring on the ponchos and cowgirl hats!  I have a feeling tonight is going to be added to our list of all time Dani and Clarke memories.”  I hope she is convinced by my enthusiasm because I am not. 
 
   

 
   
Chapter 21
 
    
 
   The black town car lets us off at another mega mansion in Rancho Mirage, just a short ride from the gorgeous estate at which we are staying.  Clarke’s mystery celebrity  has invited us to an exclusive industry event in Palm Desert. Yes, the same one whose massive estate we are enjoying for the weekend.  No word from Harrison.  I am starting to get a little unnerved and worried.  I know that he said that he can’t tell me every detail of what is going on and that he needs to stay low, but I am missing him intensely.  His touch, his lips, that body, and his power all linger in my mind.  That, and the way he controls every fiber of my being with his touch and his tongue.  I feel my face warming just from my thoughts.  My mind has a way of being naughty at the most inopportune times. 
 
   Clarke and I come to the door of a large estate, with wrap around decks.  There seems to be quite a lot of people here –Gorgeous people, from the looks of it.  Clarke knocks on the door.  No one answers.  Loud, exotic house music pumps throughout the entire estate. .
 
   Clarke gives me a jab in the waist with her finger. 
 
   “Dani, breathe!  We are good friends of Blaine Ford, remember!”  She knows me so well.  I was holding my breath, which is an old habit of mine whenever I get nervous. 
 
   “Okay, whatever you say, Clarke.  I am game.  Ready to play and lose myself tonight!”  I am trying to muster up the old party girl inside of myself.  She has not been out to play in literally years. 
 
   “Has Harrison called you or texted yet!?”
 
   “No.  Nothing.  Silence.”  I wish she would stop asking me.
 
   “Forget it Dani.  I am sure there will be plenty of tall, dark hotties swarming the joint to take your mind off Towers.”
 
   Clarke knocks on the door again. 
 
   “Well, aren’t you going to open the damn thing, Clarke?”
 
   “Shit, Dani.  What do we do, just let ourselves in?”
 
   “Do you really think anyone is going to hear us knock over the sounds of exotic techno?”  Ugh. “Here, let me go in first.”  Sometimes she just exasperates me. 
 
   Here we go, as I turn the large, decorative metal handle of the double, oversize, European door. I wouldn’t expect anything less of this Tuscan Estate in the hills.  As we go inside, I appreciate how the entrance is bedecked with wall to wall mirrors and gorgeous artwork.  I catch my reflection in one of the larger mirrors, and I am surprised at how sexy I look.  Clarke and I are wearing the tight-fitting cocktail dresses that we found on El Paseo Drive.  Mine, a chocolate-brown sequin dress, with gold flecks, which I’ve paired with sky-high turquoise stilettos, peach-glossed lips and a gold necklace.  Clarke’s red hair looks radiant next to her midnight-blue, short, strapless dress.  Her red-stained lips and strappy, silver stilettos scream out ‘wardrobe diva’.
 
   We are decked-out and ready to get into some mischief!  I keep reminding myself to get into the party mind set!  I know that Clarke is ready to mingle. 
 
   As we walk through the hallway to the great room, the exotic house music vibrates straight through my body.  I feel a sense of instant sensuality.  From where I am standing, I see lit candles everywhere, and from the looks of things, there are several bars and a gorgeous staff.   
 
   There’s the typical male mix of Hollywood big wigs, probably 20 percent of which Clarke has “entertained”.  This should be amusing, to say the least.  I see Clarke out of the corner of my eye.  Her face is beaming with amusement.  I know her so well; she is scanning the room for her next victim. 
 
   With my attention on the crowd, I don’t notice a man come up behind Clarke.  He places his hands on her hips and says, loud enough for me to hear, “Are you ready for this?”
 
   She practically melts into his neck.  Oh my!  Good one, Clarke.  I am not the only one who has a thing for older men. 
 
   “Excuse me, I am Blaine Ford,” says the man holding Clarke, as he reaches his hand for mine.
 
   “Oh, Mr. Ford...it is a pleasure, Danielle Austen.”
 
   “I presume that you two are enjoying your stay on the hill?”
 
   “Oh yes....your home is beyond words.  Thank you for loaning it to us for the weekend.”
 
   “Anytime, Miss Austen,” he says as he winks one eye at me.  He looks like a younger Richard Gere.  Pretty Woman days, but tall with silver hair, grey blues eyes and a sensual confident presence about him that would make any woman melt to the floor.  
 
   “Would you mind if I steal Miss Clarke for a bit?”
 
   “Oh no, not at all.  Please.  It was a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Ford.”
 
   “The pleasure is all mine.  Make yourself at home, and ask Grey at the bar for the Vulcan Twist. It is quite the experience.”
 
   “I will.  Thanks.”
 
   “Dani, I have my cell.  I will be right back!  Sort of…”
 
   “Don’t worry about it, Clarke....you better go handle that!”
 
   I make my way over to the bar, “I will have the Vulcan Twist please.”
 
   “Um, I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”
 
   “Huh?”  I turn and look at a gorgeous blonde, with wavy hair and green eyes sitting at the end of the bar. 
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “The Vulcan Twist.  At the last party Ford hosted, I ended up in front of the rainbow room with a sailor hat on and a silver tie around my neck.”
 
   “Oh wow,” I say, as I slide the freshly poured glass back towards the bartender. 
 
   “Thanks.  I appreciate that.”
 
   “Wise decision young lady.  Jackson Blake,” he says, as he extends his hand out to mine.
 
   “Danielle Austen.  Wait, Jackson Blake, the designer?”
 
   “That would be me.”
 
   “Wow, it is an honor.  You are a legend in my world.”
 
   “Really now.  And what is it that you do?”
 
   “Well, I am a designer too.  I have just gone out on my own, and I have an office in the Pearl in Portland, Oregon.  Nothing to the extent of your accomplishments.”
 
   “Really.  I would love to see your design work sometime.”
 
   “Yah?  Well, that would be....”
 
   “Grey, Miss Austen will have a French Martini.”
 
   “Here, eat, you will need this before consuming any of Ford’s drinks.  This one is safe though,” as he shoves a plate of fried Kung Pao calamari with toasted pine nuts in front me.”
 
   Okay, I am sitting next to one of Hollywood’s designer legends, Jackson-sexy-as-hell Blake. Who would have thought?
 
   I feel a buzz go off in my clutch, which I’ve placed on the bar.
 
   I take out my phone to make sure Clarke is not in dire need of a ‘rescue’.
 
    
 
   9:45 PM
 
   Harrison Towers
 
   Miss Austen.  How do you like the desert?  Enjoying yourself?
 
    
 
   9:46 PM
 
   Me
 
   Harrison, finally.  Good to hear from you.  Yes, very much so.  The desert is just wonderful.  Breathtaking.  I feel like I can relax and just let go here.
 
    
 
   9:47 PM
 
   Harrison Towers
 
   I am sure you two are enjoying yourselves.  Have you been drinking?
 
    
 
   What the hell!  Does it sound like I am drunk or something?
 
    
 
   9:48 PM
 
   Me
 
   No.  Not yet.  Just getting started.
 
    
 
   9:50 PM
 
   Harrison Towers
 
   Ah.  Just getting started, I see.  Where is Simone?
 
    
 
   9:51 PM
 
   Me
 
   She ran off with Blaine Ford.
 
    
 
   9:53 PM
 
   Harrison Towers
 
   She left you alone? 
 
    
 
   9:54 PM
 
   Me
 
   Well, not exactly.
 
    
 
   I glance over at the hunk sitting near me. 
 
    
 
   9:55 PM
 
   Harrison Towers
 
   What do you mean “not exactly”?
 
    
 
   9:56 PM
 
   Me
 
   We are at an industry event at another of Blaine Ford’s homes. 
 
   I look up and see the hunk looking at me. 
 
   “Sorry, Mr. Blake.  I had to take this, it is work related.”
 
   “No worries.  Please, call me Jackson.”
 
   He stands up and scoots his chair out, proceeding to walk from the short end of the bar, right up to my stool.  He pulls out the vacant stool and sits directly facing me, with his legs open.  One leg perches on the stool and the other on the floor.  Dear God, he is fine.  He is making me nervous.  Damn, why do all the hot ones make it so that I can’t look at them in the eyes?  Okay Danielle, you are not Danielle tonight.  Get it together.  Plus, how would Harrison react if he knew I was flirting with this guy?!
 
   “So how long are you staying?
 
   “Um, well...we leave tomorrow, late morning.”
 
   There goes my damn phone again.  Harrison shit, I forgot.
 
    
 
   10:00 PM
 
   Harrison Towers
 
   That dress looks amazing against your skin; however, I want you in nothing but those heels and that necklace Miss Austen.
 
    
 
   Gah!  Oh Shit!  What!?  Okay, now who in the hell is spying on me?  Damn him!  I can’t even go out of town without a watch team.  What, does he have someone streaming live every play by play of my evening?  Honestly!
 
    
 
   10:01 PM 
 
   Me
 
   Harrison.  Do you have someone watching me?
 
    
 
   10:02 PM
 
   Harrison Towers
 
   You know, Danielle, Jackson Blake is a good friend of mine. 
 
    
 
   Shit!  What is he up to?  Ugh, this man is going to drive me fucking insane. 
 
   Jackson leans into my ear, “You know, if you lived here, we would have already met by now.”
 
   Oh God...not now.  Not with Harrison Towers keeping tabs on me!  One move and he will have the swat team dispatched.
 
    
 
   10:03 PM
 
   Harrison Towers
 
   The things I would do to you with those heels on, Danielle.  Stand up.  Excuse yourself. 
 
    
 
   10:04 PM
 
   Me
 
   Damn you!  What the hell is going on?
 
    
 
   “Miss Austen,” Jackson reaches his hand over mine and grabs my cell phone.
 
   “This can wait, Danielle.”
 
   Oh shit!  Harrison is going to freak!
 
   “What do you mean we would have met by now if I lived here?”
 
   “Danielle, it wouldn’t have been long before our paths would have crossed.  You are just breathtaking.  It wouldn’t have taken long for me to find you.”  He whispers these phrases seductively in my ear.
 
   His voice and body send shock waves over my bare skin.  Great, where in the hell is Harrison?  I am surprised he hasn’t sent Thing 1 and Thing 2 over to my rescue.  Now, one of the most eligible, famous, not to mention straight designers is hitting on me, and I know Harrison knows about it. 
 
   Harrison knows him.  He knows Harrison.  Of course.  I am all alone and Towers wouldn’t be here to rescue me.  Sly, very sly.
 
   My phone starts to buzz on the bar.  I reach over to grab it.  Jackson stops me. He places his hand over mine.  Oh, damn.  Not now.  Please not now.
 
   “Danielle, you don’t want to answer that.”
 
   “Jackson, I need to take this call.  Excuse me for one moment.”
 
   I grab my phone and press the green answer button.
 
   Before I could say hello… 
 
   “Stand up and excuse yourself, Danielle!”
 
   Oh Christ! Honestly, now!?
 
   “Didn’t you hear me the first time?”
 
   I can’t say a word.  Harrison has me tongue-tied, and I can tell from his tone that he is pissed.
 
   “Mr. Blake, excuse me.  I need to take this call outside.”
 
   “Okay, hurry back.  I have some plans for us, gorgeous.”
 
   Eww.  Plans?  You have got to be kidding me.  Mr. Palm Springs has already made “plans” for us.  Great, this is not going over well.  I push back my stool and turn in the opposite direction.  Since he had me pinned in on the right, my only escape was to the left.
 
   “Okay Towers, what is going on.  Where are you?”
 
   “Miss Austen, you are getting quite the attention this evening.”
 
   I briskly pace through the crowds of people, straining to hear him through the noise.  The room is packed; music and beautiful people fill every inch of space.  I know no one.  Simone has disappeared with Richard Gere and Towers wants to play games.  My eyes quickly dart in and out of the crowd.
 
   “Here you go, Miss Austen,” says a waiter, as he hands me a crystal glass of champagne.
 
   “I didn’t order this!” I say, but the waiter just walks off.
 
   “I did.  Drink it.”, Harrison commands.
 
   “Damn you, Harrison, will you please...”
 
   “Drink, Danielle.  Stop talking.”
 
   I down the glass of champagne with one toss of my head.  God, that felt good.  Extra Brut bubbly, at least he knows what I like.
 
   “Alright, enough with your games, Harrison.”

 
   
Chapter 22
 
    
 
   Still making my way through the crowd, I search for one of Harrison’s bodyguards.  I survey the room when all of the sudden, my eyes lock with his.  I am frozen and time stops when I see him leaning against a wooden support beam.  I can’t believe what my eyes are telling me. It’s Harrison, and he’s even more strikingly beautiful than I remembered!  My heart is beating out of my chest. He is wearing a cream straw fedora hat, with a white linen button down shirt and tan loose linen trousers, I think I may just swoon.  I notice several other women looking and wonder if they may do the same.  I possessively lock eyes with him as I walk over to where he is standing. 
 
   “Aw, there is my girl.  Mi Amore, you are stunning.”
 
   The champagne is starting to kick in a little bit now, coupled with the French martini.  Liquid courage always makes me feel sexy and confident. 
 
   He pushes the end button on his phone, as do I,  and I advance towards him.
 
   In a matter of seconds, he has me swept up in his arms and his mouth sealed over mine.  God, I have missed these luscious, mind-blowing lips and the feel of his arms wrapped around me. 
 
   He pulls slightly away and whispers in my ear, “Your skin touching mine, the thought just drives me insane.”
 
   “Harrison, how did you...”
 
   “Come on, there really is no time to talk right now.  I need to be in you.”
 
   I feel my loins burning out of control, like a wildfire rips through a forest.  My god, I need him in me too. 
 
   “What!?  What do you mean?  Where are we going?”
 
   He grabs my left hand and leads me down the grand staircase and out the front door.
 
   “Harrison, stop! How the hell are you here, when Marion has her tabs on you?”
 
   “I made arrangements to make sure that she is stuck in meetings this weekend.  She has no clue of my whereabouts.  I am all yours, Danielle.”
 
   “What about Simone?” 
 
   “She is fine Danielle.  She is consumed with Mr. Ford.  I saw to everything.”
 
   Of course he did.  I must admit, that I do love his power and ability to make almost anything happen.  Now I wish he could just make Marion go away permanently.  Now, that would be impressive. 
 
   He escorts me out of the front doors of the estate.
 
   A  black limo, with smoked-out windows, waits for us at the top of the driveway.
 
   “Is that for us?”
 
   “Mr. Towers, Miss Austen...after you please,”  says the driver, as he holds the door open with a straight face.  The door closes.
 
   “Harrison, honestly what is all this....”
 
   In a matter of seconds, he has me lying across the back seat of the limo.
 
   “I have missed you.  All of you, Danielle.”
 
   His tongue thrusts into my mouth, seeking mine.  He kisses me so passionately that it feels as if it is the last time he will ever see me.   My “P” is wet and throbbing with desire.  I need him.  I have been daydreaming about him since I left Portland.
 
   “I need you Danielle, I want to feel you...from the inside,” he whispers into my ear, as he runs one hand down my right leg and then back up my thigh.  He cups my hot, wanting crotch with his hand.  He pulsates his hand over my “P”, as his talented tongue attacks every inch of my mouth. 
 
   “Ahhhh,” I let out a loud moan. as he slips past my panties and inserts one finger deep inside me.”
 
   Our eyes lock.  His intense blue stare makes me squirm.  I am going to cum just from the dominance he commands.  I grab him on both sides of his face and pull him closer into me.
 
   “I need you to fuck me now!” 
 
   “Shhhh.  Now next time, do as I say.  You need to be punished.  Flirting with Jackson Blake really made me mad!”
 
   “Harrison, I .....”
 
   “Sshhh.  Don’t talk.”
 
   Harrison takes a silk tie out of his pocket.
 
   Oh no!  He is going to take away my sight.  I remember that night in Hood River, with the silk mask.  How I tormented his body with the mask, as he did mine.  That is one memory I will never forget.
 
   He ties the silk tie around my eyes and pulls tight.  His hands begin sliding down the front of my dress, as his body glides down with them.  He pushes my sequin dress up to my belly, then over my head.  I am naked, except for my thong panties.  His hands run the length of my hips and thighs.  Forcefully, he pushes my legs wide open and runs both hands inward, from my knees to my inner thighs.  He slides his hands up to my belly and back down to my thighs.  My body tenses up, and I am instantly wet for him, as my back arches on the cold leather of the limo.  Harrison pulls my panties down and removes them.  He rolls down the window of the limo, until I feel a cool stream of air brushing my clit.  I remember the time he did this in Hood River with the fan blowing over my “P”.  The cool air rushing in to touch my “P” intensifies my arousal as my “P” pulsates with desire, 
 
   He gently plays with my folds, rolling them between two fingers.  They are now so highly sensitive that I may cum with one single touch.
 
   “Danielle, the thought of another man next to you, drives me insane.”
 
   “You are mine.  I have missed this sweet body of yours.”
 
   “Harrison....I..”
 
   “Sshhh, just relax.”
 
   His tongue starts fluttering over my clit in circles, teasing it ever so slowly.  Starting at the base, he takes his expert tongue and runs the length of my lips, ever so delicately and sensually, sending my body into a ball of desire.
 
   I think just fuck me with your tongue already, I can’t take this type of punishment.  Slowly, his tongue works in circles, as I grope around to grab the door handle above my head.  Still blindfolded, my sense of direction is thrown off by all the sensations in my body.  My hips move in time with each slow, wet lick.  He grabs me under both of my thighs and pulls my body close to his mouth, as he dips his tongue into my begging “P”.  I can’t take the mix of the cool desert air and Harrison’s hot tongue pushed deep inside of me.  My body is aching and convulsing with pleasure, as he works me over.  My muscles start to tense, as I am about to cum.  I am about to cum all over, as he fucks me with his tongue.  My hands gripping his golden locks, I prepare for my release.
 
    He pulls away.  Silence.  I am panting and on the verge of cuming and begging for him to return.  He is denying my orgasm.  OMG!  I rock my hips up and my “P” pulses hard, waiting for its final release.
 
   “Harrison...please.  I need you.”
 
   I hear his zipper.  The window rolls back up, and the music flips on.  Exotic Sade mix always gets me in the fucking mood.  He leaves me there, not being able to see or feel him for a few minutes.  Not knowing what is coming next is about to drive me over the top.  I reach down and start rubbing my fingers on my clit then I stick a finger inside myself.  If he is going to make me wait, I am going to give him a show.
 
   I slowly work my fingers over my hot wet “P”.  I take two and place them in my mouth, licking ever so slightly.  I hear him gasp and let out a slight moan.  That did it.  I can feel him nearing me.  He takes my two fingers and places them in his mouth.  Sucking and gliding his tongue up and down both of my fingers.  I take my other hand and start to play with myself, as he licks the hell out of my fingers, sucking up all my juices.  He releases my fingers, and I am guessing that he is watching me and my every aching move.
 
   “Fuck me, Harrison, I can’t take this anymore.  I need your cock inside me.”
 
   “I want all of you, Danielle.  Every inch of your body.  It is mine.  All mine.” He rasps.
 
   I feel his erect cock against my “P”.  He begins sliding it the length of my hot “P”, teasing the living hell out of me.  He takes both of my hands and places them above my head.  He loves to be in control.  I love being taken control of, dominated and just feeling his body, without sight.  I can’t guess what he will do next. He knows exactly how to get to me by taking my tactile senses away. 
 
   His hands pushing mine together into the leather, as he unleashes his cock on the opening of my “P”. 
 
   “Ahhhh....”
 
   My back arches, but his cock is not deep inside of me yet.  I feel one of his knees on the outside of my leg and his other leg on the floor of the limo.  He takes one hand and pulls up my left leg higher, plunging deep inside of me. 
 
   “I love your tight little pussy, Danielle.  Oh, how I’ve missed this.”
 
   His cock is slowly sliding in and out of me.  I feel every inch of his erect length, filling me and pulsating inside of me.
 
   Harrison lets go of my hands, and in one swift move, he has me straddled on top of him. We are  sitting on the leather bench of the limo.
 
   I lean down to whisper in his ear, “I want to ride your cock, while you feel every inch of me.”
 
    Having this necktie around my eyes is hotter than I remember.  I lose all of me in him.  The limo picks up speed.  Harrison’s cock presses against my belly.  I rip the silk tie off my eyes.  God damn, he is fine from his sandy blonde locks to every inch of his firm member.  I proceed to ride the hell out of him.  Faster, harder and deeper.  He throws his head back against the leather, as he grabs my ass firmer, and pulls me deeper on his cock.  My “P” gripping every inch of him, as his cock presses every nerve ending inside of me.  I’m riding him close, with my breasts brushed up against his chest.  I feel the warm sensation of his cock plowing deep inside of me.  We continue to crash into each other.  I pick up speed, as the car is accelerating, which sends me into overdrive.  I feel Harrison getting ready for his release.  I arch my back as Harrison grabs both of my breasts and squeezes them.  He lets out a sigh of ecstasy.  We both cum in unison, our bodies shuddering together.  Our heavy breathing slows.  He just holds me close and tight, like he never wants to let go of me again. 
 
