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Harrison

February NRG Stadium, Houston

A short distance away from my friends I soak in the atmosphere. 

As soon as the confetti settles, the new NFL season begins. Every team is at zero and all the possibilities are a reality. Come October, we'll start to see fraudsters and legitimate teams.

But my mind is on the now. To enjoy the night.

And I can tell you, this never gets tiring! 

Being at a Super Bowl for the sixth time with Lucas Matthews is indeed stellar. What’s remarkable is the number of wins of his thirteen years in the NFL; joining an elite number of quarterbacks with the most Super Bowl wins matching Montana and Bradshaw– an impressive four times! 

It’s a long way to go to catch up with Brady but I think there’s still more left in his tank to get there.

I glance around me and see the faces of those who have paid for the privilege to be here. 

This was such a close game. Like Mel, Luke’s wife, I was nervous as hell near the end, especially after the ending we had last year; I was devastated at the loss!

For Luke, more so but also for all his teammates who had worked so hard to get in the position to be at the Super Bowl. To lose it by a circus catch in the end zone in the game's dying seconds. 

All Trojans fans were in shock. Stunned!

I wanted to throw up with every single Trojans fan in that stadium. 

Mel is with Liam among the sea of Trojans players, partners, wives and girlfriends, and coaching staff, looking euphoric as Luke makes his way to the presentation platform. 

I’m amazed how the team got here today after last year’s Super Bowl defeat. The loss hurt them all. How do you pick up the pieces after such a loss? The stamina and focus this season sure makeup for their disappointing loss last year. To have a perfect season is like no other. It speaks volumes about the determination and resilience of this football team.

Luke has always said that Mel is his rock during those dark weeks. He’s a lucky guy to have found such a wonderful woman.

I catch her amber eyes glistening with tears. I return her sweet smile with a wink. She runs her hair through her long black hair and then gives me a small wave. With Liam in her arms and with stealth, she quietly makes her way to the back of the presentation platform while all eyes are on the podium. Her parents and Luke's parents are chatting as they walk slowly beside her. 

Luke sure as hell got lucky when he met Mel; she brings out the best in him at every level. When Liam came along, Luke’s focus on football didn’t falter, his new family propelled him to do better - an amazing husband and doting father to Mel and Liam. 

It seems that his family calms him.

I glance over to our two friends near the tunnel entrance, Jared Avery and Zach Harding who are talking to Steve Tyler. Zach has his baseball cap low almost covering his face, his back to the media glare that surrounds them. Hiding in plain sight is something Zach is very good at. Even after his amazing energetic halftime performance, he can still hide in the madness. 

That baseball cap is seriously low. I chuckle. 

And with the majority of the attention on Jared, I think these two planned it that way.

Like me, Zach’s fiercely private. Who can blame him after an incident that involved a stalker fan getting into his home and setting his house and her on fire? That would change your perception of people and fame.

He’s in high demand in every aspect of his professional life, in so many films at the same time selling millions of records internationally. For the past five years, he slowly navigated out of the craziness. 

Jared with his ready killer smile to the outside world seems to bask in the fame game, but deep down both men are more alike than people realise. 

Zach has found a way to deal with the madness that surrounds him, while Jared is still trying to find that balance in Hollywood, and over the years it escalates into epic proportions....pandemonium. Moving to London has calmed that for him and it allows him the independence to try and live a “normal” life.

Not far from them are Rae and Alex Harding, cousins, talking animatedly to Jared’s twin brother, Scott Avery. That looks like an interesting conversation. 

Hope it’s not about delaying the premiere of The Quarterback. 

In the distance I see Luke with Mel and their three-month-old baby Liam walking towards us, discreetly being followed by his two security details. He must have finished his interview with the NFL network. I start to make my way to them all when my phone vibrates.

I pause and glance at the ID caller. It’s a text from my executive assistant, Cassie.

Thank you for the tickets. Again. Great game! Tell Luke congrats...just awesome!

I look about me, hoping that she’s close by. I text back, Come, join us and tell him yourself. We’re near the tunnel. You have access. I add a smile emoji.

She pings back instantly. Okay, be there in five.

Be quicker. I reply with a grin.

Luke will be here in less than five minutes. He’ll be busy until they leave for L.A.