    I can imagine everything going on through this man’s head.  Wanting to be with me, the woman he loves, while he has to pretend to be married to the wine bitch, Marion.
 
   Harrison begins kissing me gently on my arms, collar bone, and then he grabs my face with both hands and places a warm kiss on my forehead.  Then and there, I know that I am all his.  I may not know a lot of the logistics about what is going on or how we will find our way out of this mess, but I do know that I love this man, and I can’t live without him.
 
   We release from one another and start to get dressed.  Harrison and his freshly fucked eyes next to his white linen button-up shirt makes me want to take him again.  He throws his hand back through his hair, then he fiddles with his shoes.
 
   When dressed, he grabs two glasses from the inside bar of the limo.  A chilled bottle of wine is waiting for us.
 
   “You are going to need this, Danielle.  We have a long night ahead of us.”
 
   He hands me a glass of chilled white wine.  I glance at the bottle, Towers 2012 Griggio.  Of course, I would expect nothing else.  This man and his wine, oh how I love them both. 
 
   Harrison hits the intercom to the driver, “Sir, we are ready to go to Southridge Drive.”
 
   “Right away, Mr. Towers.”
 
   “So, we are going back to the mega mansion?”
 
   “Yes.  I happen to know that we will have the place to ourselves.”
 
   “Ourselves?  Okay, so what happened to Clarke?”
 
   “Not to worry, She is in capable hands.  They will be staying at Ford’s La Quinta property tonight.”
 
   Oh my!  YES!  I get Towers all to myself tonight.  Well, one thing is for sure, there will be no sleeping tonight!  We have too much to catch up on, in more way than one.
 
   I am sitting as close as I can get to Harrison.  His arm is draped over my shoulder, and his head is placed perfectly against mine.  He turns for a slight moment and kisses me on the forehead, as he holds my left hand tightly.  That right there, the kiss on the forehead, blows my mind and makes me melt into him with a new found desire.  That gesture is simply romantic.  It’s the little showing of affection that makes the difference.  Bradley never did that during our relationship.  Interestingly enough, he did it after we divorced.  The phrase, ‘you don’t know what you have until it is gone’ fits Bradley perfectly.
 
   “You disarm me, Danielle.  You have me completely and utterly at your feet,” he whispers close to my ear.
 
   I snuggle closer into Harrison as we proceed to drive down Hwy 111, back to our love pad for the night.  I hear the beat of my own heart pounding loud in my chest.  This is what love is supposed to feel like.  I am in a state of utter euphoria.  I can’t picture the next day without this kind of love.  I never thought it would happen again this fast. However, there are so many keyholes and loopholes that come along with this relationship.  That is what keeps me up all night and slams into my head day in and day out.  I feel as if I reach my breaking point when these crazy episodes are going on around me.  I never thought this type of ‘craziness’ ever existed.  You read about love stories and watch them in some of the best movies made.  For now, I just have to deal with the Wine Witch, Marion, all those annoying unknown calls, black SUV stalkers, a scandalous photographer for hire, and the list goes on.  The only thing keeping me from running away from this relationship is my love for Harrison.  When you find the right piece of the puzzle to your life, it is hard to let go.  I am afraid of never feeling completed like this again.  I figure that I should push through it and trust Harrison and his team.  I can’t bear to think of losing him or take on another heart break.  
 
   

 
   
Chapter 23
 
    
 
   The limo slows, brings me back to reality. 
 
   “Mr. Towers, we are pulling up to Southridge Estate,” the limo drivers voice comes over the intercom.
 
   No, I don’t want to move.  This, right here, is happiness.  No one around, just us.  For now, we have to sneak around, due to Marion’s wrath.  I think these trips away with Harrison are going to be the key to us escaping all the drama.  I intend to savor every last minute of Palm Springs, just the two of us, for the remainder of this trip.
 
   Harrison removes his sculpted, strong arm from my shoulder and places it on my leg.
 
   “Danielle, Remember that I want you in nothing but those heels and gold necklace tonight.”
 
   “Mr. Towers, you are going to have to beg for that.”
 
   He lets out a loud chuckle, “Beg?” 
 
   “Oh, Ms Austen, just wait for what you are in store for this evening.  Begging doesn’t even begin to describe what I am going to make you do,” he smiles seductively.
 
   Harrison gracefully helps me out of the back of the limo.  My legs feel a little limp from all of the events and positions that took place in the back of, once again, another sex mobile.
 
   We walk through the grand front doors of the mansion.  This feels so right.  We move through the foyer to the family room and into the kitchen.
 
   “Aw, so it did arrive,” Harrison says in a sultry tone.
 
   “What arrived?”
 
   “My gift for this evening.”
 
   “What are you talking about, Harrison?  Wait, that basket over there of chilled champagne with the red silk bow and crystal glasses is not from the Richard-Gere-look-alike who owns this place?”
 
   “You mean to tell me that you and Simone thought this was from Blaine Ford?”
 
   “Danielle, did you even read the card that was attached?”
 
   “No, I never saw a card. “Oh, Simone must have nabbed it.  She is the one who brought it in.  She thought it was for her from her Hollywood Exec.  She couldn’t stop talking about how freaking excited she was and that this was going to be the best night of her life!”
 
   Harrison cannot stop laughing. 
 
   “Really now, that is pure comedy.”
 
   “Here is the card, Danielle.  She left it on the counter.  This gift was meant for you.”
 
   He walks over to look out the dark window. “I thought we could go take a dip in Ford’s pool?”
 
   “Yeah, that sounds great!  Let me go change real quick, I am dying to get out of this dress.”
 
   “Here, let me unzip the back for you.”
 
   I turn around with the card still in my hand.  Harrison places his hands on my shoulders and sweeps my hair to the right side.  He begins kissing on my neck.  OH GOD HELP ME! The feeling of those strong, supple lips on my skin just drives me insane.  He starts to unzip the back of my dress ever so slowly, kissing all the way down my back, as he makes his way to the top of my behind.  He stops there and pauses, taking in a deep breath of air.
 
   He moves back up to my ear, “Remember, Danielle, those shoes and necklace. That is all.”
 
   I turn around sharply to face him.  Slowly, I drop my dress off my shoulders and allow the sequined material to  fall to the floor.
 
   “Like this, Mr. Towers?”
 
   I lean in closer to his ear and grab his jaw with my right hand, “You want me just like this?”
 
   Harrison bites his bottom lip and lets out a primal groan, letting me know that his needy cock is aroused.
 
   “I will meet you outside, Towers,” I say as I turn from him, bend down to pick up my dress and walk to my bedroom.
 
   I can hear him inhale loudly, as I bend over to pick up my dress.  His breath starts to pick up, becoming deeper, as he leaned back against the large granite island.  I think he is shocked.  I know how to play with this man, and it feels so fucking good. 
 
   I reach the master bedroom.  I can’t contain myself!  I just walked away from Harrison Towers, wearing nothing but my sexy sky-high heels and the Italian, hammered gold circles necklace.  I can just picture the look on his face when I dropped my clothes and walked out of the kitchen!  HA! Sexual Danielle has arrived; hear me roar!  Damn it was fun to leave him all hot and bothered.
 
   Oh, the card!  I open it up, and it reads: Looking forward to having fun with this tonight.  Prepare yourself for the night of your life.
 
   Damn, damn, damn!  OH MY!  Another bottle of champagne.  I remember the last time when he brought a chilled bottle of champagne into the mix.  It was in the shower at his place, and it dripped all over my body.  Lord, this man is a sexual master! Clarke is just going to die.  She thought the champagne gift basket was from Blaine Ford, to enjoy with her tonight.  She was so excited!  How am I ever going to break this news to her.
 
   I pull out my phone and find a text from Clarke
 
    
 
   10:50 PM
 
   Clarke
 
   Where in the hell are you?  Did moneybags come and whisk you away?
 
    
 
   11:45 PM
 
   Me
 
   Sorry, just now seeing this.  Yes!  Did Ford tell you?
 
    
 
   11:47 PM
 
   Simone
 
   Yes, I knew he was coming!  Blaine told me.  Where are you?
 
    
 
   11:49 PM
 
   Me
 
   We are back at the mansion.  Enjoying yourself? ;)
 
    
 
   11:50 PM
 
   Clarke
 
   Dani, this house in La Quinta is insane.  We just finished round one and we are soaking in the hot tub.  I am guessing that Champagne was not for me.
 
    
 
   11:52 PM
 
   Me
 
   Aw, yes.  You are correct.  Towers sent it. 
 
    
 
    
 
   11:53 PM
 
   Clarke 
 
   Girl, I am so jealous!!  I could use a champagne shower about now!  Enjoy Dani! ;)  See you in the morning. 
 
    
 
   11:54 PM
 
   Me
 
   Night, Clarke.  See you in the AM.  xo
 
    
 
   Hmm, a champagne shower.  I could use another one of those.  Damn, that was hot the last time.  I think the pool will work, though. I look frantically for my two-piece gold string bikini and it is nowhere to be found.  What the hell happened to it!?  Shit, there is no time for this.  I grab my short, white satin robe and loosely tie the sash around my waist.  He said heels and necklace, here I go.
 
   I walk out into the great room to find that Harrison is nowhere in sight.  I start walking toward the wall of French doors that lead out to the pool deck.  The blue water glistens in the moonlight, with the desert mountains in the background.  Now, this is romantic.  I can faintly hear a seductive jazz tune playing in the distance.  I open the middle set of French doors to the deck and tip toe onto the slate stone.  I stop, and take in the scene.  Harrison is sitting at the end of the pool, shirtless, with just a white towel wrapped around his waist.  He immediately stands up, always a gentleman.
 
   I walk toward Harrison, as he advances toward me.  I stop again.  His stare is so intense, and those deep-blue eyes are striking, with the night sky’s reflection bouncing off of them.  He takes my right hand to his lips and plants a soft luscious kiss on the top of my hand.
 
   “We have got to stop meeting like this, Danielle.”
 
   “I know, I feel like I am the other woman, having the affair.  Meeting in a secret getaway location, all by ourselves.” 
 
   “You look beautiful.  I couldn’t keep my eyes off of you all night.”
 
   I smile at him and blush.  He takes the chilled Champagne out of the ice bucket, pops the cork and pours me a full glass of the bubbly liquid.  This time, he pops a fresh strawberry from the basket next to the Champagne bottle into the glass.
 
   “Try this, it brings out the flavor in the Champagne.”
 
   I take the glass and delicately take the first sip.  God, I needed this.  Champagne has an effect on me that no other alcohol can match.  It’s relaxing properties tame my inhibitions,  bringing out the ferocious sexual side of me.  My inner sex kitten is roaring. 
 
   We proceed to the pool, and Harrison slips off his towel.  Oh my lord.  That ass is firm, tight, and so heavenly.  You could bounce anything off that fine piece of work.  He turns his head around and catches me staring.  Shit!  He smiles playfully.  I continue to sip on my champagne.
 
    I slide out of my heels and venture my way to the pool.  I sit down on the cool cement step at the water’s edge.  Harrison dives in.  The way he looks with his hair and body wet… God, the sight is enough to make me want to fuck the living shit out of him.
 
   “Aren’t you coming in?”
 
   “Yes, just admiring the view.  Is the water cold?”
 
   “Just a little bit, it’s not bad, Danielle.  It will feel good once you get used to it, trust me.”
 
   My legs are crossed and the cool desert breeze nips at my robe.  My nipples are erect and I can feel my “P” starting to work itself up; just by being in Harrison’s presence.
 
   He swims up to the step and grabs my feet.  He takes one foot out of the water and places his mouth over my big toe.  Sucking and licking it.  Holy shit!  This man and his oral skills.  His eyes locked with mine, his stare intense.  He knows exactly how to make my body quiver.  He begins to take each individual toe into his mouth, pleasuring each of them with his tongue.  I begin to run the cool glass against my skin because I can’t take the heat my body is generating, as I throw my head back.  He places my feet firmly on the step, widening my legs to accommodate his body.  He releases the satin tie on my robe, as it falls to each side of me and slides from my shoulders.  His hands begin to drive up my legs and down to my thighs.  He comes up out of the water and lifts me closer to the edge of the step. 
 
   “You, Danielle, in nothing but that necklace makes me want to lick every inch of your sweet body,” he says in a cool and seductive tone.”
 
   He pushes himself higher, out of the water and reaches to my lips.  His lips touching mine sends shock waves through my body and down to my hot, wet “P”.
 
   He cups his hand on my “P” and begins to massage it slowly.
 
   “Oh Danielle, you are so wet for me, aren’t you.  I don’t want to even think about bringing you into this pool until I have made this sweet little body cum.”
 
   He proceeds to lay me back slowly onto the cool pavement.  He spreads my robe out behind me to protect my back.  He reaches one hand and starting at my neck, slowly runs the whole palm of his hand down my chest, to my lower abs.  Pressing firmly on my abs, as he inserts his tongue inside my “P”.  He moves his tongue in slow, torturous circles on my clit.  He begins to pick up the pace, as he slides one finger inside of me.  Damn!  I can feel my juices just flowing --I am so wet.  He pushes his face even deeper into me.  That, alone, is enough to set me off.  Knowing that he wants all of me, turns me on to no end.  I am about to combust under his skilled tongue.  My body starts to tighten, as I sit up a little bit.  Waves of pleasure shock through me, as the intensity builds.  He is ready to send me over the top.  All I can think about is his instruction earlier, “Look at me when you cum.”
 
   I do just that, I pull on Harrison’s hair and lift his eyes to meet mine.  He starts to tongue me harder and faster as our eyes remain locked.  In a matter of seconds, my body starts to convulse with pleasure, and I scream out as I reach my climax.  My eyes are rolling back in my head.  The lock of our gaze is what put me over the top.  Damn that is hot.  My “P” is pulsating out of control, as my body begins to tremble with pleasure over and over again.  I can’t take it anymore; I have to lift his head up as I finish my release.  He takes one final lick, displaying his devilish grin.
 
   “Jesus, Harrison,” I say with barely any breath left. 
 
   My body is still trying to recover from what had to be the best oral sex ever.  God, I feel alive again!
 
   I reach for my glass of champagne and down the remainder of the glass. 
 
   “Come on, it’s time to go for a swim.  I need you wet in more ways than one,” Harrison says, as he pulls me by one hand into the pool.
 
   “Waiiiiitttt....my robe!!”
 
   In a matter of seconds, I am submerged in the warm infinity pool, with sweeping views of the desert mountains.  My robe still draping off of my arms is soaking wet.  Thank God the pool is heated.  As we both come shooting out of the water, Harrison grabs the sides of my face with two hands.  For a moment, I feel as if time has stopped, as we gaze into each other’s eyes.  Those electric blues intensified by pleasure.  He plants the most seductive and aggressive kiss on my wet lips.  He is literally devouring me, biting and teasing my lower lip, which is sending my chilled body into overdrive.  He is naked, completely bare in the water.  Our skin touches and his hard erection presses against my belly.  God, I want him, every single damn inch of him.  I reach down and grab his ass, as he pulls my body closer into his.  He softly kisses my neck, holding me close in his embrace.  It’s almost addicting, it makes me feel so relaxed and sensual. 
 
   “I am going to grab some more champagne, Harrison, care to join me?”
 
   I break free from Harrison’s embrace and swim over to the steps.  I slowly climb out of the water, making sure that he has a good view of my body.  The chill of the night air makes my hard nipples perk up, as the water trickles over my highly sensitized body.  I can feel Harrison’s eyes burning through me, even though my back is turned on him.  I walk over to grab a plush towel off the lounge chair.  I hear the water swishing behind me, and I know that Harrison has followed me out of the pool. 
 
   “Allow me, Miss Austen,” he says from behind me, as he places both hands on my shoulders and nibbles on my ear.
 
   He grabs something off the table and starts to place it around my eyes, “You just know when it’s silk.  The smoothness over your eyes…  your inability to see…the way it makes you feel out of control…your body wanting… your senses heightened… the control that I have over your body... just let go.”
 
   I can’t take this.  My whole body is about to go limp.  The power this man has over me with just his words and his presence is immense.  The tightness of the silk material behind my head makes me surrender.  I have fallen for this man.
 
   Harrison proceeds to place one hand behind my back and the other under my knees, carrying  me to what seems to be a chaise lounge.  Oh my, my body is chilled from the night air and simultaneously on fire from the desire radiating from my depths.  He gently lays me down further.  I hear the clank of the champagne bottle as it is freed from the ice. 
 
   Next, he takes both of my hands and loops them together above my head, with what seems to be another silk tie.  So, those are what those red satin ribbons were in the basket for; more than just decoration. 
 
   The experience of being completely taken by a man is so erotic.  I am at his mercy,  and it drives me insane.
 
   “Harrison, I....”
 
   “Sshhh....just trust me, Danielle.”
 
   My body jumps and arches, while I release a loud moan after Harrison drizzles champagne into my bellybutton.  He adds a little more, and the bubbles are flowing to my side and cascading down to my needy “P”.  The chilled champagne on my skin is so sensual.  The bottle hits the ground and Harrison’s tongue plunges deep inside of me.  He runs his tongue from my “P” up my lower abs, as he draws circles with his tongue.  He continues licking a trail all the way up to my bellybutton.  He darts his tongue in and around, lapping up all the bubbly.  His tongue simply drives my body insane.  My breath quickens and my body tenses, not knowing where he is going to next.  His hands slide up to my full breasts, as he squeezes them firmly.
 
   “You taste so damn good, Danielle,” he whispers closely to my ear.
 
   His body presses against mine.  He moves his hips in between my legs, to allow room for his hard cock.  His length pressed firmly at my opening, as he assaults my mouth with his firm tongue.  He eases inside of me, “I want to feel all of you.  I need you, Danielle.”
 
   He starts to pick up pace, easing his cock in and out of my tightness.  His body merges into mine, as we move in unison.  The silk over my eyes heightens every single nerve ending in my body and makes me desire this sex God even more that I desired him before.  The things he does to my body, no one before has come even close to comparison. 
 
   I feel his cock getting harder and then a warming sensation fills all of me.  I know by now that he is preparing to cum.  His warmth sets my “P” off, and I start to begin my roller coaster of orgasms.  My “P” clenches around his cock, and his primal moans grow close together.  I start to lose control, my body tenses more, and I cum all over his cock.  My body shakes in the cool air, as my orgasm continues.  His cock is about to cum all over my “P”, as he slams harder and harder into me.  My final roll of orgasm sets him off in convulsions, as I grab his firm shoulders and rock him into me.  He is shaking.  We don’t stop, until both of us are shaking uncontrollably in pleasure.
 
    
 
   I awake to the sounds of the banging at the front door of the mansion.
 
   “Shit!  Harrison!  Wake up! Who is here?”
 
   “What?  What time is it, Danielle?”
 
   “It is 10am!”
 
   “Well, we needed that sleep after last night’s marathon, huh?”
 
   “Harrison!  I know, but someone is at the door.  Wait, do you think that is Clarke?”
 
   I throw on my t-shirt and pull on my oversized sweats.  My hair is completely rocked from the night of pleasure.  Lord, I needed that!
 
   I walk out to the front door and peep out of the hole.
 
   “Yep, Clarke.”
 
   I unlock the door, as she continues to bang her heart out. 
 
   “Okay, okay...I am coming!”
 
   “Dani!”  She throws both arms around me as she practically knocks me over.
 
   “Clarke, really?  The walk of shame?”  We both fall over in laughter. 
 
   “Here, you are going to need this!”  Clarke hands me a grande vanilla latte, my favorite.
 
   “You are going to die, Dani, just die!”
 
   “Clarke, I know you had an outrageous evening, but we have got to get ready for our flight.”
 
   “Hold on is....”
 
   “Simone, I am Harrison Towers.  It is a pleasure to meet you.”
 
   Harrison, who has entered the room behind Simone, extends his hand to her, and catches her eyes in a locked stare.
 
   Clarke looks as if she has just seen a ghost.  Oh shit!  They have never met before.  That fact has completely escaped me!
 
   “Mr. Towers, the infamous Mr. Towers.  The pleasure is all mine.”
 
   I think she is just about to drop to the floor.  I know she is thinking that this man is more beautiful in person than she could have ever imagined. 
 
   Harrison flashes that sensual, too-damned-good-looking-for-the-world smile.
 
   “I am going to head to the shower and get ready, Danielle.  My flight leaves at two.  We can ride to the airport together, ladies.”
 
   Oh yes, that is right, this whole sneaking around thing means we’ll be returning to Portland separately.
 
   Harrison heads back to the master, and I practically have to peel Clarke off of the wall.
 
   Once Harrison is out of earshot, Simone looks at me with an incredulous expression on her face. 
 
   “Hot damn, Danielle!  That is the man who rocks your world.  Well done.  Wow.  No wonder that Marion bitch, along with the rest of the women of the world, wants to land him!”
 
   “Honestly, Clarke. Okay I get it, let’s get a move on, or else we are going to miss our flight.”
 
   

 
   
Chapter 24
 
    
 
   The alarm on my phone is ringing and the last thing I want to do is get out of bed this morning. What an amazing weekend, but I am wiped out.
 
   We returned to Portland late last night, and while I just wanted to crash as soon as we got to the house, I ended up arguing with Harrison on the phone in the wee hours of the morning.  I look around my room and see my stuff strewn everywhere.  I snuggle back into the covers.  Maybe, I can snooze for a few more minutes.  My mind starts thinking about the week ahead, and I feel like burying myself even further into the covers.  Ugh!  I have to deal with the decorating at Towers Holdings.  I really hope the movers placed the furniture as I instructed them.  I made floor plans that were easy to follow and left them with Harrison’s assistant, Hilary. 
 
   I hired Beth, my on-call assistant, and a few day laborers to help me with the install.  Now that Marion is going to be at the offices, my goal is to have the decorating completed one day ahead of our original schedule.  
 
   Harrison is in charge of keeping Marion away from me.  I do not want to have any contact with her.  She had wanted me to decorate her office to her specifications, but I refuse to meet with her about that.  She can hire someone else for that. 
 
   Just after I got home myself, Harrison texted me to let me know that her flight had landed. and she was on her way to stay with him at the penthouse.  I just about came unglued, so I called him.
 
   He didn’t even say hello when he answered. 
 
   “Danielle, I know you are upset.”
 
   “Upset?  Upset does not cover it, Harrison!” 
 
   My heart was beating so fast that I thought it just might explode.
 
   “Look, she thinks that I have accepted this arrangement.  If I tell her she can’t stay at the penthouse, how is that going to translate to her?”
 
   “At this moment, I don’t really care how that translates.  I cannot bear the thought of her sleeping under the same roof as you.  Please tell me you have her in the guest wing?!” 
 
   At this point, I was shouting into the phone.  I had not realized how loud I had become.
 
   Harrison replied to my hysteria in an even, deep tone, “You need to calm down and don’t you raise your voice to me, Danielle.”
 
   Gulp, now I had done it; he was mad.  Well, tough shit, I was mad too!
 
   “Of course, I have her in the guest wing.  I have this well planned out.”
 
   “Well, apparently so does she, and now she is shacking up with you.  What’s next Harrison?  I’ll tell you what: I would be willing to bet that she is going to try to seduce you next.”
 
   He laughed, “Well that will be hard to do, if I am not in Portland, now won’t it?”
 
   At this point I had no idea what he was talking about, “What do you mean?  And, how come you are laughing?  I do not see anything funny about this!”
 
   “Well, it appears that I am suddenly being called out of town, to Montreal.  I guess she will have to navigate whatever she thinks she is coming here for on her own.” 
 
   I thought I can actually hear him smirking over the phone.
 
   “When are you going to Montreal?”  Another trip to Montreal? Now that provides me a whole new set of problems to worry about.  The last time he left for Montreal, my world came to a crashing halt. 
 
   “I am leaving Tuesday night, and I will be back by the end of the weekend.  It seems she has to get back to Montreal for a convention, at which she is a guest speaker.  Looks like we will only see each other at the office.”
 
   “Oh, thank goodness this won’t be an extended trip.”  I took in a deep, cleansing breath.  “But just so you know, I am not happy that you are going to Montreal.  Does she know you are leaving yet?”
 
   “No, I plan to spring that on her when we are at the office.”
 
   “Oh, I wish I could see the look on her face when she realizes that her plans to dig her claws into you have been thwarted!”
 
   What I’d like to do, is just give her a swift kick back to Montreal! 
 
   “I can assure you, it is not going to be a pleasant scene.  She wants to be in control.  That is part of what this whole mess is all about.”
 
   I sighed. 
 
   “Harrison, isn’t there any way you can have someone else finish this?  I just don’t feel up to the job, not under these circumstances.  I can already tell you how tomorrow is going to play out.”  I fought  back the threatening tears.  “I have been scared out of my wits these past weeks.  I just have been putting on a brave face, but I am constantly looking over my shoulder and now my cell phone has a log of unknown calls.  Which, I am willing to bet are her doing.” 
 
   I could no longer hold back, the sobs came uncontrollably.  I held the phone away from me, so he couldn’t hear my sobs.
 
   “Danielle, Danielle?  Are you okay?  Danielle?”
 
   I took a shallow, jagged breath, while my body shuddered.  I tried to answer, but my voice hung up at the back of my throat.  So I whispered, “No, I don’t think I am.” 
 
   There was a long period of silence between us, while I regained my composure and attempted to catch my breath.  I needed that emotional release. 
 
   “Danielle, I have been unfair to you.  Of course, we will find someone else to finish the job.  I should have given more thought to how it would affect you, having her in the office.”
 
   I sniffed and took another deep breath, while wiping my eyes with my sleeve.  My breathing was still ragged. 
 
   “Harrison I don’t want to leave you in the lurch.  How about if I send my team to do the install, and I’ll just say that I am sick.  It’s a pretty straight-forward install, and when Marion has left, I will come by and add my finishing touches.” 
 
   “Sounds as if you have it all figured out.  I can abide by those plans.”
 
   “Good, I will call Beth in the morning and let her know what is happening.”  I felt so much better.  The thought of having to face my tormentor tomorrow was inspiring an insane amount of anxiety build up.
 
   “I think Marion is here, I have to go.  Do not worry, I am quite capable of handling her.
 
   I feel the tears and anxiety building up again.  “Ok,” I whisper.  What else could I say to him that I hadn’t already said? 
 
   “Goodnight, Danielle.”
 
   “Bye.”
 
   

 
   
Chapter 25
 
    
 
   I look at my phone and see that it is 6:45 AM.  I snoozed for another 15 minutes.  I had better get that email sent off to Beth, so she knows what is going on.  I grab my laptop and fire it up, while sitting in bed.  I log in and type up the email in great detail, so Beth can oversee things today.  I hit send then decide to send her a text to tell her that I am sick, and she needs to check her email for instructions.  I have been working with Beth over the last year and half, and she is quite competent, so I have faith in her ability to handle today’s installation.
 
   I send an email to my real estate broker friend, explaining what I am looking for and asking that she send me options via email.  The hunt for a new place to live is on.  After checking the rest of my email, I lay back in the pillows and drift back to sleep. 
 
   What seems like minutes later, I am awoken by something wet on my face that smells like kibble.  Wiping my face with my hand, I open my eyes to see Henry’s face, his nose level with mine and his tail wagging.  Oh gross!  It is kibble that I smell.  I sit up with a start; how long have I been asleep?!  I pick up my phone to look at the time and see that I have missed probably a dozen calls and have several texts.  And shit!  It is 10:48 AM.  I really slept.  I sit on the bed for a minute, letting my eyes readjust.  I look at Henry, who is now investigating my open luggage, the contents are spilling out.  I look again and see a piece of folded paper attached somehow to Henry’s back.  I climb out of bed and walk over to him.  It says ‘Dani’ in Simone’s handwriting.  She taped the note to his collar.  I take the note and pat him on the head. 
 
   Dani, 
 
   Place is all yours. Be good. See you in a couple weeks!
 
   S
 
    
 
   Oh, that’s right.  She has an out of town job on set for the rest of the month.  I sit back on the bed and scroll through my texts and missed calls.  Almost all of them are from Beth.  She is in a panic.  It seems Marion is meddling.  A lot.  
 
   I call Beth.
 
   “Oh my god!!!”  Is how she answers.
 
   “Beth, what is going on?” 
 
   She is whispering, “This woman is a total bitch.  I don’t know how I am going to get this job done, if she doesn’t stop interfering.” 
 
   “Ok.  What is she doing?” I say calmly, hoping this will calm Beth down.
 
   “Every picture we have hung, she has told us to remove or relocate.  I placed the silver vases on the entry table, and she took them and put them on that side table by the long sofa.  She has one of the movers in her office right now, rearranging her furniture.  And, she was up in the head honcho’s office for a long time, shouting so we have not done a thing in there yet.”
 
   I smile to myself, oh that must have been when he told her he is leaving town.  I should feel sorry for him that he had to deal with her throwing a fit, but somehow I’m not. 
 
   “Okay, Beth.  I will get ready and be down there soon.”
 
   She pauses, “But, I thought you were sick?”
 
   I hate to lie, but I have to save this install and muster up my inner strength to face the bitch.  “I am feeling a little better.  I’ll be there within the hour.”
 
   “Ok, thank God!  See you soon,”  She breathes into the phone.  I guess that I underestimated Beth’s stamina. 
 
   I text Harrison. 
 
   10:48 AM
 
   Me
 
   Beth is drowning I am heading in.  Be there in an hour.  Brace yourself.
 
    
 
   10:49 AM
 
   Harrison Towers
 
   You don’t have to come in.  In fact, don’t.
 
    
 
   10:49 AM
 
   Me
 
   Yes I do. I am prepared to slay the dragon.  See you soon.
 
    
 
   10:51 AM
 
   Harrison Towers
 
   Slay the dragon? I presume you mean Marion?
 
    
 
   I don’t answer him.  Instead, I proceed to get ready. 
 
    
 
   We, Albert and I, arrive at the building almost an hour later.  There are not any other occupants in the building yet, so all is rather quiet.  Albert agrees to hang back and stay in the car until I enter the building.  I am the one who drove my Jeep, so it did not appear out of the ordinary.  Albert agrees to stay in the lobby until I am finished.  It seems like it will be a dull day for him, considering I have no idea how long I will need to be upstairs in the suites.  He doesn’t seem to mind.  I suspect he listens to sports or something in the ear bud that is parked in his right ear all the time. 
 
   My nerves are making me a mess; I feel totally nauseous on my way into the building.  In the elevator, I am faint so I take deep breaths. I berate myself for letting this woman get to me.  In any other case, I would just throw on my charm.  In this case, I am sure it will be lost on her.  The elevator stops and chimes.  I wait for the doors to open and brace myself.  Here goes nothing, I think.
 
   I step out into the suite lobby and look around me.  There is no one about.  I am a bit puzzled.  From the way Beth made it sound, the entire place was buzzing and in utter chaos. 
 
   “Miss Austen, so nice to see you.”  I hear a voice with a heavy French accent purring at me from behind.  I turn around to see her. 
 
   I am standing in the lobby, staring at her with my mouth agape.  She is really a stunning woman.  Although, considering everything that I know about her, she seems very ugly on the inside.  She is wearing a black, knee-length skirt with a matching black with white piping fitted jacket that has metal buttons and several strings of pearls with metal connecting “C”s.  I am not a label hound, but I can tell Chanel when I see it. 
 
   I, on the other hand, am wearing a pair of tight-fitting, black skinny pants tucked into black knee length riding boots. With that, I have on a white long-sleeved fitted t-shirt and a tweed black and white jacket.  I may not be wearing the expensive labels, but I feel stylish, and that is all that matters.  Oh hell, am I really standing here contemplating our wardrobes?  Say something quick before you lose your cool.
 
   “Good morning, Miss Devereaux.”  I refuse to say that it’s nice to see her also.
 
   “I am glad you are here, I need to discuss my office with you.”  Before I can answer her, she continues, “I trust you are ah…feeling better?”
 
   She looks at me with one raised eyebrow. 
 
   “I still feel a little under the weather, but the job must be completed.”  I hesitate for a second, “What exactly do you mean that you want to discuss your office?  It is my understanding that I have been retained to decorate the lobby and executive offices only.”
 
   She gives me a sharp look.  “My dear, I am an executive.  Besides, haven’t you heard?  I am to be Mrs. Towers in two months.  Surely you’ve seen this in the press.”  Her tone is mocking, while her face remains impassive.  
 
   “Why yes, I am aware of your pending nuptials.  However, I am only prepared to complete the areas of which Harrison and I agreed.  I would be happy to recommend a colleague to complete your office, if you’d like.”
 
   Her lip turns at the corner of her mouth, into a snarl.  “Miss Austen, are you always so flippant with your clients?
 
   I am just about to respond, when I see Harrison hurrying down the stairs toward us.  I try not to look at him.  I sneak a quick peek at him and wish he didn’t look so smoking hot in his slate blue modern fit suit.  Before I respond to her, Harrison’s voice booms across the lobby.  “Ah ladies, am I interrupting?”  He is smiling, but there is no sparkle in his eyes.  I can tell his smile is forced.  Marion has known him longer, but I wonder if she’ll even take her eyes off of me long enough to notice. 
 
   She turns to Harrison and pours on the sugar.  “Darling….Miss Austen and I were just having a tete a tete.  It seems that she is refusing to decorate my office.”  She walks over to him and loops her arm through his, pouting like a spoiled princess.  “Can you please fix this?”  She shoots me a smug look, she knows that she has both Harrison and I backed into a corner.
 
   He sighs before looking at Marion.  “Actually, Miss Austen was only retained to decorate this and the executive offices.  You aren’t here enough to warrant the extra expense.” As he says this, he removes his arm from hers and wraps it around her back. 
 
   “Once we are married, I plan to be here all the time Harrison.”  She bats her eyelashes, while looking up at him.
 
   He takes his finger and tweaks her nose.  “Ah, but I had planned for us to live at the house in Westmount full-time, Ma Cherie.”
 
   She darts a quick look at me, and with a wicked curve of her lips, she leans in to give Harrison a kiss on the lips.  As if he anticipated her maneuver, he quickly turns his face and kisses her on the cheek.  She doesn’t look too happy about her public display of affection being thwarted.  Meanwhile, my insides have turned to acid, and I feel as if I could barf at the sight of her draped all over Harrison.  I have to keep reminding myself to play the charade. 
 
   As Harrison pulls away from her he says, “Don’t forget that we have ring shopping in an hour.  Why don’t we let Miss Austen get back to her work.” 
 
   “Oh Harrison, I have not forgotten about shopping for my ring!  I am so excited ”  She turns to me and looks me up and down.  “I guess I may not need my office decorated after all, since I am to be mistress of one of the most beautiful homes in all of Montreal.”  She sighs with an exaggeration comparable to a bad soap opera actress. 
 
   I muster up a smile, “Sounds nice.  Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have work to complete.”  I head down the side corridor to find the bathroom, as I am fairly certain that I am going to be sick. 
 
   After several hours of hanging pictures, arranging vases, and rearranging furniture, we are finally done.  I am surprised and extremely relieved that we are done two days early.  I am so thankful that I managed to hire an amazing team of laborers, who powered through the whole thing.  It didn’t hurt that I bribed them with a bonus, if they stayed late and finished the install today.  
 
   Harrison and Marion left hours ago to shop for her engagement ring.  I was having horrible monthly cramps that came on like a flash flood, so I was hiding out in the bathroom when they left.  I am sure that it made her mad that she didn’t get to gloat in front of me again today.  Thank you Mother Nature for stepping in and saving me.  For the first time ever, I am grateful for cramps. 
 
   I am just finishing with Harrison’s office and turning out the light, when my phone buzzes in my pocket.  I look at it and see a text from Harrison. 
 
    
 
   7:39 PM
 
   Harrison Towers
 
   Thank you for being so calm about today.  You looked sexy, by the way. 
 
    
 
   7:39 PM
 
   Me
 
   I was anything but calm. I hate her and I don’t want to see her again.  We are done with the work.  Did you buy her a ring?
 
    
 
   7:40 PM
 
   Harrison Towers
 
   With any luck, you won’t have to. She found a ring. I haven’t technically bought it just paid a deposit.  Have to keep up appearances.  For now.
 
    
 
   Shit!  He bought her a ring.  I guess he had to, but it just makes me insane.  What a waste of money and time!
 
    
 
   7:41 PM
 
   Me
 
   Just wonderful Harrison. I don’t want to hear any more. 
 
    
 
   7:42 PM
 
   Harrison Towers
 
   Sorry.  I miss you.  I will call you tomorrow, before I leave to Montreal.
 
    
 
   7:43 PM
 
   Me
 
   Yeah, I miss you too.  I love you. 
 
    
 
   7:43 PM
 
   Harrison Towers
 
   And, I love you.
 
    
 
   Oh, gah!  I am so in love with this man.  I just hate the situation that I am in.  I go from an amazing weekend with him to watching Marion draping herself all over him.  I know that I am supposed to have faith and trust him, but there is still no guarantee that he will be able to absolve himself of the blackmail in time to get out marrying the witch. 
 
   I put my phone in my jacket pocket.  I turn to leave and there is Marion, standing by the elevator, with her arms crossed scowling at me.  I jump with a start and look behind me to find that nobody else on my team is around.  They must have already gone home. 
 
   “Miss Austen, I was hoping I would find you still here.”  She says in a syrupy tone.  I am immensely uncomfortable.  I put my purse on my shoulder and head toward the elevator, where she is standing. 
 
   “I’m finished and just getting ready to leave.  If you’ll excuse me...”
 
   “Not so fast.”  She glares at me and grabs my arm.  “We need to talk.”  She hisses.
 
   I yank my arm away from her and push the elevator’s down button.  “I am not aware of anything that we need to discuss, especially since my work here is done.”
 
   “Oh, don’t play naïve, Miss Austen.  I know that you and Harrison used to be lovers.  Since he and I are to be married, I want to make sure that you understand your place.” 
 
   I start to speak, but she holds up her finger and wags it back and forth.  “Let me finish.  Since your work is done here, I advise you to lose Harrison’s number and move on with your life.  I will not abide by anyone interfering with my wedding.  Besides, Harrison only views you as a fling, so don’t embarrass yourself by sticking your nose where it certainly does not belong.”
 
   I want to punch her.  The elevator door has open and closed as she continues to block my way.  I know better than to let her have it, so I look her straight in the eye.  “I am not interested in you or your fiancé, Miss Devereaux.  Now, please get out of my way and stop embarrassing yourself.  I am sure your fiancé would not find this appealing.” 
 
   With that, I board the elevator and hit the down button.  She starts to say something, but the door shuts in her face, my finger firmly planted on the button that closes the door.  Yes!  I love it!  However, I am trembling like a leaf as the elevator descends.  By the time I get out to the parking lot, I am crying like a baby.  The tears are flowing freely.  Shit!  I totally forgot that Albert is here.  He is at my car waiting for me.  
 
   It occurs to me that he has been loitering around all day.  I walk straight to the car and hand him the keys.  “Please drive me home.”  He nods and we head back to Simone’s in silence.  Once back at her house, I am relieved to have the peace and quiet of an empty home.  I need to collect my thoughts.  I look in the cupboards for something to eat, and I find a couple cans of soup.  I heat up the soup and eat alone, as Albert claims to have eaten while waiting for me today. 
 
   After I take Henry for a walk with Albert following behind, I take a quick soak in the tub and go to bed early.  I am so damned tired from the weekend and today, that I barely remember my head hitting the pillow.
 
   

 
   
Chapter 26
 
    
 
   It’s Wednesday morning and I’ve awoken with the feeling that I have a new lease on life.  Harrison left yesterday evening to Montreal.  Marion is still here, handling a pile of winery paperwork at the offices located in Hood River.  I am relieved that they are not under the same roof, or even in the same country.  I know that Harrison would never do anything with her, but that would not stop her from trying. 
 
   Since I finished the Towers job earlier than planned, I was able to spend the majority of Tuesday looking at condos with my agent.  We found nothing that excited me.  My agent was clearly peeved when I told her to keep looking.  I have also decided to lease something, instead of buying.  I am still not certain of my future and what it may hold.  For now, making a big decision like purchasing a condo, is out of the question.  I know that Simone will let me stay here as long as I need, but what I really need right now is my own space.  When I returned from condo hunting, Albert and I went to the grocery store finally and stocked the house with food.  Albert pushed the cart for me; sometimes a bodyguard is helpful.  
 
   This morning I am going for a run with Henry and Albert.  Well actually, Albert is too lazy to run, so he follows me in the car.  Whatever works, as long as I get to work out I won’t complain.  I have an appointment to meet the detective today to go over some questions that he has about the timeline of my mysterious experiences. 
 
   After I take my shower and get ready, I head out to the kitchen and make myself some coffee.  I can feel a headache looming.  I glance at the clock on the microwave and realize that I barely have time to get to the station on time.  I remove the coffee decanter and shove my mug under the stream.  Once there is enough in my mug to ward off the migraine, I replace the decanter and take a quick swig out of my mug.  I scald the roof of my mouth.  Shit!  A headache would have been better than a scorched mouth.
 
   I grab a water bottle and we head out.  I leave Henry in the house to hold down the fort and set the alarm as we leave. 
 
   An hour and half later, we arrive back at the house.  We enter and find everything just as we had left it, except for one thing.  The house appears the same, but I have changed over the course of the last hour and a half.  My confidence in Harrison has waned.  Once again, I am confused. 
 