I know he’ll be going into the locker room shortly, doing a few interviews before he catches the team bus back to the hotel and celebrates properly with the win in the early hours. Before he goes back to L.A. on the team’s plane with Mel and Liam, he has a compulsory early NFL a.m. press conference. After all his obligatory interviews for the NFL and his organisation are met, he’ll then disappear for a few weeks. 

Only then can he truly relax.

I have an important meeting tomorrow with the new owner after the press conference.

Months ago Mr Farmer sold his business to Eli Moreno for a staggering amount of money. 

All the owners had agreed and approved the move of ownership back at the last Owners’ meeting. It became official a week ago after the embargo was released. 

I’ve known Eli since Stanford and I wanted to catch up with him, but I also wanted to know how this will affect some of the players on his roster that my company looks after. 

Eli’s sports and business acumen are second to none in the US and Europe. Farmer’s departure was mainly due to ill health and felt his immediate family couldn’t carry on with the family business, especially with his sons’ links to organised crime. He was left with no choice but to sell to Eli. 

Thankfully for the team, Eli already had a minor interest in the Trojans for the past few years. All the required checks as an owner of a football have been done already.

Anyway, the dude can afford it. Paying for this franchise is a small drop in the ocean with the return he’s expecting.

I make a mental note to touch base with Luke on the journey back to Los Angeles.

I start to make my way to Luke and Mel when my phone vibrates again. I gaze at the caller ID and decide that it can wait for a few minutes. I want to enjoy this moment too, plus there’s the winners' party to go to.

I reach Luke after he has fist bumps and hugs all the guys. Tyler left before I could say hello. I lean down and kiss Mel on her cheeks then pull her in for a tight hug. I then give my friend a tight bear of a hug. I’m so damn proud of this man.

She is forever immortalised in the NFL.

“Hey buddy, you did good! Fucking awesome,” I gush. “I thought three was great, but four. Holy mother of God, you are a legend.” I pull back and frown. “The GOAT!”

“A few more to go before I’m that,” Luke says hoarsely. 

With luck and time, he has only Brady to topple with the number of Super Bowl wins. I won’t put that pressure on him even though I’m certain he’ll do so after he has taken a holiday.

Let’s enjoy this one for now.

“How are you feeling?”

“Knackered,” His deep voice chuckles at his wife’s favourite word for being tired. “But pretty good.” He runs his large hands into his short wet hair and chuckles. “Where’s that 49er lover?”

“Taking pictures, no doubt. Or filming.” Rae smirks, “That camera goes everywhere with him.”

“I’m sure he’ll pull a video of me again,” Luke rolls his eyes.

“Hey, I loved that video he did after the playoffs. And the organisation’s “The Heart of a Warrior” video hype for this Super Bowl. Even the one last year was awesome, although not a great end to the season it was still great.” Mel retorts, defending Kayson.

“Yeah, I know you loved it. I don’t mind it so much now, but...”

“Aww baby,” Mel tilts her head smiling up at Luke. She teases, “You said the sex afterwards made up for it?”

He laughs loudly and gushes, “Everything with you is better, Lanie.” Luke leans down and kisses Mel softly as his son chirps merrily between them. 

Even in this crowd, he has no shame.

A ping of jealousy overcomes me as I watch them but the feeling quickly disappears as it appeared.

“Hey, are you guys still going up to Sonoma before you disappear?” I ask.

“Yeah, it’s our last downtime before my parents go back to London,” Mel answers.

I nod at her. I turn my head to the noise beside Luke and realise that it’s Cassie. She’s grinning at Mel and Luke as she’s tucked closely by her husband, Mani.

Luke briefly lets go of Mel and hands over to her, baby Liam. He gives Cassie a quick bear hug and lifts her off the ground. When Luke plants her down, he fist bumps her husband’s fist. 

“Football star, that’s an A-plus,” Cassie grins up at him. “Super gold stars.”

Luke chuckles at her and gives her a brief nod.

“Awesome dude,” Mani gushes. “Legend!”

“Mani, exactly,” I confirm with a grin. 

Mani smiles at me. He’s not only Cassie’s husband but also one of my senior partners. 

“You’re making the sequel so easy for me, dude,” Alex beams at Luke who rolls his eyes.

“Do you know how much stick I’m getting from my teammates about that bloody film?”

“Wait till it comes out,” Scott smirks. “Especially with Zac Efron as the lead.”

I wait for the comments about Zac Efron’s height in comparison to Luke’s.