   After I gave the envelope with the note, pictures, and the cuff link to the detective, we discussed the phone log.  The detective pulled out the pictures from the first break in.  He brought to my attention two pictures in particular.  Both were pictures of me at the beach, walking my parents dog, Stormy.  Upon closer inspection, one of the pictures is actually of me talking to Harrison, who is standing about 100 feet away with a surfboard in his hands.  I had to look at the picture several times before I realized what the detective wanted me to see.  I must have explained to the detective ten times that I did not know Harrison when those pictures were taken.  It was the day after I signed my divorce papers.  I remember it well.  Stormy got away from me and ran off, while I stood there gawking at the bronze god emerging from the chilly Pacific Ocean.  You don’t see that often in Oregon.  I could not believe that I had never thought to remind Harrison of our first chance meeting.  I wonder if he would remember it.  The rest of the pictures were from a few months ago.  That was why the detective was confused.  He thought I had misinformed him when we originally went through the pictures at my condo.
 
   Now, I am questioning everything.  I believe Harrison should be also.  I call him to discuss the situation but I have to leave a voicemail as usual.  It is disconcerting to know that I was being stalked that far back in time.  I had not officially met Harrison until the Tour of Luxury Homes. 
 
   I sit at the island in the kitchen and wait for the microwave to finish heating my coffee.  I did not manage to get enough coffee in me to ward off the headache before I met with the detective. Now, my head is totally throbbing. 
 
   My phone rings in my purse as the microwave starts its incessant beeping.  I pop open the door as I answer my phone without noticing who is calling me.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Bonjour Ma Belle.” 
 
   My heart stops beating.  It’s Harrison’s sexy voice. He is speaking to me in French.  Damn, my all-too-eager loins start to tingle.  Down girl, I quickly chastise myself.  Now is certainly not the time. 
 
   “Hi Harrison.”
 
   “Oh, don’t we sound cranky.” 
 
   “I’m not cranky.  I just have a bad headache, and I am back from my meeting with the detective today.”
 
   “Oh?  And how did that go?”
 
   “Well, that is why I called you and left the message.  Two of the pictures that were plastered in my condo were of me….and you….from almost a year and a half ago.”
 
   He makes a click with his tongue, “How is that possible, Danielle?  We just met this past summer.”
 
   “Well, that was what I was thinking originally.  But, when I looked at the pictures closer, I realized that actually the first time I ever laid eyes on you, was at the beach.”
 
   “What?”  He sounds as confused as I am.  “What beach?  When?”
 
   “The picture is of me with my parent’s dog at the beach, and you are in the background with your surfboard, partially wearing a wet suit.  I remember the day vividly because it was the day after I had signed my divorce papers.”
 
   “Well, that certainly does not jar any memories for me.  I think I would have remembered meeting you, Danielle.  Are you certain it is me in the picture?”
 
   “Harrison, I am not a complete idiot.  Of course, I am certain it is you!  If you don’t believe me, then why don’t you go down to the department and have the detective show you the pictures?!  Oh, that’s right, you are not here to handle any of this.  I have to do it.  In fact, I have had to handle an awful lot on my own.  And all for what?  A chance to sneak around with a man who is engaged to someone else?” 
 
   “Wait!”  He shouts into the phone.  “Stop this nonsense.  I know that you are upset about the situation we are in.  You have every right to be.  But, believe me when I tell you that I don’t honestly remember meeting you on the beach.  When I actually get a chance to go surfing,  I am in my own zone.  I am not there to meet people, conduct business or pose for a camera.  I am there for me.  So, if there is a picture of you and me on the beach, then I must have been delirious because I do not remember such an occasion.”
 
   The tears of frustration start to flow.  It seems that crying is all I do these days.  I am glad my period will be over in a few days.  I am sure the excess hormones are contributing to my overwrought emotions. 
 
   “Harrison, I never said we actually met, but we did interact.  My parent’s dog got away from me and was trampling someone’s picnic.  You came on shore and pointed out my dog’s errant ways.  When I turned back to thank you, you had returned to the surf.  Anyway, I am not going to argue those points with you.  If you don’t remember that exchange, then whatever.  The picture is what it is.  And, it is significant because we had not yet officially met. So, why was I in the photo? That is the point.  Now, if you will excuse me, I have to get going.  I have to finish preparations for the professor’s install tomorrow.”
 
   “Listen Danielle, I don’t want you to get off the phone mad.  Maybe when I am back in Portland, I can go down to the precinct and take a look at the pictures.  It might jog my memory.  I just have had so much going on at the moment.  I don’t recall meeting you on the beach.  Just because I don’t remember, doesn’t mean I am saying that I don’t believe it happened.  As you pointed out, the picture doesn’t lie.”  He pauses, “Good luck tomorrow with those difficult clients of yours.” 
 
   I feel defeated.  I can’t believe that he doesn’t remember the beach scene.  I don’t honestly understand why I feel it is so important that he remembers.  It just is.  “Thanks.  Oh hey, speaking of the beach, I think I am going to head down to visit my folks this weekend.  With Simone gone, I wouldn’t be able to see you even if you were here, I could use my parent’s company.” 
 
   “That’s fine Danielle, but I want you to take Albert with you.  No arguments.”
 
   Ugh!  “Harrison, how am I going to explain him to my folks?  Seriously?!  I am taking Henry with me, and I will be with my parents anyway.  Why can’t he stay at the house to watch over things here?”
 
   “I guess it would be hard to explain a lumbering bodyguard to your parents.  If there was a way to send him with you, without worrying your parents, then I would insist, but I think you win this one.”
 
   I am relieved.  “Thanks Harrison.  I love you.”
 
   “Just so you know, when you get back Albert will be waiting.  And, I love you.  Bye.”  
 
   The line goes dead.
 
   It’s hard for me to get off the phone.  I look at my laptop, sitting in the middle of the island, and I decide to get the last of my notes ready for tomorrow.  The printer here at Simone’s is still out of whack.  I have to hurry to get the final schematics over to Beth that way she can get them printed by tomorrow morning.  All of the prep work, like removing the walls painting, and new flooring has been completed.  We are now at the decorating stage.  This should be the fun part, as long as the professor and Mrs. Picky stay out of our way. 
 
   Upon hitting send, I backup my system on a thumb drive and close my computer.  I heard a few text message alerts while I was trying to concentrate, so I ignored them. Finally finished, I pick up my phone and see that I have three messages from Bradley.  Ugh!  What does he want?
 
    
 
   4:10 PM
 
   Bradley
 
   Hey stranger. Can you break out of your holding cell and have dinner with an old flame?
 
    
 
   4:12 PM
 
   Bradley
 
   I’ll buy!
 
    
 
   4:15 PM
 
   Bradley
 
   Hurry though, don’t wanna miss happy hour.
 
    
 
   So, Harrison does not want me to see or speak to Bradley.  I have to be up early tomorrow and the last time I met him for drinks, I had too many anyway.  Besides, I am still a little disturbed by his behavior last week.  He seemed different when he dropped in on me here at Simone’s. 
 
    
 
   4:55 PM
 
   Me
 
   Hey! Thanks for invite but can’t. I have to work in the morning and I need some sleep. Too much fun with Clarke last weekend, still recovering.
 
   There, that ought to take care of that.
 
   5:01 PM
 
   Bradley
 
   Oh c’mon. Just one drink! I’m at the River Crank House, it’s just down the street from you. 
 
   Geeze, can’t he take no for an answer?
 
    
 
   5:01 PM
 
   Me
 
   Seriously I can’t and besides, I promised Clarke I would hang with her tonight. Rain check?
 
    
 
   5:02 PM
 
   Bradley
 
   Kind of hard to hang with someone who is out of town Dani. Nevermind.
 
    
 
   Now, how the hell does he know that Clarke is out of town.  I don’t recall telling him.  In fact, now that I think about it, how did he know I was going to Palm Springs.  It’s not like I posted it on Facebook.  I can’t remember the last time I even logged into Facebook anyway.  Weird.
 
   5:04 PM
 
   Me
 
   Don’t get your nose bent out of shape. Let’s schedule something when I am less stressed out. Talk soon and take care.
 
   I want to ask him how he knew about the trip and Clarke being out of town, but I thought better of it.  I just need to diffuse him right now. 
 
    
 
   5:04 PM 
 
   Bradley
 
   I said never mind Dani. And yeah, you take care!
 
    
 
   What a jerk.  I put the phone down and work on making myself some dinner.  Albert takes a quick trip down the hill to get himself some fast food junk to eat.
 
   

 
   
Chapter 27
 
    
 
   The install for the professors goes off without any problems.  I am lucky that everyone is industrious.  By the time the professors returned from work we were putting the final touches on the living room.  All in all, the project was worth doing despite some of the earlier problems.  It seems as if I worked on that house for a long time.  When she writes me the final check, she actually includes a bonus.  She explains that many of her friends have horror stories about decorating nightmares they’ve endured.  They want to reward me, and my team, for not giving them their own horror story.  I leave them a stack of business cards, hoping for future work and referrals. 
 
   Albert and I get home in time to watch some television.  He seems to like watching The Bachelor, of all things.  I am not a fan.  It is a bitter reminder of how hard it is to find someone to love.  When you do find that person, you have to fight for him tooth and nail.  In the end you may not end up with him, after you lay your heart out on the line. 
 
   After I say goodnight to Albert and let Henry out one last time, I head back to my room to get my bag packed for the weekend at my folks’.  While I pack I think about the last time I was there, just a few short weeks ago.  My heart was broken.  Completely shattered.  My parents had to help me put the pieces back together.  This  time though, my heart is not actually be broken.  It is heavy.  I just wish that I could go into happy territory for a while.  I have only been on the dark side of neutral for the last couple years.  I can’t imagine how nice it would feel to be happy, without limitations. 
 
   I only receive one text from Harrison all day, and it simply says:
 
   “I love you.”  That is enough for me, at least for the time being. 
 
   I wake up early, and I’m ready to go to the beach in the morning with an anxious Henry.  As soon as I grab his leash, he knows that we are going somewhere, and he gets excited.  He stands waiting by the door wagging his tail.  We head on out to the garage while Albert is still in the house using the bathroom.  I open the garage door and am shocked to see that all of my tires are flat.  What the hell??
 
   I drop my overnight bag on the floor and run back into the house, with Henry trailing close behind me.  “Albert! Albert!” I am shrieking as I run back into the house.  
 
   He comes running out into the main room with his toothbrush still in his hand.  I am relieved that he is at least dressed.  “What is it?”  He looks as freaked out as I am. 
 
   “My tires, they are all flat!”
 
   He adds lines to his already scowling forehead.  He puts his toothbrush on the corner of the dining table and follows me through the mud room, out to the garage.  I stand in the doorway of the garage, waiting for him to inspect the tires and premises. 
 
   “Danielle, the air has been let out of the tires, but otherwise I don’t see any damage.”
 
   I let out a huge sigh of relief that they aren’t slashed.  At least this isn’t going to cost me a great deal of money.  But, now I am left with the realization that someone let the air out of my tires. 
 
   “Well, good thing they aren’t damaged.  The question is how am I to get air back in them so that I can drive?”
 
   “Let’s call one of the tire dealers and ask them to send a repair truck.  Otherwise, we may need to have you towed.” 
 
   Great!  Now this is going to delay my departure.
 
   We return to the house and make some calls.  It turns out that US Tire Company will make roadside calls or, in this case, garage calls.  We have a technician here within an hour, and he checks over the tires to confirm that there is no damage.  He uses a mobile air compressor to fill up my tires.  I pay him and he is on his way.
 
   Albert attempts to persuade me to allow him to accompany me on my trip to the beach.  I remind  him that it would be too hard to explain to my parents the reason that I have a bodyguard.  I can tell that he is disappointed.  I think he has an ulterior motive, which is to see the Oregon Coast.  I suggest that once things are resolved here, he can go check out the Oregon Coast before he heads back to Montreal.  He agrees.  I am finding my conversations with Albert to be less difficult.  I am either growing accustomed to his accent, or he is getting better at English.  Either way, it has been less of a strain recently. He sees me and Henry off and probably runs back into the house to watch soap operas and eat bon-bons.  I chuckle to myself.
 
   About two hours later, having only stopped briefly to get gas, I arrive at my parents house.  I encounter very little traffic, given it is a Friday morning in October.  My folks are home for my arrival for a change.  They are usually at the gallery when I come down.  When they hear me pull up they come charging out of the house and greet me in the driveway.  “Stay Henry.”  He is practically bounding out of my driver’s side door, while I attempt to close it.  I want to warn my parents before I unleash the ‘happy to see’ beast. 
 
   In their usual manner, they are both gushing to see me.  My mom holds me back at arm’s length and says “Honey, you look fantastic.  Look how firm you are…you have been running again haven’t you?”  I nod and before I can respond,
 
   “Yes, I have to agree with your mom, kiddo, you are looking good.  Is that Simone’s dog?”  He motions to the drooling, window-licking monster in my driver’s seat. 
 
   “Yeah, that’s her dog, Henry.  He is a nice dog and usually well behaved.  He’s obviously excited.  Hope you don’t mind that I brought him.  I’m sure he and Stormy will get along.”
 
   Dad nods, “Ok, let’s hope so.  Come on, get the guy out and we’ll introduce them.”
 
   After wrangling the dogs for the better part of an hour, we finally have success, and the two settled down for naps.  The excitement of meeting each other has worn them out.  I am sitting in my room, when Mom calls up the stairs that lunch is ready.
 
   I come downstairs and sit at the table with my dad.  Mom joins us.  I look down at my plate and like what I see.  Mom made a chicken salad set atop a bed of romaine lettuce, with a piece of zucchini bread and a cluster of red grapes on the side.  Not realizing how hungry I am, I start devouring my food. 
 
   Dad chuckles, “My my, don’t you eat in the big city, or is that how you are looking so svelte? Not eating that is?!”
 
   “Oh dad, you know I can’t resist mom’s cooking.  Not to mention, the sea air usually increases my appetite.  I had intended to stop for coffee and a scone, but I powered through the drive instead.”
 
   Mom gets back up to grab a bottle of wine from the cooler.  She sets it in front of my dad and then takes her seat.  He works on opening the cork before pouring us each a glass. 
 
   “Let’s lift our glasses and toast to a safe trip down here, and a wonderful weekend ahead of us.”  
 
   “Here here,”  Mom chimes in. 
 
   After the lunch dishes are cleared, I look at the time and wonder if Harrison has returned my text.  I texted him when I first arrived, after the dogs finished their introductions. 
 
   I take the stairs two at a time, just as I did when I was a teen.  In my room, I dig my phone out of my purse.  Aha, I have three text from him.  Crap!  Of course, two calls missed from the unknown stalker.  I’ll record that in my notepad later.  Back to Harrison’s texts.  I feel giddy. 
 
    
 
   11:53 AM
 
   Harrison Towers
 
   Glad you got there safe.  Have a great time. 
 
    
 
   11:56 AM
 
   Harrison Towers
 
   I heard about your tires.  Do not go anywhere alone.  Albert really should be at the beach with you.
 
    
 
   11:56 AM
 
   Harrison Towers
 
   I should be at the beach with you.
 
    
 
   12:40 PM
 
   Me
 
   I wish you were here too! 
 
    
 
   12:40 PM
 
   Harrison Towers
 
   I can’t stop thinking about Palm Springs. I can’t get the image of you on top of me out of my mind. My God, Danielle, what you do to me!
 
    
 
   Oh lord, my loins are on fire!  I feel my panties getting soaked at the remembrance of my riding him in the limo.  He felt so good moving around, deep inside me. 
 
   The depth of my orgasms that night went far beyond anything I had ever experienced.  My loins are now throbbing. 
 
   12:41 PM
 
   Me
 
   When will you be back?  Will we get to see each other?
 
    
 
   12:42 PM
 
   Harrison Towers
 
   I haven’t confirmed my return trip yet.  Yes.  I promise you, we will see each other. 
 
    
 
   12:42 PM
 
   Me
 
   Looking forward to seeing you.
 
    
 
   12:43 PM
 
   Harrison Towers
 
   Me too. I’ll touch base later.  I love you.
 
    
 
   12:43 PM
 
   Me
 
   And I love you!
 
    
 
   Just as I turn off my phone, I hear a tap at my door.  I look over and see my mom standing there, with her purse in her hand.  “Am I interrupting?”  I shake my head no.  “Good then let’s go have some girl time and head into town.  I want to spoil you at the new designer boutique that just opened a few doors down from the gallery.”
 
   “That sounds like fun!  Let’s go!”  I love retail therapy with my mom.  Her idea of spoiling me is a whole new wardrobe.  Not today though, I think I will treat her to something new. 
 
   We make our way to town, parking in the lot behind the gallery.  She insists that we go inside, so I can view the works of their latest featured artist.  My dad is the one who secures the artists, and he has a great eye for talent.  After we spend about an hour in the gallery, mom suggests we move on to shopping.  We walk a couple doors down and enter into a lovely shop packed full of stylish options.  The eager owner is quite pleasant and helpful.  We have armfuls of clothes to try on.  While mom is in her dressing room, I slip out of mine and select some items off the rack of lingerie to try.  Mom chatters on about one thing or another, while I slip into a one-piece number in emerald green satin, trimmed with black lace.  My breasts look supple, while my waist appears tiny and hips slightly curvy.  I imagine Harrison will approve, if I ever get a chance to wear this for him.  I try on a few more pieces of lingerie and then set my sights on some new jeans.  After about two hours in the boutique, we leave with my credit card smoking from the amount I just spent.  Mom and I decide to refresh ourselves. 
 
   We stow our purchases in the back of the gallery then head on foot to a quaint little wine bar. Once we are seated, mom insists that we try a wine flight.  We settle on a white selection. 
 
   “So honey, how are you, really?”  She gives me her all-knowing ‘mom’ look.
 
   “I am a lot better than the last time I was here.”  Our waiter delivers our first sampling of wine.  We start with an Oregon Chardonnay from the Willamette Valley.  “I just finished two installs this week, so I have plenty of money in the bank, and I have decided to move.”  I blurt out.
 
   She looks surprised.  “Oh baby girl, why are you moving?”
 
   “Honestly mom, it’s kind of complicated.”  Now, I am sounding like Harrison.  “I just need a change, and I am not feeling the condo anymore.”
 
   “I see.”  She nods her head and finishes her wine.  “Where will you go? Are you looking to rent again, or are you ready to buy?”
 
   “I want to stay in the Pearl or the Northwest Hills.  I am still crazy about my office, so I don’t want to move too far away.  I went shopping with Candace for a place on Tuesday, but I didn’t find anything.  I think I may just rent again.  I’m not ready to purchase just yet. 
 
   Our waiter returns with our next tasting, a Chardonnay from Northern California.  I take a sip and taste notes of green apple and ginger. 
 
   “Oh, say, I really like this one.  I might have to get a bottle of this for home.  So Candace, she was your neighbor when you and Bradley were married right?”
 
   “Yes, that’s correct.” 
 
   She and her husband moved in next door to us about a year after we bought our house.  We used to hang out all the time, but when Bradley and I got divorced, we lost touch. 
 
   The last wine of our flight arrives at the table.  Mom raises her glass and says, “To my beautiful daughter.  I am so proud of you.”  Her eyes are misty.
 
   “Oh mom!  Thank you!”  I get up from the table to give her a hug.  I sit back down and take a good look at my mom.  She really is a lovely woman.  Mom is a 52-year old knockout, with shoulder-length chestnut brown hair, shining green eyes, a pert nose and full lips.  She had an accident with her front teeth, so they are capped and gleaming white.  I have a thing for straight white teeth.  She is vivacious and I aspire to be as happy as she and dad have always been.  Her only flaws are the character lines forming around the corners of her eyes.  Others may call them crow’s feet, but that doesn’t suggest growing old gracefully.  She is certainly the picture of grace. 
 
   My parents are an attractive couple.  My dad is handsome and reminds me of Tom Skerritt, from Picket Fences.  He has salt-and-pepper hair, with a tad bit of grow-out and a mustache.  Most men look creepy with a mustache, but not my dad, for some reason.  It may be that I am just used to it.  
 
   She interrupts my musings.  
 
   “Now, shall we order some dinner?”  She smacks her lips.
 
   “Sure, but what about Daddy?”
 
   “Oh, I left him a plate in the fridge.  Besides, he is only too happy to be left alone with his TiVo.”
 
   I giggle.  Yes, he was thrilled when he got his TiVo set up.  I got several phone calls, giving me updates on the multitude of features, as he discovered them.
 
   “Then, let’s do it!”
 
   After another wine flight and a delicious dinner, we finally decide to call it a night.  We have not done anything like this in years.  It feels wonderful to have quality bonding time with my mom. 
 
   On our way to the car, we stop off at the gallery to get our parcels.  Once settled into the car, I look at the time.  “Geeze mom, did you see what time it is?  It’s nearly 9:00 PM!
 
   “Yes, and what is your point?  Have to be somewhere, honey?”
 
   I giggle. “No, of course not.  I am just not used to this free time with my mom.  Now let’s go back and see just what dad has found to watch on TiVo.  Hope it’s not some boring sports.  I have had my fill of that lately.”  Ooops, hope she missed that comment.  I forget that Albert is not a normal part of my life. 
 
   As we pull into the driveway, I notice a small, black sports car parked across the street next to a neatly trimmed laurel hedge.  It’s dark and the street lights are practically non-existent.  We get our bags out of the back of the car.  I hit lock on the remote, and take a second glance to see if I can make out the vehicle.  It’s not a car that I have seen in this beachfront cluster of homes, until now. 
 