But he is damn good for the part. Maybe they should have gone for Alan Ritchson or even Tyler Hoechlin.

“I’ve been given orders already for the premier,” Luke retorts pulling a face. “Thank God they’re more interested in Death Strike.” He glances at Zach, Rae and Scott. “Anyway when does QB come out again?”

“Premier is in New York City, the second week in July. International release that weekend,” Rae replies. “Except for Zach, the rest of us will be in New York.”

“Movie night in Sonoma?” I venture to Zach and Luke quizzically. 

Zach grins at me, “I’m game.” Luke nods in agreement.

“You planned this...training camp won’t be until a few weeks later.” Luke grins at me as Mel's face is cheerful. “Nice. My wife will be very happy.”

Mel bounces up and down beside him merrily. “I can’t wait to see it,” she adds.

No smart comments about height. All is forgotten when Cassie gives my shoulder a nudge; I frown at her. She raises her eyebrows in rapid concessions.

I know exactly what she’s after. And I want to play dumbass with her.

“What!” I glare at her.

I glance at Mani and quickly wink at him. From the corner of my eyes, my friends are trying to hide their smiles but watch nonetheless. She’s so fiery and she’s so easy to erupt. This is a game I love to play with her and she knows it, yet she still can’t help herself.

She rests her hand on her hips and glares back at me with slit eyes. “Harrison Maddox, you know I love Zac Efron.”

“What! Shocker - more than your husband?”

“Pft. Of course not.” She points her finger at my chest.

“Cameras Cassie.” I tilt my head and raise a brow. “Curb that temper.” I goad her further. 

And wait for the explosion that’s about to happen. I start counting as she gazes wildly at me and then at her surroundings realising the attention we’re getting. She clenches her fist trying so hard to contain herself. I give her a slow smile when Zach intervenes.

“I don’t know why you let him get to you. We’ve your tickets for the premiere.”

She shrugs and jumps up and down as if all is well in the world. She kisses her husband and then gives me a big hug. 

She tells me, “You can forget your coffee on Tuesday, Boss.”

“Well, you can forget that holiday I was going to give you,” I retort back at her.

“I’m having a holiday?” She beams broadly as I nod at her. 

“You big oeuf!” She says as she nudges my shoulder.

“Did you just call me an egg?” I smile purposely misunderstanding her.

At the corner of my eye, I see Mel giggling.

“You guys are just too funny,” Mel shakes her head and continues as her British accent is more prominent. “Ari, you are so naughty.”

I laugh loudly as my friends chuckle around me. “Naughty,” I badly mimic her accent. “Mel after all this time you still sound British.”

I suddenly stop when I notice the movement of Luke’s security. I tip my chin at Luke and he glances over his shoulder. 

The rest of the media circus has found him. We’ve been able to contain the few who had walked by and understand that he wants to enjoy a private moment with his family and friends. 

I glance swiftly at Zach who has noticed the mass of media himself, he’s ready to leave but he remains where he is lowering that baseball cap further down his face. Luke’s security is beside him when he hands Liam to Mel and kisses them briefly.

Luke pauses and slowly kisses Mel again. He grins down at her and mutters, “I love you.”

These two still behave like lovesick puppies and it has been that way since the day they met. Watching them almost makes me want the same thing. But finding a good woman to take me with all my baggage is a big ask.

“I’ll see you guys at the party,” Luke says and leaves.

Over his shoulder, he waves as he quickly makes his way into the tunnel towards the locker room with his security flanking him. He’s in no rush as he’s hurriedly followed by media on mass. 

I guess playing for three hours will slow you down at the end of it all.

Mel turns her attention back to the group, and at Cassie’s request, she hands Liam over to her. Liam starts playing with her hair as Cassie and Mani go all gaga over him. 

I watch and furrow my brows. I’m not ready to lose an excellent P.A. to her own family but I know a time will come soon.

Mel teases me on that.

“I’m not ready for her to have kids yet.” I smirk and add, “I’ll keep Mani so busy they won’t have time for sex,” a low chuckle leaves me.

Mel giggles shaking her head at my audacity that I can stop a couple from having sex. She notices the truth behind my words and continues to laugh at me.

“Good luck with that,” she grins still shaking her head.

I know they’ll find a way to thwart my plan. But I can live in hope.

I glance around me and a short distance behind me is my security, Harvey, whom I’ve known since I was 14 years old, and a few on his staff work for the Harding and Avery men.