   “Honey, you coming?”  Mom says from the front steps.  I start to ask if she knows who the car belongs to, but before the words come out, the front door swings open.  Dad is standing in the doorway with the most peculiar grin on his face.  I have never seen him with such a goofy look on his face. 
 
   “What is it dear?”  Mom is looking at him with wide eyes, then she looks back at me with her eyebrows raised.
 
   “Ladies, we have a visitor.”  He steps aside and Harrison appears in the doorway.  This is all too familiar.  It’s not the first time that Harrison has appeared randomly in a doorway.
 
   My heart stops when I lay eyes on him.  He looks out the door at my mom and flashes her that panty -dropping smile of his.  He advances forward.  “Good evening, Mrs. Austen, I am Harrison Towers.  He reaches his hand out and takes mom’s hand, bringing it up to his lips.  He presses  a quick kiss on the top of her hand.
 
   Even in the dark on the steps, I can see my mom blushing a thousand different shades of red.  I get my hair and eye color from her, as well as my blushing affliction.
 
   Harrison looks over the top of her head and locks eyes with me.  He mouths ‘surprise’.  My knees buckle from under me, and I drop one of my bags.  As I reach for the railing to steady myself, I try to make sense of the situation.  Really?  Why does he have that power over me? 
 
   He moves past my parents and comes down the steps to meet me.  I set my bags down and see a twinkle in his eye that I haven’t seen before.  He swoops down and picks me up, spinning me around.  I am squealing as he spins around again. 
 
   

 
   
Chapter 28
 
    
 
   When he finally sets me back down, he leans down, and with a hand behind my head, he pulls me in and seals his lips over mine.  It is a passionate, but brief, kiss.  He pulls away and leans in close to my ear.  “I have exciting news Danielle, very exciting news.  I just could not wait to tell you.”
 
   “How are you here, Harrison?  Does Marion know that you are here?”
 
   I stop and look up at my parents, who have both inched their way to the edge of the front porch, straining to hear. 
 
   “Guys, do you mind?” 
 
   “Oh, sorry honey.  I’ll just take our things in.”  She takes my bags, hands them to my dad, and they both quickly disappear into the house.
 
   “Harrison, I am so excited to see you, but I am confused.  What is going on?  How did you find the house?  What is your exciting news?”
 
   “Whoa, slow down, Danielle.  One question at a time.  Here let’s go sit in my car.” 
 
   He takes my hand and leads me to his sex mobile parked across the street.  I knew that car was out of place.  Since it is so dark, I did not recognize it.
 
   Once inside the car, I turn to him and find myself almost brought to tears.  I am so happy to see him. 
 
   He once again puts his hand behind my head and pulls my lips to his.  This time, his tongue seeks mine and we have a long, passionate kiss that leaves my loins wanting to feel him buried inside me. 
 
   I reach down between his legs to feel how much his body wants me.  He groans, as I rub his hard cock with the palm of my hand.  He leans his head back on the headrest and closes his eyes.  I keep rubbing, as I feel my panties getting soaked.  He reaches his hand over and rests it on my crotch, over my jeans.  He turns to me with his cloudy sex eyes, “Danielle, not here.”  His voice rasps.
 
   I know he is right, but I want to feel him so badly.  My loins are quivering and throbbing with desire, as my panties are now sopping wet. 
 
   Harrison rolls down his window, and I can hear the crashing of the waves louder now. 
 
   Turning to him, I say, “Okay let’s hear it.”
 
   He laughs and then looks straight at me.  “Danielle, I went to the board.  They know everything.  I told them about Marion and her blackmail against me and Garrin.” 
 
   “Harrison!  Why?  I thought you needed evidence first?”
 
   “I got the evidence that I needed to be able to go to my father and the board.”
 
   “Well, don’t keep me in suspense?  What did you find out?”  I am practically panting.  This is the best news that I can possibly imagine.
 
   “We found out that she has nothing.  She lied.  There are no accounts or trails that lead to me as an embezzler.” 
 
   My heart is singing right now.  Could this be for real?
 
   “I had an independent firm conduct a discreet audit of our corporate accounts to confirm whether there was any money missing.  As of right now, all funds are accounted for, where my involvement is concerned.  There is evidence of missing funds that she authorized for several capital improvement projects at the Hood River winery.  Projects, that I knew nothing about.  If she has set up any offshore accounts, we suspect we know where she obtained the funds.  I took the findings from the audit to the board and explained to them why I had the independent study of the books conducted.”
 
   “So, does Marion know you have debunked her claims?”
 
   He shakes his head, “Not yet.  I am going to stick it out for a little longer and see if we can smoke her out.  We have a few hunches about where she has stashed the money.  We need to get that proof, so we can take it to the authorities.”
 
   “Oh Harrison, can it be true that you are almost rid of her?”  I feel giddy with excitement and something else that is foreign to me.  I feel hope and optimism.  I have been robbed of these two feelings for a very long time. 
 
   He takes my hand and looks in my eyes,  “Yes, believe it.  We are almost through this.  We just have a short time left before we can be together for real.”
 
   “So, no more sneaking around?”
 
   “Soon, not just yet, but soon.”
 
   I sigh.
 
   “Why the long face?  I thought you would be excited?  I came straight here after I flew into Portland.  I literally landed, hopped in my car and drove straight down here so that I could see you.  Marion thinks I am in Montreal until Sunday.”
 
   “So, are you staying?  How long have you been down here and how did you find the house?”
 
   He laughs.  “Danielle, enough questions!  I looked your parents up.  That part wasn’t hard. Yes, I am staying.  I have been down here for just over an hour, and I had a pleasant conversation with your father.  He is a great guy.  He has invited me to stay at the house, if that is okay with you?”
 
   “Of course that is okay with me!  I am just thrilled that you are here.  Wait, were you on a layover or something when you texted me this afternoon?”
 
   He bites his lip.  I hate it when he does that because I always want to take a nibble myself.  “Yes, you found me out.  I was on a layover in New York, making my way back to you.”
 
   Gasp.  He is so damned sexy.
 
   He leans over and kisses me again.  “Shall we go inside, I would love to get to know your parents.”
 
   I giggle.  I can only imagine what they are saying right now.  I am willing to bet that my mother is standing in the living room, peering out of the sheer curtains, spying on us. 
 
   We get out of the car and Harrison goes around to the trunk to pull out a small suitcase. 
 
   He sets the alarm on the car, and we head inside to face the parents.  Surprisingly, they have gone to bed.   
 
   I wake up to my dad whistling out in the hallway.  It reminds me of being a kid.  Every Saturday morning, he would be up early, puttering and whistling around the house.  My mom would usually be in the kitchen, whipping up her famous Dutch pancakes. 
 
   I am hoping this morning is no exception.  I could really go for some of her delicious pancakes this morning.  My parents are progressive, but old fashioned at the same time.  Mom had set up the guest room for Harrison.  I knew this because when we came in last night, the only light on upstairs was the spare bedroom.  The bedding was pulled back and a bath towel was waiting for him.
 
   Harrison!  He’s here!  I can’t wait to see him.  I shower quickly and wrap a towel around my bust.  I return to my room and stop dead in my tracks.  My stomach almost jumps out of my mouth.  There is Harrison, lounging on my bed, with my new green teddy dangling from his hand.  He takes my breath away.  He is wearing a pair of snug jeans and a navy blue and white checked button-down shirt.  His sleeves are rolled up, and he is barefoot.  His hair is perfectly messy, as usual, and I can smell his freshly showered scent.  I think I may be drooling. 
 
   I shake myself out the trance.
 
   My eyes are bugging out of my head, as I hiss, “What the hell are you doing in my room?  My mom had better not see you in here!” 
 
   He flashes me his naughty smirk, “Mom sent me up here to get you for breakfast.  But, I have to confess, I am not really hungry for food.  I think I’d rather eat what is under that blue towel.”  The scoundrel licks his lips.  My loins respond in kind with a warming sensation and a moist release. 
 
   He gets up from the bed, and walks over to me, shoving his hand up my towel, resting his fingers on my moist crotch.  He shoves his fingers into my “P” and starts moving them in a circular motion.  “Oh, not now, Harrison.”  I can hardly contain myself.  “I want you so bad, but not here, not right now.” 
 
   He kisses me on the neck by my ear.  He sucks at that tender spot that makes my loins ache.  I arch against him, as he moves behind me, with his hand wrapped around to my breasts.  He continues to move his fingers around inside me, while using his thumb to rub my clit.  He moves his mouth over my ear, his breathing ragged and rasping.  His hot breath sends chills down my back to my loins.  He continues to move his fingers around in my “P”, using an in and out motion.  He takes one finger out and circles it around the swollen entrance to my “P” then he quickly shoves them both back inside of me in a quick movement, while continuing to suckle at my neck.  I can’t take it anymore.  I feel my insides clinch and then a wave of heat radiates through my loins, and I cum, while arched against his chest.  He continues to fondle my loins, until I go limp in his arms.  I turn around to face him and kiss him passionately.  I hear from downstairs that my mom is calling out to Harrison.  I instantly tense up and push away from him, aiming him toward the door.  He turns to look back at me with a smirk. 
 
   Out the door he goes, and I hear him taking the stairs two at a time.  I smile to myself, he is just perfect for me.
 
   I dress in a new pair of tight fitting jeans that I bought last night and a cream and white striped, loose fitting sweater.  I find a soft, pink cotton scarf in my overnight bag and knot it around my neck.  It’s the perfect beach ensemble.  I hug myself in the mirror.  This is what happy looks like.  I am positively glowing.
 
   At the top of the stairs, I can smell Mom’s Dutch Pancakes cooking in the oven.  My mouth is already salivating. 
 
   Harrison is sitting at the table with my dad.  Their heads are together, and they are clearly deep in discussion.  Neither one seems to notice my entrance.  I walk over to my mom and kiss her on the cheek. 
 
   “Good morning, dear.  You sure look perky this morning.”
 
   I look at my Mom, “I could say the same about you.”  She smiles at me, nods and then winks.  Oh, I really hope that doesn’t mean what I think it means.  That is just too much information for my liking.
 
   Turning toward the table, I see both my dad and Harrison looking at us.  I feel a blush taking over my face.  “What?”  I sit down at the table with my plate full of piping hot Dutch pancake, covered in fresh-squeezed lemon and powdered sugar.
 
   My dad clears his throat and takes a sip of his orange juice.  “So what do you two have planned for today?  I wouldn’t mind taking you around to show you the sights.”
 
   Harrison looks at me and I nod.  “I would love that.  Let’s make a morning of it.  If you have no objection, I would like to steal your daughter away this afternoon for a drive down the coast.”  He looks to me, “I have some property that I am thinking about developing.  I’d like to show it to you.”
 
   My mom turns to Harrison, “Lovely, how about I pack you a picnic.  You can roast marshmallows and drink hot chocolate.”
 
   I giggle and look at Harrison, who is smiling warmly up at my mom, who is finally joining us the table. 
 
   “Did you bring a parka, Harrison?  It is misting out there today, and you might need a good sturdy coat.  If you didn’t, I have one that I can loan you.”  My dad is in great spirits today.  What’s gotten into him?
 
   “I would appreciate that.  I did not bring a proper jacket for traipsing around the beach in the mist.  I only have my raincoat and leather jacket.”  He flashes my mom his beautiful smile.  
 
   After we finished cleaning up the kitchen, mom ushers us out so she can prepare our picnic. 
 
   I head out to the family room and find a content Henry, curled up with Misty by the wood stove.  I guess I don’t need to bother him right now.  He looks perfectly happy.
 
   My dad is whistling in the entryway, so I go out to join him.  He looks around and then asks me where Harrison has gone off to?
 
   “Oh, he had to take a call from Montreal.  He will be right back.  I think mom went up to put on something warmer.  So Dad, what do you think?...Of Harrison that is?”
 
   Dad takes me by the arms, “Well, at first when he introduced himself, I was leery.  But, after we chatted while we waited for you ladies, I understand everything now.  He is still on probation because of what he has put you through, but I think he will get off on good behavior, if he doesn’t do anything else to hurt you.”
 
   “Ah, there you are, where’s Harry?”
 
   “It’s Harrison, Mom, and he is outside on a call.”
 
   “He does not seem to mind my calling him Harry.  Now let’s go out to the car and wait for him.” 
 
   Just as we all step onto the porch, Harrison comes up the walkway, all smiles.  Yes, this is going to be a good day.
 
   After several hours of showing Harrison the sights with my family, we are finally in his car, alone.  I let out a big sigh.  He turns to me with a question in his eye, “What’s that about?”
 
   I sigh again,  “Oh nothing, I am just glad that we are finally alone for a while.  Now where are we headed off to?  I think my Mom packed enough food and firewood for an army!”
 
   “Good, I have plans for us by the fireside.”
 
   Harrison starts the Aston, and we head down the street and out of my parents’ neighborhood.
 
   We drive about 10 minutes down the Coast Highway.  I can’t believe that Harrison owns land down here.  I wonder what he is going to do with it.  Of course, the real estate mogul would have land on the coast, I mean, why wouldn’t he?
 
   Harrison reaches over and places his right hand over mine, squeezing my hand tightly.  He proceeds to raise the top of my hand to his sensual lips.  He places the most body-warming kiss on my smooth skin. 
 
   “I love you, Danielle.”  He says this while looking over, deep into my eyes.  I can’t believe this is happening to me.  Me, the small-town interior designer from Cannon Beach, Oregon is sitting in an Aston Martin with one of the top ten most eligible bachelors. 
 
   “I love you too, Harrison.  All of you.”
 
   This feels so right.  I have been waiting all my life to feel this way.  It is happening, and I am finally the leading lady in this love story.
 
   “Harrison, where are we going, exactly?”
 
   “I own some land on the coast not far from here.  I want to show you my little Pacific Coast jewel.”
 
   The car slows, as we come to a gated entrance.  Harrison flips open his glove compartment and pushes a button on a remote on the inside.  The gates slowly open inward, allowing us access. 
 
   “Welcome to, ‘Sundown,’ Danielle.
 
   It is dark, but there is a beautiful glow of the Fall moon dancing on the coastline.  The moonlight is enough for me to make out that we are entering a gated development, right on the water.  The gates close automatically behind us, as Harrison pulls up and parks near a wooden bridge.
 
   “This is Sundown, a development that I purchased a while back.  I plan on building here in the coming years.”
 
   Harrison turns the engine off and walks around the car to my door.  He opens my door, like the gentleman that he is,  and extends his hand to help me out.  I grab the basket of goodies that mom prepared for our evening.
 
   I can see a fire in the distance, as the roaring ocean waves crash against the rocks.  It is pleasant outside and a light breeze swirls around the in the salty air.
 
   Harrison grabs my hand, and draws me in as he kisses my forehead.  That gesture still sends me into a complete tailspin. He is soft, romantic and in control.  It’s not the big things that thrill me.  It’s the small touches like that, which make me swoon.
 
   We head down the street and over the newly built wooden bridge that connects the driveway to the beach.  There are no houses around us, the coast is clear for probably a three-quarters of a mile on either side of us. 
 
   “Harrison is that for...?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Who came down and built us a bonfire, Harrison?”
 
   “It’s nice isn’t it?”  He looks straight ahead.  “It’s perfect for the basket your mother packed.”
 
   “Really, Harrison, you haven’t changed.  You still know how to skirt around a subject!  Anyway, this is just perfect, Harrison.  This location is so secluded.  I have never seen this private area of the beach before.”
 
   Harrison sets the basket down in the sand near the fire.  He pulls out a chilled bottle of bubbly and pops the cork.  This man is always prepared.  How romantic!!  He planned this all by himself.
 
   He hands me a crystal flute of chilled bubbly, “To our many firsts together, Danielle.”  Our glasses clink together.  He is staring me down with those intense blue eyes, as we both throw back the delectable champagne.  He has an intense look in his eyes and a smirk on his face that I know all too well.
 
   Harrison advances toward me, retrieves my glass, and places it in the basket.  He cups both of his hands around my face, as he draws me near.  He whispers, “I have never wanted anything as bad, Danielle, as I want you.”
 
   Those words set kindle to a fire already raging inside of me.  He seals his lips over mine and kisses me with an intense passion and desire that makes my body weak.  He sweeps my hair to one side in a low ponytail, as he trails his tongue from my mouth to my ears, as he sucks on my earlobe.  My his body now responding to his touch, as I dig my nails into his back, bringing our bodies closer together.  He takes that expert tongue of his and draws it from my ear back to my neck.  He stops at the sweet spot on my neck, that he knows will make me so wet.  He slips both sides of my sweater off of my shoulders and moves his mouth to each shoulder blade, softly kissing them and making his way to my collar bone. 
 
   My body responds exactly how he wants it to.  I am hot and ready.  This man has completely turned my world upside down.  The chemistry between us is undeniable.  My hands are now on his shoulders, pulling him closer to me.  We lock lips again, our tongues seeking out one another.  In a matter of seconds, Harrison lifts me up and wraps my legs around his waist.  We can’t keep our hands off of each other.  I shove my hands in his hair and pull on his gorgeous locks, while assaulting his mouth.  His hands grab my ass, as he carries me near the fire and gently lays me on the down blanket that is spread out near the fire.  The cool of the plush blanket on my bare back and the heat of the fire on my exposed skin create hot, exotic sensations across my body.  I always feel as if I am starring in a movie when I am with this man.  It is completely unreal.  The sounds of the waves crashing against the huge rocks on the nearby cliff make this moment even more sexy and romantic. 
 
   Harrison climbs on top of me with his legs spread around mine.  His right hand runs up the length of my thigh, as he places his left hand on the side of my face.  His probing tongue darts into my mouth.  I can feel, through his loose fitting jeans, that his cock is hard.  The swirling of our tongues, sends shivers of electricity through my veins.
 
   He slides one his hands down my chest, as he cups and squeezes my heavy, needing breasts.  They are extremely sensitive to his touch, and the mix of the cool breeze and the hot fire is intoxicating.  I want his hands all over my body as he fills my mouth. He moves from one hard nipple to the other.  Flicking each nipple with his tongue and sucking softly.  He moves to that secret spot, under my breast, taking his tongue and running it in a half moon from left to right.  As he licks my sweet spot, he runs his hand over my belly and to my “P”, which is now pulsating out of control.  I think he is shocked when he finds there are no panties for him to remove.  Bare.  Completely bare.  His eyes lock with mine, and that dark smirk come to his face, as he bites on his bottom lip.  Yes, he likes it.  A little bad mixed with his good girl.  I can just read his mind.  It is now sending him over the top.  He beings to rub on the outside of my “P”.  He knows how to rub my clit so that he starts to set my body off.  
 
   He plunges one finger inside me, as I grab the back of him and dig my nails in deeper, letting out a loud cry of passion.  His tongue slides down my belly, stopping at my lower abs.  Again, he traces from right to left, then down to my thighs.  This teasing is going to drive me mad.  I can’t take it anymore.  I gaze down, at him as he trails his way down to my “P”.  Our eyes locking again, the passion is to intense.  His tongue is now on my “P”, as he slips his finger back in and out of me.  Gently, slowly, he begins to push his tongue further inside of me.  I grab his head, trying to push him deeper into me.  He takes both of my hands and throws them to the ground.  He uses his hands to pin mine to the down blanket. 
 
   I can’t move my hands, and this is too damn hot.  I try to resist, but he grabs them tighter, holding me in place as he works my “P” over.  My body arches as my “P” pulsates on his tongue.  He continues to push his tongue further inside of me.  His wanting of my body, pushes me toward my climax.   My body tenses up, as the waves of heat moves inside of me, preparing for my full body cum.  He does it.  He takes his right hand and places it on my lower abs, and he moves his tongue faster and more firmly over my clit.  This does it.  The pressure on my abs makes me cum so hard that my hips raise up to meet his tongue.
 
   “Don’t stop, don’t stop,” I cry out. 
 
   I can tell that he is smiling.  He knows exactly what to do to my body.  The electric shocks move through my body, as I moan loudly in passion.  Once I have reached the length of my orgasm, I have to push his head away.  God, that was too damn good.  It gets better every damn time!
 
   He climbs on top of me and kisses me passionately, slipping his jeans off in a matter of seconds.  His cock still rock hard and pressing against the opening to my “P”.  He inserts the tip of his length and starts to ease in and out of me, getting me ready.  I am dripping wet, and wanting him inside me.  I want to cum over and over again.  He swirls his hips,  reaching every angle inside of me.  I meet with his sweet tempo, as he plunges deep inside of me.  I moan as I dig my nails deeper into his back.
 
   “Your body is made for me,” he groans, as he slams into me over and over again.  The shocks are starting to build again, so quickly after my recent orgasm.  This is when I can cum multiple times.  He places each one of my legs on top of his shoulders, giving himself the advantage to work me harder and deeper.  With that, my body starts to convulse, as I let out a long and deep moan.  I’m breathing heavy as my head slams back into the sand.  My “P” tenses up, and the aftershocks of pleasure release through my entire body. 
 