I listen to the banter around me as I watch Luke’s parents walk with Tom and Pia as they make slow progress up the field; beside them are Mary and James Harding as well as Mel’s parents and Pia’s parents. 

As we call them, The Matthews and Harding show. But then I consider myself part of the clan as do Scott and Jared Avery.

If it wasn’t for James and Mary, Lyn and Jonas, I would look at marriage and relationships in the worst light. And because of them, I think differently today and do not believe the worst in people. 

To have what they have, like Luke and Mel is a wish I know will never be mine. I can wish all I want but maybe if I’m really lucky I could have a chance at that kind of love. It’s a big maybe, and it’s way beyond my reach, especially with my track record. 

With an upbringing like mine, I’m realistic about love.

Looking back, I was very lucky when I met Kayson. I’ve had these conversations with Jared and Scott about how Mary and James took them in when their parents died. For me, it all started when my grandfather was in my life and that took a turn for the better. 

He would’ve loved today. 

I stiffen as melancholy briefly washes over me. I glance at Harvey who’s looking at me. He tilts his chin up at me with an almost nothing there-smile. 

Lately, he seems to know when I’m thinking about my grandfather. When I least expect it and at random moments, he always springs up in my head. 

Henry had a profound impact on my life. 

As much as Harvey.

“Henry would’ve enjoyed today sir,” Harvey tells me.

I nod in agreement knowing how right he is.

Jared calls out to me, and I break eye contact with Harvey. Jared’s a few yards in front of me as the rest of the gang walks into the crowded tunnel. Harvey is beside me. I glance to my left and notice Zach, Scott and Rae walking up the steps of the stands to avoid the remaining Trojans fans who are still soaking up the atmosphere and wanting to extend their memories of this Super Bowl. The railings nearest to the field by the touchdown zone are full of people with a few stragglers around the stadium.

It was a wonderful day for football.

I follow them, take out my phone and send a group WhatsApp message to Zach, Scott and Rae.

See you guys at the party?

Zach instantly replies, ’Course dude. No one misses Jay-Z. I was after all the halftime show.

I grin at his response and that winking emoji. 

Yes, he was in the halftime show. 

And what a show it was!
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Harrison

From my 40th floor, the view is spectacular. Ceiling-to-floor windows give me panoramic views of Los Angeles. I watch the traffic below begin to pile in the financial district. Century City, is not far from Beverly Hills and Culver City, not far from U.C.L.A. or some of the most exclusive parts of L.A. 

It’s close and far enough.

This has been my view since the company moved three years ago. It’s a far cry from downtown but closer to some of my top clients. Westfield’s isn’t too far, so I’ve been told.

Even the view can’t seem to take my mind off my grandfather today. I let out a sigh.

It’s been fifteen years since the day. All these years and yet he still leaves a hole in my heart. His passing still shapes me. And then I think of all those wasted years. 

I smile when I remember the first time we met; I was 14 years old, going on to twenty-four. I thought I was badass. 

I frown. I can smile now but I didn’t care for his attention then. Although I was so thankful that he took me in, at the time I didn’t know he was my grandfather. It took his passing for that piece of information to be made available to me. And for six years I thought he was just another foster home for me to live in. 

It is grand and beautiful but still a foster home. I just wish I had known all these years we’ve been living together, that he was family. Regret and wasted times tug at my heart - I should’ve listened to Harvey. Maybe I would’ve behaved and acted differently than I did.

Maybe...maybe we could’ve gotten closer much earlier than we did.

Maybe.

But back then I was so uncompromising, a streetsmart tough nut to crack who didn’t easily.

I let out a slow breath.

Is this how the day is going to be? Shouda coulda about my family. It’s been fifteen years and every year at this time I get like this. I run my hand through my dark blond hair. 

Damn it to hell, Henry! 

A knock on my door brings me out of my melancholy reverie. I square my shoulder and turn to face the large frosted glass door.

I need to stop this melancholy shit. Enough already!

“Yes,” I bark.

The door opens and my assistant of eleven years, Cassie James, looks sharp as always. Today she’s wearing her charcoal grey suit and white shirt. Her auburn hair, the colour of a flaming sunset is neatly up in a bun. Her electric blue eyes always seem to be smiling except when you cross her, then they’re spitting blue ice at you. It’s amazing to watch, even if sometimes it’s aimed at me. But it’s the cute freckles on her small pert nose that make her so adorable and such a joy to work with.