   Just as I finished cumming, Harrison prepared for his release.  I begin to cum again all over his cock, sending him into complete ecstasy.  Our bodies shaking with pleasure, shivering with passion.  Harrison collapses on top of me and nuzzles his head into my neck.  His breathing begins to slow down to normal again.  We hold each other, our bodies entwined as one.
 
   After our lovemaking, we wrap clothing around our bodies and dig into the picnic basket.  Delicious cold deli sandwiches, a pasta salad, fruit skewers with yogurt sauce and marshmallows with chocolate for dessert make our dinner. Harrison stokes the fire and we cuddle close, roasting marshmallows after devouring our dinner. “I am planning to head back to Portland tomorrow morning.  I have to drive out to Hood River to take care of some business at the winery.  Normally, I would have you join me, but under the circumstances…”
 
   “I get it.  I was planning to drive back tomorrow late afternoon.  I want to get back before it gets dark.”
 
   “Yes, that was going to be my suggestion.” 
 
   “Somehow, I knew that.” 
 
   “So what does your day look like Monday?  I have a little surprise that I am planning for you.” He is smirking in the firelight.
 
   “Oh yeah?  Just what kind of surprise?”  I can only imagine what he might have up that devious sleeve of his.
 
   “Well, let’s just say it’s some alone time in the country.  How does that sound?”
 
   “You mean the manor house?”  I scrunch my nose.
 
   “Yes, that’s exactly what I mean.”  He can see by my reaction that I am less than thrilled.  “It will be an adventure and besides, a little roughing it doesn’t seem to get in our way.”  He picks up some sand and lets it slide through his fingers.
 
   Giggly at his inference, I loop my arm through his.  “Wherever you are is where I want to be anyway.”
 
   “There, that’s my girl.”  He leans down and kisses me.  We make love in the sand one last time, to the sound of the crashing waves. 
 
   

 
   
Chapter 29
 
    
 
   In the morning, we say goodbye to Harrison, and I stand with my parents to watch his hot sex mobile drive off.  I turn to my folks and see them, with their arms around each other and the most dreamy expressions on their faces.  Mom looks at me.
 
   “Honey, I think you have a keeper there.”  She pats my dad on the chest and heads toward the house. 
 
   I start to walk toward the house too, but my dad gently grabs my arm.  “Kiddo, I have to get this off my chest.  While I agree with your mom that he is a keeper, please put a guard around your heart.  I understand that you say things are temporarily complicated.  Though, I don’t know why, I do want you to be careful and know that I am here for you, no matter what.” 
 
   I start getting misty eyes.  I hadn’t intended on having this conversation with him right now.  “I know you are looking out for me, and I am glad that I have you, dad.  I feel good about this relationship, and things will be less complicated soon.”
 
   He tweaks my nose, “Oh, I somehow doubt things will ever be less complicated for you.  I do believe that things will certainly get better for you soon.”
 
   What an odd last comment he made.  Instead of dwelling on it, I give him a hug before we both head back into the house. 
 
   A few hours later, with Henry loaded in the backseat, I head toward the city.  It was one of the best times that I have spent at my parent’s house in years.  The best part is that the only tears that were shed this weekend, were tears of happiness and joy.
 
   By midday Monday, I am a nervous wreck.  I am dying to know what Harrison has planned at the manor house.  All I know is that I am to dress warm and pack an overnight bag.  I’m to drive my car to his hotel on Broadway Street downtown.  After I self-park my car in the hotel parking garage, I’m supposed to get into the hotel town car.  From there, I will be driven to the manor house.  So much cloak and dagger stuff.  Normally, I would find this scintillating, but in this case, it is rather disconcerting.  Having to sneak around goes against my grain. 
 
   I often wonder if the house is being watched, or if I am being followed all the time.  I still have the that feeling I am.  Sometimes, I think I catch a glance of someone, but when I stop to take a look around, there really isn’t anyone there.  I chalk it up as being paranoid.  I asked Harrison, and he thinks that Marion is still trying to scare me off.  For the time being he wants me with my bodyguard at all times.  Albert doesn’t feel that we are being watched, really.  He may often seem aloof, but he is aware of what it going. 
 
   Harrison feels the efforts of Garrin and Philippe have helped a lot.  They keep her believing all is well.  I still wonder just what it is that she has on that family that she could blackmail them into submission too.  At least Garrin had the good sense to go to Harrison when she approached him. 
 
   I look at my phone and see that I missed another daily call from my phone stalker.  It is seriously almost a joke to me now.  Either it is a persistent telemarketer, or someone hot on my trail to harass me.  It is time to head out.  Albert follows me to the mudroom door, and watches as I leave with an enthusiastic Henry standing by his side.  Since Albert has been here, I have witnessed a relationship budding between him and the dog.  It is going to be a sad day for Henry when his sofa buddy leaves.
 
   The drive to the hotel seems to be rather uneventful, but for the person following close behind me with his high-beams blinding me in the rearview mirror.  With the lights blazing in my mirror, I almost didn’t see the damned cyclist ahead of me.  I almost creamed him because he cut across my car and the entire lane of traffic to avoid stopping at the red light.  Shit!  Isn’t that why we have those special bike lanes?  I can’t seem to drive through Portland without almost hitting a bicyclist. 
 
   I accelerate a little to put some space in between us. The driver only increased their speed tool.  I decide that since this driver behind me insists on riding my tail with those bright lights, I will just pull over so he can pass.  I see a turn off to an apartment complex up ahead,  I flip on my right blinker and turn into the driveway.  To my surprise, my tormentor follows me into the driveway as well.  I circle around to the leasing office and pull into a spot.  The other car stays behind at the entrance to the complex.  I assume there is another exit to the complex, so I pull out of the parking spot and drive along the winding little residential streets to finally locate the back way out.  I follow the little road up to the main street.  Once I am back out on the main road, I am satisfied that I lost that psycho.  It was probably just one of those angry office workers, who had a lousy day at work and thought he would take it out on the first Jeep he saw.  Or something to that effect. 
 
   Although I am feeling a little shaken from the experience, the rest of my drive is uneventful.  Thankfully, I arrive at the hotel unharmed.  I pull into the parking garage, as instructed.  I take my ticket and find a place to park.  Once in a spot, I glance around and locate the hotel town car, parked by the entrance.  I grab my bag and make my way to the car.  As I approach, a man gets out of the car and says, “Miss Austen?” Whew.  So far so good.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   He walks around the car, opens the door, and takes my bag from me.  “Here, allow me to get that for you.”
 
   Once settled into the plush leather bench seat, I start to breathe again.  I have a terrible habit of holding my breath. 
 
   “If you are settled, we will leave now.  I suspect with traffic we should arrive to the estate within forty-five minutes, give or take.  Before we leave, do you require anything?”
 
   “No, uh thank you, I’m good.”  I buckle my belt and lean my head back into the headrest.  I could get used to being chauffeured around like this, seriously.
 
   I must have nodded off to sleep.  When I open my eyes, it is pitch black outside, there are no city lights and we are going about 20 miles per hour.  As luck would have it, we are having unseasonably warm weather and the rain has stayed away for a couple days.  I sit up to correct my slouching posture.  The driver must have seen me stirring around in his rear view mirror.
 
   “Miss Austen, we heading down the driveway and should be pulling up momentarily.  Mr. Towers is already here.”
 
   “Oh, thank you, ah…you know, I didn’t get your name!”
 
   He chuckles, “It’s Kevin, my name is Kevin Schwartz.” 
 
   “Well, thank you for the smooth ride.”
 
   Just as I finish touching up my lip gloss, we pull up in front of the country mansion.  I see there are a few lights on the front porch, and in a room at the front but otherwise the house is unlit. From the angle the car is pulling up to the circular drive, I see a reflection of light on the side garden area, coming from the top floor room on the back corner.  Hmmm, interesting.  Kevin pulls the car to a stop at the front walkway.  I can imagine how grand this place was back in its heyday.  Kevin gets out of the car and comes around to open my door.  I step out into the cool, October night and feel a chill run down my spine.  He takes my bag out of the trunk and follows me up the stairs.  I wonder what he is thinking right now.  It must seem bizarre that we he his dropping me off at this ramshackle house, instead of the plush hotel we just left less than an hour ago.  The front door opens and once again, my breath catches in my chest.  Standing before me is the sexiest master of the house I can ever imagine.  He is wearing a light blue cotton button up shirt with a darker blue cashmere looking vest over it with a tan pair of fine-gauge corduroy pants.  He looks so Town and Country right now.  He flashes his prize-winning smile.  “Good evening.”  I smile back. 
 
   Harrison turns to Kevin and takes my bag from him.  “Thank you Kevin, I’ll call you when I need you back here tomorrow.
 
   I follow Harrison into the house, and he shuts the door behind me.  “I have some refreshments to get the evening started.”  He grabs my hand, and I follow him through the vast foyer into the little sitting room to the right of the front door.  He has a blanket spread out on the floor and he motions for me to sit down.  He has some wine, champagne and appetizers in the middle of the blanket.  While he pours me a glass of wine, I ask, “How did Hood River go?”
 
   He gives me a beaming smile.  “Good. Excellent, actually.”
 
   I tilt my head and study his face. “Care to tell me about it?”
 
   “No, not really.  Its business anyway, and I just want to enjoy us tonight.”  He sips his wine and leans over to give me a sweet-tasting kiss.
 
   After sharing almost 2 bottles of Harrison’s latest production for Tower Vineyards, along with the most delectable appetizers, I am now feeling it all over.  My skin is flushed and tingly.  The wine and champagne are working their way into every vein in my body.  Harrison grabs my hand and he leads me up the grand staircase.
 
   We walk into what would have been a grand master bedroom or library in the manor house, once upon a time.  I am completely floored.  A beautiful wall of windows, that must be at least 25 feet high looks to the west. Sweeping, floor-to-ceiling cream paneled drapes hang, neatly tied to each side.  The whole room covered in candles.  Tiny tea lights illuminate the windows and fireplace.  Large candelabras line the floor around the fireplace and built-in bookshelves.  I have just entered the most romantic scene that any woman could ever imagine.  Gilded picture frames placed throughout, antique treasures scattered here and there, vintage books stacked in rows and artwork leaned up against furniture, covered in white sheets create the backdrop of our evening.  As we walk further into the room, I feel myself spinning completely around.  I am in complete awe.  There must be over a hundred antique mirrors of all shapes, sizes and colors hung on the remaining walls.  I finish spinning in my own circle, with my mouth hanging wide open.  To top it off, there is what seems to be a bed on the floor in the middle of the room, comprising of pillows and blankets all in white.  Candles also line the perimeter of the makeshift bed.
 
   I can feel Harrison’s eyes intense on me, as my body responds.  He bites his lip, and I can see his desire written all over his face.  Gasp!  I can feel that the expression on my face has changed instantly.  He’s going to rock my body all over this house.  His piercing blue eyes burn into mine, as he sweeps me up and carries me through the room.  He places me on the soft bed of blankets and pillows.  I am assuming that his ‘man help’ put together this wonderland of pleasure. 
 
   “If I forget to tell you tonight, Danielle, you look beautiful.”
 
   Harrison bends down and kisses my forehead sweetly, then his gaze moves back to mine.  The look on his face is confident, with a hint of the sexual animal that I know him to be.
 
   His mouth moves to my lips, and he kisses me softly, from my checks to my ear lobes.  This sensation makes me want to rip off his clothes with every suck and tease.  His hands move up my emerald green fitted knit dress, as his tongue moves down to my neck.  He pulls down the sides of my dress, sliding it over my hips, exposing the green matching lingerie. His eyes widen, and I can tell that his desire is increasing.
 
   “You, Miss Austen...are a sight.”
 
   I hear the swishing of ice in a bucket.  That instantly brings back memories of Hood River.  Oh, the ice!  Yes, please!
 
   Harrison takes a piece of ice and trails it over my lips, gently dragging it down my neck and over my collarbone.  This sends chills all over my ready and wanting body.  He runs the ice along the emerald lace of my bra, making my nipples hard and erect through the wet material.  My body begins tensing and my breathing becomes heavy.  This is hot.  He trails the cube down my belly and follows it with his tongue.  The cold and warm sensation drives me insane.  The ice reaches my lace panties.  Harrison drags it slowly over the lace and starts to move it in slow torturous circles.  His tongue follows the circles over the lace.  Dear God, help me!
 
   His tongue begins darting through my panties, as he tries to drive it through the lace, into me.  This is driving me fucking insane.  My head arches back and my body tenses up to his mouth.
 
   “I want all of you.  The thought of your skin touching mine like this, has driven me insane, Danielle.  I crave you.  I need you.”
 
   He slips a finger on each side of my panties and pulls them down, ever so gently.  His tongue plunges inside me, parting my soaked lips.  Possessively taking over my “P”, he pushes his whole face inside me.  He works me over until I am at the brink of an orgasm.  He always knows exactly what he is doing.  My sexual master is in control.  He quickly pulls his tongue away and drags it all the way up my chest to my mouth.  Climbing on top of me while kissing me passionately, he prepares me for what is to come.  Oh, that wicked mouth of his! His cock is hard, as I can feel it through those sexy corduroys that ride off his hips.  I reach down and unzip his pants.  He slides right out.  His cock is throbbing against me as he immerses it in my dripping wet “P”.
 
   He throws his head back with pleasure.
 
   “Shit, Danielle.  You feel so fucking good.”  He groans louder, as he pulls out of me and then slams right back into me.
 
   I grab the blanket above my head with one hand, and bite on my finger to silence the screams of pleasure.  He pulls out a little more and starts to just insert the tip of his needy cock, and swirls his hips.  He slams into me, then pulls back, repeating the slow teasing of his hard cock.
 
   “Oh, Harrison,”  I moan as I pull his body closer into mine.
 
   The smile on his face says it all.  He is waiting for me. 
 
   He leans back to my ear and whispers, “Your body is made for my cock, Danielle.”
 
   Oh shit, I am going to cum.  My “P” is filling up and pulsating out of control.  I can’t stop the contractions.  I don’t want to.  I want to cum now!
 
   “You ready for it baby,” he growls loudly.
 
   Oh, yes.  I know exactly where this is going.
 
   He takes both of my legs and throws them on his shoulders, as he leans as far into me as he can. The tightness of my legs and the position of his cock inside me are going to set me off.  His body is slamming into me and this position hits my magic spot in all the right ways.
 
   I can feel the warmth of his cock moving inside me.  He is getting ready for his release, and it makes my “P” clench onto every bit of his length.  He moves faster and harder, as he holds both of my ankles to one shoulder.  Our bodies convulse together, as we both release long moans, having lost all control. My “P” tightens up around his cock, and the waves of pleasure release all throughout my body, sending me into a complete shock wave of pure pleasure.  Another full body orgasm.  Both of us shake and tremble.  We lay motionless, still connected.  His cock inside me, I can feel every vein throbbing as my “P” clenches with every pulse. 
 
   Harrison kisses me on the forehead, then traces his index finger over my lips and down my chest.
 
   “You are made for me.  You know that.  Every inch of you.  I will never tire of the fire you ignite in me. ”
 
   In the afterglow of amazing sex, in the arms of my love, those words have just made my heart sprout wings and I am flying high right now.
 
   

 
   
Chapter 30
 
    
 
   After a few minutes, Harrison turns to me, “Well, aren’t you famished?”  He stands up and puts his hand down to help me to my feet.  He hands me his button up shirt and I slip it on with nothing else, while he puts on his pants.  It’s a bit chilly, so I grab a blanket from the bed and wrap it around me.  Harrison leads me by the hand down the stairs into the grand dining room.  I look around the dimly lit room and notice right away the antique chandelier hanging over the monstrous hardwood dining table.  The table appears to be made of mahogany with some kind of wood inlay. It seats eighteen, and the chairs are all here.  I cannot imagine an occasion where I would want to cook for eighteen people.  I suppose, if you lived in a house this size, you would not be doing the cooking yourself when serving eighteen.  
 
   Harrison pulls out a chair at the end of the table for me.  I am seated and wait his next move.  Now that I think about it, I am ravenous!   He disappears through the butler’s pantry and returns with his tank bag from his motorcycle.  He sets the bag down on the floor near the table. He begins by pulling out a white tablecloth, which he spreads out on the table before me in a rather askew arrangement.  As he pulls more items out, he begins handing them to me, and I place them on the table.  The last things he removes are paper plates and plastic cutlery.  I giggle as he says, “nothing but the finest.”
 
   Once again, Philippe has outdone himself with chilled jumbo shrimp and a cocktail sauce, a cruet plate of celery sticks, carrots, pickles, and a radish tartine.  To top it off, we have a couple bottles of bubbly and little pots d crème for dessert.  These little meals on the go have been so much fun, and the food is very different than my usual fare.  I think I am getting used to eating like this. 
 
   “Tell me more about your friend Simone, um Clarke.  What is her story?”  He crunches on a celery stick.
 
   I’m a little taken aback, “Clarke? What do you want to know exactly?”
 
   “I don’t know, you are such great friends.  If I want to you about you, I should know more about the people in your life, I guess.”
 
   “Oh.  Well, we have pretty much been lifelong friends.  I can’t think of a time that we haven’t been best pals.  We even went to the same college.  I went for interior design and she, of course, fashion.  She is from a huge, traditional Italian family  and…” 
 
   He chokes on a sip of water.  I reach to pat him on the back. “Sorry, when you say traditional, Simone does not come to mind.  It’s a strange last name for an Italian family, it sounds more Irish.”
 
   “Well, I never said she is traditional, just her family.  Yes, I do believe there is some Irish in there somewhere, not real sure where though.  That may explain her reddish hair.”  I giggle when I think of Clarke and that wild mane of hair.  “Anyway, her mom is just beside herself.  She had wanted Clarke to be married and taking care of ten kids by now!  Of course, she is completely anti-conformity to a degree.  So, you can imagine how the thought of settling down and having kids does not work into her delusions of grandeur.” 
 
   He nods.  “I see.  I spoke to Blaine Ford the other day, and it seems they hit it off in more than one way.”  He wiggles his brows at me.
 
   I swat at him.  “Oh stop!  Actually, she is quite taken in and obsessed by all the glitz and glamour that someone like Blaine Ford offers.  Though, believe it or not, she really likes Garrin.”
 
   He stops in mid-bite and tilts his head.  “Garrin?  Garrin Leone?”  I nod, “Hmm.  I would never have guessed that one, but he is an attractive guy, I suppose.” 
 
   He appears to be mulling over this little morsel, “You know, now that you mention it, Garrin may return her interest.  He keeps asking me if Albert is really the man for the job and has offered several times to go back to watching over you two ladies.  He said that if I wanted to put him back there at the house, he wouldn’t mind.  I bet he is just trying to return to Simone!  Well. the little devil!”
 
   I laugh, “Yeah, I could feel their attraction to one another so thick, I could cut it with a knife.  I almost felt as if I was intruding.  Which since I am crashing at her place, I suppose that I really am intruding.”
 
   “Well, I would rather have Albert watching over you than Garrin.  It’s not really his training, and  his education is in International Business.  He has just slipped into the role of my right hand man in Montreal.  Here, he ends up doing a little of everything, but back home he is in charge of our International Distribution.  I know this back and forth thing is starting to wear on him.  That, and whatever it is that Marion has over him has the poor man up at night.  Philippe has told me so.”
 
   I start feeling a pit in my stomach with the direction our conversation has rapidly taken.  Harrison must have sensed that because he takes the conversation on another course.
 
   He is sitting with his elbow on the table, resting his chin in his hand.  His finger is resting on his lip.  This is one of his habits that drives me wild.  It seems to call my attention to the suppleness of his lips.  I realize that I am staring at his lips, as I practically lick out the container of the pots de crème. 
 
   While studying me, he looks immensely amused.  The way I’ve inhaled my dessert seems to have entertained him. “Why don’t you tell me what you want?” He smirks as he says this.
 
   “Wow, that is certainly a dramatic change of conversation!  What I want?”  I am completely taken aback. 
 
   “I just want get it all out on the table, no better time than the present.  We have all night to talk and do other things.  The night is young.  We have another bottle of bubbly, and I happen to know there is more lurking about, just in case.”  I notice that his eyes are positively twinkling in this lighting.  He is truly a sight to behold. 
 
   I look him square in the eye and search past the distraction of the twinkling.  I can see that something is stirring behind those baby blues, but I cannot put my finger on just what that is.  It’s like he knows something, but he isn’t saying it.  Oh hell, who am I kidding?  This man is riddled with the untold and under divulged.  He is certainly the type to give out information only on a need-to-know basis.  Most of the time, he seems to figure that I don’t need to know. 
 
   “Just what do you want to know?  What are you probing for here?” I ask. 
 
   “It’s simple, what do you plan to do with the rest of your life?  Do you plan to have kids someday?  Is marriage something you would consider again?  Would you rather settle down in Portland, or are you up for an adventure in life?”
 
   Ok, now I feel like I have been hit by a ton of bricks.  There is a whole lot to answer there.  Plus, what is with the barrage of questions? 
 