“Morning Harrison. Earlier than normal. Again,” her pink lips twitch at me. “I might begin to think it’s a habit,” She winks and chuckles.

Placing a hot, strong black coffee in front of me, she smiles.

Harrison, eh? Not Ari. She’s very chirpy this morning.

At times she has a knack for temporarily dispelling my darkest of moods. I glare at her with difficulty keeping a stern face, when all I want to do is smile at her. Her cup is in her hand while she balances her iPad under her arm. 

I pick up my mug and taste the wonderful sweet aroma. I refuse to give her that smile. Instead, I continue to glare, to see if she crumbles under it. I don’t know if I’m in the mood to play our little game of stares today. She stares back but only for a few seconds then glances swiftly away as if sensing something isn’t right.

I glance at the seat in front of my desk, silently asking her to sit down. She sits and brings her cup to her mouth.

“You’re no fun today,” she pouts. “What’s up, Ari?” 

I give in as my lips twitch into a smile. “Got you.”

She glares at me over her cup. “Shoots,” then chuckles. “You’re too good at this. Anyway, thanks for the tickets over the weekend. We loved it! We got to hang out with the players. God, Mani was such a fanboy.”

I raise an eyebrow, “Glad you enjoyed it.” 

The tickets were courtesy of Lucas Matthews, but I wasn’t going to tell her that and no doubt she knew it too.

She looks at me with a sombre face. “What’s up really, Ari?”

I shake my head and lean back in my executive white leather seat. I didn’t want to talk about my grandfather, not today. Fifteen years is a long time to still miss someone.

Live life, my boy.

I am, Grandfather.

I want to dispel this melancholy, especially the surprise I have for her in my jacket’s pocket. I must admit, I am itching to see her face. It will cheer me up to no end.

Cassie is the closest thing I have to a sister; the same can be said about Angel Jamieson.

She swipes the screen of her iPad and we start to run through the day’s appointments, even though it’s a synch to my computer and mobile devices. I do enjoy this part of the morning with her before things start to get crazy. 

We go over the rest of the week as we finish the day’s concerns quite quickly. We’ve been at it for over an hour and there are just not enough hours in the day.

I run my hands into my hair and realise I need a haircut; my hair is overlong than usual, but it can wait as it is not irritating me. Yet. 

To make matters worse, lately, everything is merging into one. God, maybe I do need a holiday. It has been a while since I’ve been excited about anything that will hold my attention long enough. It’s beginning to feel like a routine.

Especially women. 

Hell! 

Where did that come from? 

Be honest! It’s true.

I enjoy women just like any man but they should never be routine. They should be savoured and enjoyed, explorations shouldn’t be routine.

It should be meaningful, passionate and in awe of it all.

As Mel would say, I need a good shag. I smile with a scoff.

Maybe she’s right.

“Ari?” Cassie frowns at me. “Did you hear what I said?”

I nod not missing a beat.

“Gomez is coming in at noon,” I confirm staring straight at her. I know this already; I got a text earlier this morning. I add, “Join us.”

Cassie pauses and stares at me, then adds it to the diary. “Are you really all right, Ari?”

I take a sip of my warm coffee as I hear the concern in her voice. 

“You like them,” I reply instead.

“Yes, you know I do. You give me enough perks with the job. So why do I need to attend a re-signing of contracts?”

“You instigated talks with Gomez, Cassie.”

“Yes, but...And?” She furrows her brow at me. “Please don’t give you one of your one-word answers. Not now.”

“Am I such a bad boss?” I lean forward and link my fingers in front of me into a triangle, my elbows resting on the large contemporary oak table.

“Now you’re making me feel guilty for asking. Darn it, Ari.” 

She glares at me, her nostrils flaring as she crosses her arms over her large breasts. She’s so easy to rouse up. I stand, face the window and place my hands in my pockets.

I can’t shake this mood. After a few moments, I glance over my shoulder and gaze at Cassie. She looks perplexed at me as if trying to understand my behaviour and the whole situation.

I sigh.

“You did well with Gomez. I want you to enjoy it.” I take out an envelope from inside my breast pocket; I face her and slide the envelope onto the table towards her. 

I tell her with a smile, “Thank you.”