   “For starters, Oregon is my home, but I would love an adventure.  At the end of the day though, this is where I want my roots.” 
 
   I take the last sip of my bubbly, as he appears to be thinking about that. 
 
   “As for getting married,” I hesitate.  Well, I am certainly open to it again.  I want to spend the rest of my life with the right person.  I don’t want to miss out on all that there is to experience in life because I am with the wrong person.  That would be just tragic,”  I continue.  “When I look back on it, I am relieved that I divorced Bradley.  Something in him has snapped, and he is no longer the man that I thought that he was.  He has turned dark in a way that I can’t put my finger on.  He seems to have made a deal with the devil, or however the saying goes.”
 
   “Obviously, I can’t be objective about him because I don’t know Bradley personally, but I don’t like him one bit.  He clearly has some moral issues he needs to straighten out.  Not to mention, he does not impress me as someone who is happy.  Ultimately, you have to be around someone who is fundamentally happy with themselves.  Only then, can that person have the ability to make you happy.”  He takes my hand in his and rubs the top with his thumb.  He looks deep into my eyes.  “You make me happy.”
 
   Gulp.  That makes my heart sing.
 
   “You make me happy too.”  I smile shyly.
 
   “Okay, so marriage is a possibility someday and Portland is your home.  What else?”
 
   He refills both of our glasses.
 
   “Hmm, kids,” I tap my finger on the table.  “I have not actually thought much about having kids especially not in recent years.  I do want kids, just not for a long while.  I still have a lot on my list to do before I take on that kind of responsibility.  It is something I look forward to, but not something I fixate on, like a lot of other women.  My biological clock is nowhere near going off.”  I take another bite of my radish tartine.  “What about you?”
 
   He shrugs, “What about me?”
 
   “Are we being coy, Mr. Towers?  How about kids and marriage?  Where are you on the subject?”  I try not to make eye contact with him.  I don’t know if I want to know his answer.  Well, maybe I do.
 
   He gives me a knowing look, “I do believe that I am ready to be a father. I adore kids, I was one myself.”  He laughs.  I laugh too, he is actually funny when he is not wearing his mogul hat.  
 
   “In fact, kids were one thing that Adelaide and I were both passionate about.  She was deeply committed to teaching children to read.  I still believe in what she was trying to accomplish, which is why I continue to support the foundation that I created in her honor.  I am completely sold on the notion that you can change the world by teaching a child to read.  I have the utmost respect for teachers and what they give to their students each and every day, especially with a limited amount of resources.  To this day, the foundation has raised over two-million and in the upcoming year we hope to double that.”
 
   My heart is overflowing with admiration for this man.  As I choke on my bubbly,  “Wow, that is quite an ambitious leap.  Do you think you can accomplish that, especially considering the current economic climate?!”
 
   “I am pulling in significant favors.  To be blunt, I’m putting my weight on a few corporations, in particular that benefit significantly from their business with Towers Holdings.  I have made it clear to them that I expect them to reach deep into their pockets.  It seems only fair, considering the amount of money that I have placed in their pockets and practically funded their Ferraris.”  He smirks.
 
   “How does that work, exactly?  I mean are you ultimately the one who procures the donations, or are you simply lending your big name and notoriety to get things moving?” 
 
   “I guess it is a combination of both.  At any rate, I will get what I want.”
 
   I laugh, “I have no doubt about that.”  I think for a minute, and then feel my face blushing for the question I am about to ask.  “Since we are having the ‘get to know one another’ talk, what is your favorite color?”
 
   He studies me for a moment, and then with a very straight face, “My favorite color used to be light blue.  However, I think my new favorite color is anything you are wearing, Danielle.” 
 
   Yep, there goes the heat rising to my face and radiating to my over-eager and ever-ready loins. 
 
   He must know what he does to me.  He simply must.  It’s not as if I am fresh off the farm.  I have been married, I am educated, and I have even owned my home.  Not to mention I have  my own business.  But, for some reason, whenever I am around this man, I feel as if I am experiencing everything for the first time.  With that, I feel like an innocent fawn who is just learning how to stand.  To say that it is disconcerting would be a gross understatement.  He furrows his eyebrows at me.
 
   “Danielle? Hello, did you check out?”  He chuckles.
 
   “No, I am just absorbing everything… I really like that.  I think my new favorite color is anything you are wearing!” 
 
   He laughs, but then a dark,  sultry look travels  across his face.
 
   “Now, I’ll ask you again Danielle, what-do-you-want?”  He says this very slowly, with his piercing gaze into my soul pushing me to the edge of oblivion.  What does he want me to say?
 
   I clear my throat, buying myself a few more seconds.
 
   “I want you.” 
 
   Apparently, that was all I had to say.  In one swift movement, Harrison has the remains of our feast swept to floor.  He lifts me out of my chair and onto the just-cleared table.  “I want you too!”  He rasps between clenched teeth.  “Dammit, Danielle, I want you too!”
 
   Harrison throws my hands over my head, as he pins me down to the old, hardwood table.  Working my neck with his tongue, he begins to ravage me.  I try to move, but he has me pinned down with both hands.  God, I love this.  He reaches down and slides his hands up over my quads, to the inside of my sensitive thighs.  Kissing me more violently than ever, he bends one of my legs in, and reaches down to firmly grab my ass.  He continues attacking my lips from every angle.  I want his cock.  I need his cock, actually, in my mouth.  I know he loves to be taken in, inch by inch.
 
   I whisper to him, “I want all of you in my mouth.  Every hard inch of you, Harrison.”
 
   He stops kissing me, and his breathing increases.  He is almost panting.  I push him off me, as I sensually arch back up from the table, rising to stand.  Wearing nothing but my sexy man’s shirt, I push Harrison back against the dining room table and drop down to my knees.  I unbutton his pants.  I can feel his erection, ever wanting to be sucked off.  I slide off his pants, and release his thick cock.  I begin to stroke his shaft.  I remember during the gala weekend, when I sucked his cock and finger off.  I know the double pleasure drove him insane.  I take one hand and twist it up and down the base of his cock, while taking his middle finger into my hand and sensually placing it into my mouth.  The combination of the two brings him near combustion every time.  I begin to suck harder and faster, twisting his shaft in my hand and sucking his perfect crown.  I draw circles around the tip, slow torturous circles that prepare his cock for his grand release.  He grabs all of my hair and holds it in a ponytail.  From this position, he can control the rhythm and depth.  I release his cock from my mouth. 
 
   I unbutton my shirt, exposing my tender and erect breasts.  I sit back in the chair directly in front of him.  I start to massage my own breasts with one hand, and my “P” with the other.  I am getting wetter and wetter with his gaze locked on me.  Harrison takes his cock in his hand and starts to pleasure himself.  He watches me play with my tight “P”.  He leans back on the table and strokes himself.  I know this visual is going to send him straight into orgasm overload.  Watching each other get off.  This is the most erotic and sensual moment.  I have become completely bold in my wants and desires.  I never would have been this brazen in my last relationship.  I never wanted to, come to think of it.  I stick two fingers inside myself, deeper, inching inside my wet “P”.  I slowly remove those two fingers, placing them in my mouth to suck them clean.  The look on Harrison’s face is beyond words.  His eyes widen in complete awe.  I know that he wants to taste me too.  I am driving him insane, and I love every minute of it.  He has slowed his pace, to keep himself from coming.  I quickly take both fingers and slide them inside of my “P” again.  This time, I take them out of the warm, supple juices and stand up.  I move close to him so that I can feel his erect length pressed against me.
 
   I take both fingers and place them in his mouth.  His skilled tongue swirls and devours every inch of my fingers.  He hums while sucking, showing me how happy he is to taste me.  I begin to rub my crotch against the head of his cock.
 
   All the bubbly has gone to my head and my inner sex kitten has relinquished all her control over to my inner Lolita.  “It’s my turn, Mr. Towers.  I want to ride the shit out of your hard cock, and make you cum like never before,”  I whisper into his left ear, while gently nibbling on the ear lobe. 
 
   He bites his bottom lip.  Shit!  I want those lips.  I want to bite that lip.
 
   I turn around, so my back is to him and I slowly lower myself onto his hard length.  I lean back into his chest.  There is something so erotic about this position.  I start to slide up and down Harrison’s body.  If there is one thing I know, it is this man belongs with me.  I continue to press my back against his chest, as he runs his hands all over my body.  He suddenly grasps both of my breasts in his warm hands squeezing them and cupping their fullness.  They are so aroused and responsive.  His hands move down my belly to my lower abs.  He starts massaging my tummy, preparing my “P” for his skillful manipulation.  I ride his hardness faster, maneuvering myself to almost a standing position, with my hands on the table in front of me.  I quickly move myself up and down on his shaft.  From behind me I hear a loud, tortuous moan.  His hands are on my hips helping to guide me, as he slams me down in one hard movement.  I feel his seed shoot up into my “P”, while my own contractions of ecstasy come in sharp, fast waves.  He releases me and whirls me around, so I am facing him, straddling his hips.  He seals his lips with mine while his arms encircle me. 
 
   “Danielle, I could just do this all night and into the wee hours of the morning.”  He rasps into my ear.  Gasp.  I love this man. 
 
   “I have an idea, why don’t we go upstairs and take a bath?  We can relax in some bubbles before we go to bed.”  He wiggles his eyebrows at me. 
 
   I answer in my best coy voice, “I am in need of a relaxing bath after all the adult fun that has taken place in this house tonight.” 
 
   “Good, then let’s adjourn this party upstairs.”  Harrison shows me the grand master bath, and runs the water for me.  There is a basket on the tub, full of luxurious salts, lotions, and a rainbow of body washes.
 
   “I am going to go grab the towels and something for you to drink, just relax and enjoy yourself,” Harrison whispers as he kisses me gently on the lips.
 
   Damn, will he always turn me on this way?  Every touch, every kiss, sends me into a complete tailspin.
 
   There is one candle on the windowsill.  I start to open drawers and find a set of matches.  They look ancient; let’s hope they work.  I strike the match and place the lighted candle back on the windowsill.  I grab my phone, turning on Pandora.  I need a little sexy relaxing music to wind me down.
 
   Just as I am about to slip off my shirt, Harrison enters the room.  Dear lord, I love how he is wearing those pants loose around his hips and nothing else.  Barefoot and all chiseled, down to those pelvic bones, that sight make me want to rip his clothes off at this very moment.  He is holding a large, candelabra in one hand, and a bottle of champagne in the other.  This man and his champagne.  I remember the last time we drank champagne in the bathroom.  I will never forget my first experience with the champagne shower.  Harrison places the candles and champagne on the bathroom counter.
 
   “So, what happened to the towels, Mr. Towers?”
 
   “Miss Austen, I have more pressing plans for us.”
 
   Oh, holy hell.  This is not going to wind down as I had imagined. 
 
   Harrison walks over to the tub and turns off the water.  I walk over to the cabinet and start to look for towels.  He is making me nervous and excited now.  I am never quite sure what to expect out of this man.  Whatever it is though, I am sure it will top off our last bathroom experience.
 
   I hear his soft footsteps behind me.  He places his hands on each side of my shoulders, as I am looking into the bathroom mirror.  He reaches around and unbuttons the shirt that I borrowed from him.  The shirt slides down my body, resting around my hips.  His lips are on the side of my neck, working it over with that skilled mouth of his.  The cool draft coming into the old bathroom ignites all of my senses, while his warm tongue circles over my cool skin.  My head is rolling back in a half moon as his hands come around, under my arms, and grab my full breasts.  My body melts back into his, as I look at myself in the mirror.  This is so erotic.  I take both of my hands above my head and grab his hair, as he works his mouth lower on my shoulder blades.  The more my body responds, the harder I grab on.  His hands slide down my sides and push the shirt to the ground, as his tongue trails all the way down and back up. He reaches for my hands and places them on the counter.
 
   “Don’t move, just feel.”
 
   Shit!  Just fuck me already.  I can’t take this torture anymore!
 
   It’s odd to think that after all the sex we’ve been having, I simply cannot get enough. 
 
   I move my right hand to my collarbone, to feel my flushed, sensitive skin.
 
   He moves it right back to the counter, “I said don’t move them.”
 
   Can this get any fucking hotter?  Just take me now, Harrison.  He must love the thought of torturing my needy little body.  He releases me for a moment and steps away. 
 
   I hear the sound of the champagne pop behind me.  Harrison swiftly grabs my hair into a side ponytail and pours the cold champagne down my back.  I jump for a moment.  It is cold, tingly and God damn, this is hot.  He pulls tighter on my hair when I move.  My hands begin gripping the counter harder, this is making my “P” so fucking wet.  Once again, I feel the trail of champagne run down my back and over my ass.  Harrison’s tongue laps up the trail of tasty bubbly running down my body.  My back arches, pushing my ass against him.
 
   In a matter of seconds, Harrison picks me up, and pushes everything to one side of the counter.  He places me on the cold tiles facing him.
 
   He cups both hands around my face, “I can’t get enough of you, Danielle.”
 
   He kisses me passionately, assaulting every inch of my mouth with his tongue.  My whole body rages with desire.  Harrison grabs the bottle of champagne and takes a long drink.  He lets out a loud, sensual sigh.  I can feel it coming.  My eyes widen and my body responds in anticipation.  He places the cool champagne bottle between my legs, rubbing against my “P”, as he plunges his tongue into my mouth.  My body adjusts to the warmness of his mouth and the ice cold of the bottle.  Holy hell, what he is doing to me!  I want to combust and cum right now.  I can’t take it anymore.  I am shifting against the cool bottle, and it actually feels hot against my needy loins.  Harrison takes the bottle and pours some bubbly into my mouth.  The champagne flows out of my mouth, down my neck over my tits, down my stomach pooling at  my “P”.  Fuck me!  This is too damn good! 
 
   I hear the clank of the bottle, as he discards it on the counter.  The candles continue to flicker in the dim light.  Our reflections shine in the mirror.  Harrison and his mirror play, I have to admit this is fucking hot. 
 
   Harrison’s tongue follows the trail of champagne down my body, circling over my erect nipples, down my belly, and to my sweet spot between my legs.  He hungrily licks every last drop of the champagne off my body.  The pleasure is overwhelming!
 
   He clears more items from the counter and gently lays me back on the counter.  He reaches down and grabs a wide red silk tie, showing it to me.
 
   “I want you to focus on the pleasure of feeling, without seeing what I am doing.”
 
   Hmmm!  What the hell does he have up his sleeve now!  I am so under his spell that he can  do whatever the hell he wants to me!
 
   “I’m game Harrison.”
 
   “Good.  Just feel.  Don’t think about anything but the pleasure that I am about to give you.”
 
   He ties the silk around my eyes, and loosely knots it behind my head.  This is just thrilling and exciting the hell out of me.  He is all in it for my pleasure, and that turns me on even more.
 
   He inches his way down my body, kissing every damn crevice, lingering at all my most sensitive spots.  He places his tongue right under my breasts again and that is enough to make me cum right now.  This man is a master with his tongue, I can’t deny that.  He can set me off with one lick and touch of his mouth.  He moves down to my “P” and starts to attack every delicate, overly sensitive tissue.  Kissing, licking, biting and pleasing all of me.
 
   I am starting to feel the wave of pleasure coming over me and the buildup to my climax beginning.  Harrison abruptly removes his face from between my shaking legs. Brief seconds pass before I hear a clang.  Still blindfolded,  I can’t make out what he is about to do. 
 
   Without warning, I feel a sudden hot sensation on my leg.  Hot wax!  Damn him!  Hot wax dripping on my left thigh, then my right.  Holy shit.  I scream.
 
   “Shhhhh” He silences my mouth with his.  “I won’t hurt you.  Trust me.”
 
   Oh my!  This is mind blowing!  The hot sensation stinging my skin, followed by a cooling sensation as Harrison blows air all over me.  He knows exactly where to put it, to make my body crave it more.  Who knew hot wax could be so freaking sensual.  He takes his finger and rubs a light layer of the warmed wax over my lower abs.  My hot spot.  The exact spot that Harrison works as I am ready to cum.  It sets me off every time.  His tongue throbs inside me again, as he pushes his face further and deeper into me.  The warmness of the wax, and the way he is massaging my lower abs, near my aching “P” is triggering my all my senses.  The faster and harder he works inside and outside of me, the more my body tenses and trembles with pleasure.  The buildup is starting to peak as my “P” clenches around his seeking tongue.  It hits.  My body shudders.  Harrison removes the tie from my face, as I am about to hit the max.  Our eyes lock.  The first time Harrison said, “Look at me when you cum,” replays in my mind. 
 
   Our eyes connect as he pushes his tongue deeper into me, and encourages my shuddering orgasm.  I am screaming Harrison’s name, as I pull his head in closer.  My body pulses out of control, and every nerve in my body comes to attention.  My full-body orgasms seem to get stronger every time.  My breathing is heavy, and I am choking up on my breath and orgasm.  I start to come back down from my rapture.  I look at Harrison’s cloudy sex eyes, matched by the dark, sensual look on his face.  This scene will always be unforgettable in my mind.
 
   Harrison picks me up and kisses me softly from my shoulders to my lips.  My legs and arms wrap tightly around his hard body.  The taste of my pleasure on his lips is so erotic and intoxicating.  He carries me over to the tub and places me in the warm water.  The water hits every sensitive spot of my body.
 
   Harrison removes his pants and lowers his body into the tub with me.
 
   I lay in between his strong, masculine legs, with his long arms and strong hands wrapped around mine.  He cleanses my body with the soaps next to the tub, lathering up my shoulders, chest, and entire lower region.  I luxuriate in the closeness I feel resting against Harrison’s body. He gently kisses my neck, cheeks and forehead.  I think to myself. this is where I want to be, always.
 
   

 
   
Chapter 31
 
    
 
   “Good morning beautiful.  I am glad you are awake; I have a surprise for you, breakfast on a mat!”  My eyes open to the sexiest man I have ever seen, looking down at me with a mischievous smile on his face. 
 
   I stretch and make an effort to sit up.  Harrison sets a tray next to me on the floor.  The food looks delicious; I have no doubt that it is courtesy of Philippe. 
 
   Harrison is wearing a black v-neck sweater and a tight-fitting pair of straight-legged jeans with his motorcycle boots.  I get a whiff of his freshly showered scent.  Aha, there must be a shower that works in this huge house. 
 
   I nibble on a chocolate-filled croissant, while Harrison stands by one of the windows, drinking his coffee.
 
   Without turning to me, he speaks “What do you think of this place.  I mean what do you really think?  I am still unsure as to what I want to do with it.”  He glances back at me then looks back outside. 
 
   It’s a cloudy morning and it occurs to me that he has to drive home on his motorcycle. 
 
   I think for a minute about what he has asked me, “Well, I’m not sure either Harrison.  You could have it restored to its original grandeur, or you could tear it down and re-build.” 
 
   “Yes, well that is rather obvious.  What I was asking is what do you think I should do with it?”
 
   “I think you should restore the house.” 
 
   “Okay, then it’s yours.”
 
   “What do you mean its mine?” 
 
   “This house, it’s yours.  I see you here.”  His eyes are locked with mine.  It is unnerving when he looks at me like that.  It’s like he is not looking at me, but into my soul. 
 
   I swallow hard. “I’m not sure that I understand what you are saying, Harrison.  You want me to design the restoration?”
 
   “No, Danielle.  I am giving you this house.”
 
   I scramble to my feet, forgetting that I am naked.  “Harrison you can’t just give me this house.”
 
   He is laughing at me.  “Oh yes I can, actually, I can do whatever I want, and I have decided that I’m giving you this house.”
 
   I’m still standing in front of him, completely naked.  I can’t believe my ears.  He wants to give me this house?  “Can’t you just give me a charm bracelet?  Don’t you think a house is too extravagant a gift?  I sure do!”
 
   “I think a house is more charming than a bracelet.”  He actually giggles at that.  Real funny. 
 
   I reach down and pick up the sheet off the mat to cover myself.  “Oh no you don’t.”  He snatches the sheet out of my hand and covers his lips over mine, while he reaches down and caresses my bare breast.  I instantly feel my loins moisten with desire.  His other hand rests on my crotch, and he shoves two fingers inside my “P”.  “Damn it, Danielle, I want to be inside your wet pussy.” He lowers me down to the mat and stands above me, unzipping his pants and pulling  his sweater over his head.  He bends over and unbuckles his boots, kicking them off to the side.  I reach up and tug on his boxer briefs.  He laughs and falls to the mat with me.  I pat the mat with my hand, and he lies next to me.  I lean over and take his hard cock into my mouth.  He moans and pushes his head further back into the mat.  I trace my tongue along the throbbing tip, moving slowly down the shaft.  With my hand cupped behind his balls, I gently rub, while I lick and suckle his sensitive gems.  He groans loudly and fondles my breast, while I continue to give his cock pleasure. 
 
   I wrap my lips around his cock and take it deep into my throat.  Sucking and using my hand as counter pressure, I work him over, as he is writhes under my assault on his member.  He moves his head back and forth on the mat, with his hands are clenched at his sides.  I pick up the momentum, as I gently graze his length with my teeth.  That was all that he needed to send him over the edge.  He yells out my name as his cum shoots to the back of my throat.  After he is finished convulsing under my touch, I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand and move up to kiss him passionately.  We lay there for a while, listening to the quiet of the country.  With my head resting on his chest and his arm around me, I feel content and safe, as if the outside world does not exist, and no one can touch us here.
 