Her eyes are wide, looks at me and then at the envelope. Afraid of touching it. I lean my back against the window of the early morning vistas and watch her reaction. Cassie gapes at me in surprise.

“Before you get all mushy and cry, take a look at it first.” I raise a brow expectantly.

I pass my fingers over my lips trying to hide my smile. She instantly opens the envelope and pulls out a cheque. I know it’s old fashion but I couldn’t resist.

Wide mouth, she gawks at me and for a long while she’s speechless. Her hands are shaking. 

I should do this more often. My lips twitch into a wide grin. She stands with the iPad, envelope and cheque, and then walks around my desk towards me. She gives me a tight hug and I quickly return it.

“Thank you,” she whispers. Her voice wobbles.

I could’ve put the money directly into her bank account, but I want her to see what she is worth to me. And this was the only direct way to show my appreciation.

“You're worth it Cassie.” I kiss the top of her head. “Now go and do some work.”

She instantly pulls away from me and chuckles up at me. Her beautiful blues are filled with water. She leans up on her toes and kisses my cheek.

“Thank you, boss.” She turns away and makes her way to the door. She stops and rests her hand on the door handle, “You’re the best, Ari.” Fold the cheque back in the envelope and exit my office.

I hear her snap at one of the agents who wanted a moment of my time as the door closes. “You know the routine. Email me. Now scoot!”

Silence.

My soft chuckle echoes around the room.

Then within ten minutes, it goes crazy and I get on with my day. I juggle between my landline and my iPhone. My ten a.m. team meeting starts late due to an issue with a few of the clauses in the contract for a very important client; something has changed since we drafted it. Obviously.

My day is already behind schedule as I visit my Head of TV, Mani James, because of the changes. Before I know it, Gomez is here and being behind today is going to be a late burner.

Cassie opens the door of my office and leaves it wide open. Beyond her, I see Gomez in the large fishbowl conference room munching on the good spread from the local deli we use for such meetings. Cassie makes her way to the conference as I pull my navy jacket over my white shirt and shoulders. I straighten my grey silver tie; I walk slowly towards the large glass conference room that is dominated by a white oval table sitting twenty people. The minimalistic white conference room has all the mod cons for a 21st-century business.

“Are you coming?” She asks and I reply with a nod.

Thank God for a Stanford education. Who would’ve known that entertainment law, finance and languages were my things, especially with my upbringing?

I enter the room and Gomez’s manager, Richard, comes directly to me. We shake hands firmly — a short man in his fifties, balding slightly on top with the sternest brown eyes.

“I don’t know how you did it but the guys appreciate it.”

“Just don’t screw this up. It’s a multi-million dollar deal with a company I respect and like,” I turn to Cassie who is speaking to the lead singer, Manuel. I glare at Richard. “If you screw them over, you’ll have to deal with me.”

He knows I mean business. 

I know they won’t fuck this up, let alone fuck with me but I want to put the fear of God in them. The Streamline Company is run by three friends of mine and I consider them family. I’ve known them since college. They screw with them, they screw with me. I’m not a pleasant person when someone tries to mess with me. That’s putting it mildly and I know my reputation precedes me.

Cassie politely leaves the flirtatious Manuel and hands me a folder holding the contract. It has already been signed by key personnel at Streamline. When all the formalities are dealt with Cassie cracks open the bottle of Bollinger.

I FaceTime Scott Avery at Streamline after the first sip from my iPad, then place Scott through the conference system. We are all smiles after the chitchat.

“Will call you later, buddy.”

“Thanks for putting all of this together with Jason. Where’s Cassie?”

“Here Scott.” She says from the corner of the room. She joins the group so Scott can see her.

“Good job and thank you. Ari, we’ll talk later.” Scott instantly cuts himself off and my phone vibrates. I gaze at it.

As per our conversation... I have a surprise for her efforts. The courier should arrive anytime now.

I instantly ping him a response. A day of surprises for her.

A few minutes later, the conference phone rings internally. Cassie picks up the call.

“There’s a courier downstairs for you,” she frowns at me. I stare back at her blankly.

I take the phone from her as she sharply turns her attention back to Manuel. “Maria, bring it up please.”

Note to self, more surprises for Cassie. I swivel the phone in my hand and then stop as I send a text to Cassie’s husband, Mani James and my Head of TV.

You do know you’re wife hates surprises.

He replies, Tell me about it! But I love seeing that look on her face when she doesn’t know what to say.

I sent a message instantly, I suggest you get your arse to the conference room now. A surprise from Streamline coming up.

I glance up and look straight into her baby blues. Her lips are pursed and her eyes are slits. She knows I’m up to something. 

She queries, “Ari?”

I gaze at her blankly, a look I’ve perfected over the years. I’m pretty good at not showing my emotions, too many years of practice. With business it’s perfect but with my friends and Cassie, I tend to slip up once in a while.

As we say goodbye to Gomez, Manuel gives Cassie his number. 

That is such a dumb ass move. She has it already. 

She smiles sweetly at him and shows him her wedding finger. Just then her husband walks into the room and stands very close to his petite, five-four wife. He’s a five-ten Mexican with an infectious smile. Black hair and black eyes, built like a marine under that suit. He leans in to kiss Cassie on the top of her head.

“Ah. All the good ones are taken,” Manuel smirks and backs off joining the rest of the band waiting for the elevator. I walk out with him.

“See you guys soon and I can’t wait to hear the new album.” I fist-bump each of them as we wait for the elevator to arrive.

Manuel replies grinning, “It’s already done. Will send you a copy ASAP.”

The elevator pings its arrival and the door opens. Out comes Maria with her face hidden by the largest bouquet of yellow and orange stargazers, and a beautiful black goody bag. Gomez waves goodbye and as the lift door closes, I follow Maria to the conference room with my phone camera to the ready.

Cassie didn’t disappoint. It’s the welling up of her eyes and the trembling lips that make me smile as I candidly take my pictures of her looking about her amazed.

“For me?”

“Sure as hell not for me,” I inject and her feisty face comes back.

I send my pictures to Scott as she reads his message. “I was only doing my job,” she mutters in her husband’s arms. 

Cassie looks into the bag and pulls out a car key for her new Mercedes. “But we already have a car.”

“They were walking eight weeks ago. And you changed that.” I tell her. “You had some input on this too,” I add with a smile. After a second, I tease her, “Are you sure you don’t want to be an agent?”

She shakes her head and winks, “My hands are full enough with you, thank you.”

I gaze at her and Mani and go back to my quiet office, leaving them to enjoy the goody bag of gifts from Streamline. The commission alone on this deal is more than enough to pay for the car and all the extras that she received today.

With my door still open, I sit behind my desk and ring the conference room. I watch as Cassie picks up. “I suggest you go and park it in the staff car park.”

Mani has her against him and I hear her gasp. I carry on, “I think I’ll impose a no-staff fraternising policy.”

“Don’t you dare,” she yells back and I hang up. 

I chuckle and then buck my head down and start working through the files that need my attention, I ignore the noise outside my office. Monday afternoon for the first time isn’t filled with back-to-back meetings. That’s all for tomorrow. My to-do list goes down as I delegate them to the appropriate staff and partners. One of the topics for discussion for tomorrow at the staff meeting.

Thank God, we’re a paperless company or else I would be swimming under a pile of paperwork.

At some point during the afternoon, Cassie must have shut my door and I didn’t even realise that until she popped her head around the door saying good night to me with Mani behind her. I run my fingers into my thick blond hair which I’m sure it’s spiked up somehow or just plain messy.

Where did the day go?

I look up briefly waving them goodbye and immediately carry on with the rest of my work. I love the office at this time - it’s so quiet. Only a handful of the partners’ assistants are working on the floor. I wasn’t sure about the rest of the floor but it was quiet except for catching up with the rest of the team around the world ahead of them in hours.

A few hours later, I glance at my watch and pause for a moment. I blink, it’s the watch my grandfather gave me on my 18th birthday...a black leather chronograph Patek Philippe set in white gold and diamonds. At the time I hadn’t realised its value and its importance to my grandfather either until Harvey mentioned it to me after the funeral and at the reading of the will.

I let a small smile come across my face. Remembering that day he called me into his office for a birthday chat. We had just finished demolishing the chocolate cake in the kitchen that his housekeeper, Jane had made for me. We went into his office when he pulled out this box. He touches it lovingly and smiles at me. He pushes it to me and then looks at my face. A few simple words he mentioned before I opened the box.

“Happy birthday, my boy.”

He had that proud look on his face. I looked at the watch, at him, and then replaced it in the box.