   I lift my head, rest my chin on his chest, and look at his beautiful face. “Harrison?”
 
   “Mmmmmh?”
 
   “You weren’t serious when you said that you wanted to give this house to me, were you?” 
 
   He tucks his arm under his head and smiles at me.  “Yes I am serious.  You are now the proud owner of this country manor house.”  He touches the end of my nose with his finger.
 
   “Harrison, I don’t have the resources to restore a place like this, let alone furnish it.  While business is good, it’s not going to be enough to tackle this project!”
 
   He sits up, looking at me with his smirk.  “What if I am your financial backer, your investor?”
 
   I shake my head.  It’s not a good idea.  I know that in my gut. 
 
   “I just don’t think that would be wise.  There is a lot that can go wrong with that arrangement.”
 
   He reaches for his clothes and begins to get dressed.  “And why is that?  I would think an up-and-coming designer such as yourself, would see this as an opportunity to tackle, a challenge.”
 
   “Yes, it’s an opportunity, but I just think doing business with my lover is a recipe for disaster.”
 
   “I disagree.  Would you at least think it over?  The house is not going anywhere and neither am I.  You don’t have to decide today.  Lover.”He smirks.
 
   I feel myself blushing in response.  “Thanks, I appreciate that.  Now, I need to take a shower!  Which one is in working order?  It’s clearly not in the bathroom with that luxurious claw foot tub.  Harrison is already heading out of the mirrored room, toward the stairs. 
 
   “Use the one in the last bedroom on the left,”  He hollers from the hallway. 
 
   I find my bag and wander down the hallway to the bathroom.  As I slowly walk past all the rooms, I think Harrison has a point.  I could see myself here.  It is my kind of architecture.  I like the endless possibilities for restoring the home, while putting my stamp on it.  I sadden a little at the thought that it would likely be sold.  What else could Harrison do with this property?  I think he decided that having one winery in Oregon is enough.  Besides, he also has the beachfront development that is still just sitting there.  I told him that I thought he should scrap the idea of building several houses there and instead build a few larger homes.  He would still make a fortune on the project, but would allow for more privacy and exclusivity.  He seemed to like the idea.
 
   Once in the bathroom, I take a relatively quick shower.  Despite the fact I can tell it has been thoroughly cleaned in preparation for our stay here, the bathroom still seems dirty to me.  I should probably be ashamed of myself for my snobbery.  Heck, when I was in college, some of the sleeping and showering quarters were less than acceptable.  I even used to go camping back in the day.  Now, talk about the eww factor.  I towel dry my hair for fear of blowing out the ancient circuitry.  I apply a little makeup and dab on a plum lipstick with a gloss overlay.  I am more accustomed to a natural palette, but when we were shopping in Palm Springs, Simone insisted that I buy some new colors to spice up my look.  I figure I will give it a whirl. 
 
   Showered and refreshed, I find Harrison downstairs, perched on the hearth in the gentleman’s den, deep in conversation.  I put my bag down outside the door, and he motions for me to come in.  He is speaking in French, while looking me up and down, smiling.  I know I am blushing.  How could I not, this man is looking me up and down with lust on his mind.  My black sweater and jeans don’t seem to be a barrier for his eyes.  I hardly notice that he is off the phone because all I can focus on are his eyes fixed on mine.  He advances toward me, and takes me into an embrace.  He holds me, stroking my hair and whispering in my ear, “Everything is going to be all right.  I can feel it.”
 
   After a few more moments, we pull away from one another.  I look up at him, and I see a glimmer in his eye.  “Ok Towers, what’s going on?  You seem extra happy this morning.”
 
   He takes my hand.  “Can’t I just be happy about the direction in which life has swerved us?  It’s as if we have been traveling down a highway, not knowing  it will take us.  I finally got a road map back in my hands, and I intend to use it.  Control is a very important component in my life.  Besides, can’t I just be happy without question?”
 
   “Well, of course you can, but you seem extra happy this morning.  I was simply thinking that I would like to share in that.”
 
   “I will share with you all the happiness the world has to offer.  But for now, just know that I love you.”  He kisses the top of my head and then looks at his watch.  “Now, as much as I hate to say this, I must bit adieu to you.  I’ll have the Towers car take you back to town.  I have work matters that need my attention.”
 
   “Oh, ok.”  I’m taken a little off guard by the sudden goodbye. “Are you riding back to town now?”
 
   “Yes, I am going into the office for the remainder of the day.”  He walks me out to the car, as Jeff remains in the driver’s seat.  Harrison opens the door for me, takes my bag, and places it on the bench seat.  I look up into his eyes and see a tenderness there that I haven’t seen yet.  My heart skips a beat and the butterflies in my stomach do a dance.  I feel loved.  I feel really and truly loved.  I reach my arms up around his neck, and we kiss a long and passionate goodbye.  No tongues, just lips connecting and souls soaring. 
 
   Just as climb into the car, he says, “Oh, and by the way, I am giving this house to you.”  With that, he shuts the door before I can respond.  Shit!  He is so good at always getting in the last word.  We’ll see about that. 
 
   

 
   
Chapter 32
 
    
 
   Two days later, I am in my office, working on a bid for the professors’ next door neighbor’s.  The Mason’s were so impressed with the work that I did at the professors’ house that they decided to take the plunge and have their den and possibly master bedroom decorated.  I need the business, so I meet with them right away.  I want to get  this job under way as quickly as possible.
 
   I am sitting at my desk, when I feel something strange and the hairs on the back of my neck suddenly stand on end.  I turn my head to catch a man standing in my window looking at me.  I jump with a start.  I look again and see that it is Bradley.  Shit!  He sees me get up and comes to my door. 
 
   “Bradley!  Do you know how much you just scared me?” 
 
   He laughs, “Sorry!  I thought you saw me walk up to the window.”  His eyes are darting around the room, and he is not making eye contact with me.  He looks like crap, with dark shadows under his eyes and dry, dull skin.  He certainly does not appear to be the ridiculously metro sexual man that he normally is.
 
   “Well, to what do I owe this visit?”
 
   Looking at the cement floor rather than me, “I was just in the neighborhood and thought I would see if you were in.  You haven’t been around lately, so I am surprised to see you here today, actually.”
 
   “Have you been checking?  I’ve been working from home a lot.”
 
   He grunts, “You mean Simone’s?”
 
   “Yeah, whatever.  So listen, I don’t mean to be rude, but I have a proposal that I have to put together for some new clients.  Unless you have something important, I would like to get back to work.”
 
   He gives me his wounded-puppy look.  I hate it when he does that, and I really just want him to leave.  He is taking away precious work time.  “What Bradley, I know that look, what’s up?”
 
   “Oh, nothing, are you still seeing your mogul on the side?”
 
   “What?  I’m not seeing Harrison on the side.  What gave you that idea, and furthermore, even if I were, what business of it is yours?”  I have to keep the charade up for just a little bit longer, Harrison tells me.  It’s not for Bradley to know anyway. 
 
   He walks over to my desk and looks down at my sketches then looks back to me.  “Oh, I don’t know, a hunch perhaps.  And, you are my wife, that’s why I make it my business.”
 
   “What??” I snarl at him, “Ex, I am your EX wife! We are divorced, and that does not give you the right to poke around in my personal life.  I am not seeing anyone currently but again, that is none of your business anyway.”  I walk to the door and hold it open.
 
   “I am not sure what is going on with you, Bradley.  You have changed and for the worse.  You need to leave and maybe you shouldn’t come around again.”  There, I finally said it.
 
   His jaw is flinching, “You know, you’ve changed too.  You are acting like a little bitch, like you are all of the sudden too good for me.  I am just concerned for you, but if this is how you are going to treat me, then forget it.  You are on your own.”
 
   I have been on my own, I think to myself.  What a jerk. 
 
   He leaves through the door, but as he passes by the other window, he slams his fist against it, causing me to jump a mile in the air.  I can only see the side profile of his face, but what I see gives me chills.  Bradley scares me.  
 
   A few minutes later, Albert returns with sandwiches from the deli down the street.  So much for having a bodyguard, I muse.  I decide not to bother telling him or Harrison about Bradley’s visit.  Harrison already hates Bradley, and this will just fuel his fire. 
 
   Instead, I eat my sandwich with Albert in silence and continue my work.  Albert has his ear buds in and is transfixed on his tablet.  I think he is watching some talk show on Hulu.  He is rapidly plugging into all the junky parts of American culture.  I am hoping this whole mess will be over soon, before Albert is completely ruined.  I can just imagine him ending up as an on-set bodyguard on the Jerry Springer Show. 
 
   After a few more hours of work, I save my proposal and close out the program.  I stand to stretch and shake out my legs.  I have not gone for a run for several days, so I make a note to self: tomorrow morning I will take a run and Albert will follow behind in his car.  I am sure Henry will be thrilled. 
 
   I turn to Albert, who is totally engrossed in whatever show he is watching.  He looks up and removes his buds, so I tell him that I am about ready to call it a day.  I power down my laptop and stow it in my briefcase.  As I quickly tidy up my desk, I see Albert head toward the door.  In one swift movement, he throws open the door to a bewildered delivery guy.  Albert takes the envelope from the guy, signs the sheet, and shuts the door.  Wow, he’s efficient, despite the trashy talk show distraction.  He hands me the envelope.
 
   I walk back over to my desk.  It is a plain manila envelope with my name and office address hand-written on the address label.  I hold my breath when I see that the return address is Towers Holdings.  I wonder what this could be. 
 
   I turn the envelope over and proceed to slide my finger to open the seal.  It seems like I am taking forever to get this thing open.  I can’t get the gummy part to unseal.  I reach into my desk drawer and find a pair of scissors.  I slide the scissor blade under the seal, and success, the envelope is open.  I remove several items, including a couple business-sized envelopes and a somewhat hefty packet of papers.  I begin by looking at the papers. 
 
   Holy shit!  If my eyes are not deceiving me, these papers state that I am now the proud owner of the manor house in the country.  My knees feel weak and my hands start to shake.  I sit down in my chair and stare at the papers in front of me.  What am I going to do?  I can’t accept this extravagant gift!  It’s not right, and I wish he hadn’t just handed it over to me.  I know, deep down, that my refusal of this gift is going to cause a significant argument.  I was honestly hoping that when he proposed giving the house to me, it was only in jest. 
 
   I pick up one of the smaller envelopes with my name and address showing through the window.  I open it to find a check, a substantial check.  I feel my eyes get as wide as saucers.  There is a typed note stapled to the apron part of the check. 
 
   It reads: 
 
   This check is a retainer for your services for the enclosed restoration project. 
 
   ~Towers Holdings~
 
    
 
   What??  Oh, now he has done it!  I reach for my phone to call him, but then I notice the other white envelope sitting under the stapled papers.  I open it up and pull out an airline ticket on Cayman Airways.  I am confused. I had received a ticket from him for the Caymans just about a month ago.  That was before he found out that Marion was blackmailing him.  I look at the date on the ticket in my hand and I gasp aloud, covering my mouth with my hand.
 
   The departure date is for this Saturday.  What is he up to?  I look in the envelope for another note, but find nothing.  How can we go to the Caymans without being detected by Marion’s goons?  Furthermore, why are we going now?  The original ticket was for some time in December.  I had actually forgotten about the trip, as there have been more pressing things happening lately.
 
   Picking up my phone to call Harrison, I notice Albert sitting there.  I don’t want to have this conversation in front of him.  I decide to wait until I am home, so I can do this in the privacy of my room.  I finish packing up my case, adding the ‘Pandora’s envelope’ to my business papers and laptop.  Aptly named, I smile to myself, that envelope has a whole lot going on in there. 
 
   We lock up and Albert drives me home in my Jeep.  I used to insist that I drive, but I have grown accustom to this set up.  As with everything else, it seems that I have given in and handed over the keys. 
 
   While we are driving, I get a text.  It is from my agent friend, Candace. 
 
   5:12 PM
 
   Candace Cell
 
   Hey! Hoping you got my email. I sent over some properties to look at. Is next Monday good for you?
 
    
 
   5:13 PM
 
   Me
 
   Hi! Yes, Monday is great and I will look over the options and let you know which ones I want to see.
 
    
 
   5:15 PM
 
   Candace Cell
 
   Sounds great! Let me know by Friday so I can make sure we can have access. Some have current tenants so need 24 hours.
 
    
 
   5:15 PM
 
   Me
 
   Oh of course. I will email you by Fri. then! Thanks C.
 
    
 
   5:16PM
 
   Candace Cell
 
   Ok. Talk soon! Maybe coffee before we look? Miss you.
 
    
 
   5:18 PM
 
   Me
 
   Sure, that sounds great! Talk soon!
 
   It will sure be nice to have that taken care of, as I am anxious to get my new place.  It has been so sweet of Clarke to be so gracious, but, I know that my being here cramps her style.  It was very lucky that she had to be out of town for almost two weeks.  It gave me run of the place while she was gone, aside from having  Albert and Henry here.  I guess we have been built-in dog sitters, now that I think about it.  I glance over at my favorite Frankenstein and feel sentimental for an instant.  Then, it passes.  It will be a little strange to be completely alone again, once I move and Albert finally returns to Montreal.  They will likely have to de-program him upon his arrival.  Or maybe that should be debug.  He has embraced our American culture well, but the trouble is which parts he has chosen to embrace.
 
   We pull up to the house, and I can see an excited Henry in the front window, jumping up and down.  He needs a walk and to be fed.  Once Albert opens the door he unarms the system.  I tell him that I am going to take Henry for a walk.  Albert doesn’t seem too thrilled with my going by myself, so he puts his coat on and heads off to the mudroom.  I sit on the sofa to put my shoes on and then head out to the mudroom, where Albert and Henry await.  I reach up to the peg and remove Henry’s leash, clipping it to his collar.  Albert turns to open the door and then stops, with both Henry and I plowing right into his backside.  He flips on the light switch and leans down, then stands back up.  He turns to me, and I see a bouquet of red rose, or what used to be red roses, now rotted and black.  I gasp.  The creases on Albert’s forehead are like caverns.  He takes a step backward, so as to shut the door.  He locks the door again and pushes past me and a disappointed Henry.  He disappears down the hall, speaking in French on his phone.  I assume that he is talking to Harrison.  Great.  I was getting complacent, I think to myself.  Marion isn’t going to let up, despite them having set a wedding date and shopped for rings.  Whatever Harrison has uncovered and whatever he is planning to do to expose that bitch, it can’t come soon enough.  I am at my wits end.  I run into my room and shut the door, belly flopping onto my bed.  I lay there, sobbing into the pillow. I must have cried for a good half hour.  When I was finally done with my heaves, I heard a soft knock at my door.  
 
   I cautiously open my door to a towering Albert with Henry standing behind him, wagging his tail.  “Mademoiselle, Mr. Towers wishes for you to call him.  I took the dog for a walk and gave him dinner.”  He gives me a quick smile and produces a white paper bag. “I got you some soup and sandwich.”
 
   I step out of my room, wiping my eyes with the cuff of my pink Juicy Couture sweatshirt.  I had slipped into the sweatshirt sometime during my crying session; it seemed comforting.  I wrap myself around Albert’s mid section and give him a quick squeeze.  I look up into a bewildered face.  “Thank you Albert!”  I take the bag from his hand and head to the kitchen.  
 
   After I sit down at the dining table, I dig into my food.  I glance around the room to catch a look at the decrepit flowers.  Noticing that they are nowhere to be seen, “Hey Albert?”
 
   From the sofa, “Oui mademoiselle?”
 
   “Where did you put the flowers?”
 
   “Mr. Towers told me to dispose of them, so I put them in the sink aerator.”  He says while pointing toward the kitchen.
 
   I find myself grinning from ear to ear.  “Do you mean you put them in the garbage disposal?” 
 
   “Oui, I put them in the grinder.”  I try very hard to stifle my laugh, but to no avail.  I find myself laughing out loud.  Poor Albert has no idea why this is funny to me. 
 
   “Sorry, Albert.  It just hit me funny that you put it down the sink disposal.  Was there a note or anything else?”
 
   “No, there was nothing.”  He turns back to the television, apparently just in time to catch an exciting play.  He stands up and claps. 
 
   I pick up my purse and briefcase, which I had left by the front door.  “I’ll be in my room, if you need me.”
 
   “Mmmmm.” I doubt that he heard me.  I could probably have told him that some Martians had just landed in the back yard and are here to take the flat screen. He would not have heard a single word.  Ugh, men.  Deep down, they are all the same. 
 
   Henry lifts his head to look at me and then closes his eyes.  I guess he is content, sitting at Albert’s feet.  Now the dog is ignoring me too. 
 
   Once settled into my room, I dig my phone out of my purse.  I see that I have missed three calls from Harrison.  I guess I should have called him right away; although, he knows that I am safe here with Albert and Henry.
 
   I dial his phone. 
 
   “Danielle, finally!  Why haven’t been answering your phone?”  He sounds mad.
 
   “Harrison, we only just got home about an hour ago, and I needed to eat.”  I know exactly why he is upset with me. 
 
   “Let me just point out that I know you had a little nasty surprise left for you tonight.  Are you okay?  I told Albert to dispose of the flowers.   I figured you don’t need to deal with that.”
 
   I giggle.
 
   “Why are you laughing?  Something I should know about?”  Now he sounds annoyed. 
 
   “Albert took you literally and didn’t throw the flowers in the garbage.  Instead, he put them in the garbage disposal and ran them down the drain.”  I am now laughing out loud and so is Harrison.
 
   At some point during the laughter, all the rest of the pent up tension dissipated.  It felt good to have a good cry earlier, but laughter is always the best medicine.  For certain. 
 
   When I catch my breath, I decide it’s probably time to address the delivery that I received from him today.  
 
   “Harrison, I need to talk to you about the contents of the envelope I received from you today.”
 
   “Uh huh.  And?”  There’s a lilt to his voice, and he sounds giddy.
 
    “Under no circumstances can I accept such a large gift.  Not to mention, I will not accept the check either.  It was a very generous offer, but in all good conscience I am unable to accept.”
 
   “Who said I was simply giving it to you?  I expect you to work for every square foot and make certain that every penny is put to good use.  I want to see what kind of magic you can perform on the place.  The property deserves someone who will respect the integrity of the structure.  I believe you are that person, and that thrills me.” 
 
   Why is he always so damned convincing.  “Ok Harrison, we will need to set some ground rules.  I will oversee the project and use the money you provided to ensure that the home and grounds are brought back to their original grandeur.  However, I will not accept the deed.  It is your property, and as such, I want you to own it and use it.”
 
   “Hmmm.  You drive a hard bargain.  I will think about the latter of the conditions.  I’ll neither agree or disagree at this juncture.  Let’s just get this project moving forward, and we’ll see where it takes us.  Besides, I have other pressing issues in the immediate future to address.”
 
   “Yes, which brings me to the other item in that treasure trove of an envelope.  The ticket to the Caymans is for Saturday.  That is two days from now.  What is this all about?”
 
   “It’s like this Danielle, I need to go to the Grand Cayman islands to wrap up some details that will hopefully put an end to all of this nonsense.  I am already in Atlanta.” 
 
   I interrupt, “What?  When did you fly there?  Why didn’t you tell me that you were leaving town, much less leaving the country to somewhere in the Caribbean?”
 
   “I flew here to Atlanta this morning.  Tomorrow morning I fly out to the Grand Caymans, arriving late morning.  Luckily, it’s a short flight.  In the afternoon, I have a brief, but very important business transaction to oversee.  Then no more work.  I expect you to join me Saturday for a romantic escape for nine nights and ten days.  No sneaking around, no looking over our shoulders.  Just some much needed time to indulge in each other.”
 
   Gasp.  My heart’s desire is coming true.  I get to spend uninterrupted time with the man I love.  How could I have been upset, or even confused by the ticket he sent me?  It is such a romantic gesture.  
 
   “So, Danielle, what do you say?  Do you want to go away with me?
 
   I’m holding my breath, but I don’t hesitate,  “Yes Harrison, I do!” 
 
   

 
   

 
 
   She holds the paper with trembling hands as she reads the National Tattler headline:
 
   Harrison Towers Married in the Caymans!
 
   But not to his betrothed, Marion Devereaux
 
   Who is the Mystery Woman?
 
    
 
   She tosses the paper on the ground and purposely walks across it, leaving a print on the face of her obsession.
 
   His phone is vibrating on the table.  He looks at the screen and sees that it is ‘her’. 
 
   Shit!  Now what?
 
   “Hello.”
 
   “It’s me.”  Curt as usual.
 
   “What do you want Marion, I thought we were done!”
 
   “Not quite Bradley, it seems that we need to implement plan ‘B’.”
 
   “Are you sure there is no other way?”
 
   “Just do it, Bradley, or you know what will happen.”  She hisses.
 
   “Done.”
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