“Thank you, Henry. I don’t think it’s the kind of watch I want to wear where I’m going.”

“Too right. But have fun tonight Harrison. You’re only eighteen once.”

The club I was celebrating wasn’t the kind of place an expensive watch is worn. My grandfather was so right about celebrating birthdays. 

God, how I miss him these days and more so than ever. Today more so than others.

“Harrison Maddox, you’re getting sappy in your old age,” I grumble.

I turn to gaze out the window as the sun sets around me. Then I realised that my birthday is only a few weeks away and I am not sure if I want to celebrate it, let alone celebrate turning thirty-six. It’s becoming harder each year since his passing. Anyhow since when did I start celebrating my birthday?

I pull a face. It was every year I was with my Grandfather.

He used to say, Birthdays are for celebrating, my boy.

The day I moved into my grandfather’s home. I close my eyes and see that very awkward moment with Harvey and his then-wife. It got better over the years. I know my friends will probably do something individually or collectively, plus they are all so busy, so maybe nothing. 

Maybe I’ll crash one of our get-togethers and see how that goes.

I’m procrastinating. 

Again.

Not in the mood to start another item on my work list, it’s time to head home. It’s almost nine. I glance at my desk and do a mental check of anything important, yet everything is in order. I shut down my laptop and detached it from its connections. I place it in my old-style brown leather satchel that has seen better days. Some will say it’s vintage. 

I pick up my phone and shove it in my trousers pocket. I wrap my suit jacket over my shoulders inserting my arms in the soft fabric; I pick up my satchel and leave the office.

I see Harvey waiting for me talking with the night security who happens to be a pretty female. This is not the first evening he has done this. I’m sure he has been on a few dates with her. She’s a pretty thing; about five-six with a heart-shaped face. Almond shape eyes are the colour of moss, her nose long and as cute as a button. Her bee-stung full lips beg for kissing. 

Since his divorce, his tastes in women have leaned towards women of colour, and he’s much happier for it. I sense he has a thing for Sophia. I’ve seen admiration in his eyes when she cooks with passion or his eyes light up when she’s screaming at him. It’s all with passion which leaves little imagination about what’s going on in their bedroom. 

But this one whom I have seen around the building and the clothes she wears don’t give an idea of the shape other than of an athletic, toned and trimmed kind.

Harvey stands tall looking as impeccable as ever in a dark suit and white shirt. Looking at him you wouldn’t think he’s my bodyguard. Raven buzz haircut, with the most steel blue eyes that would stop a person dead in his tracks. He’s taller by two inches than my six two with a straight nose and thin lips. He’s seven years older than me all muscles but not the bulky jarhead. For a man his age, he’s a pure lithe muscle with purposeful motion.

And I wouldn’t trust any other person with my life than this man.
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Harrison

My mind runs back to the first two months I met Harvey. By my second month, I thought he was just my driver at my new foster home, to take me to and from school. Until the day I told Henry I wanted to walk on my own to school. I was told if I walked, Harvey would walk with me. Either way, Harvey will always be with me. 

At the time I was unsure why the old man wanted me in his mansion and his butler following me around. I thought it was something sinister but when I directly challenged them, the old coot just laughed at me. 

I was ready for a fight with a quick getaway, but his sincere answer stopped me dead in my tracks. For the first time, I want to believe that people mean what they say. I’ve learnt at a young age that people always lie when they want something.

When my grandfather told me that all he wanted was a grandson relationship as his daughter had died and from there on assumed he had no living relative. It took me six years later to find out the truth. A family that I never knew I had. And when I found out, it was after he had died. I was so angry.

Angry at him and angry at myself because I’d hoped I’d behaved differently. Angry at Harvey for not telling me.

Angry with the world for a while.

Since then I’ve learnt to live with his decision, but it doesn’t mean I have to like it. It still gnaws at me, especially on the anniversary of his death.

“Harvey, I’m going to walk tonight.” I make my way out of the clean sterile reception of glass, steel and white marble into the cool evening air.

Not bothering to see if he’s following or still talking to the cute thing at reception. Harvey and I have had an understanding over the years. He can either follow or join me. Either way, he’s with me, watching me.

Today has been a strange day - thinking about my grandfather, how the days seem to blur into one, my friends and my hard life before meeting my grandfather – just plain weird.

My mind is playing with me. And I know what it’s all about.

I try to never look back as there’s nothing good from it. But, it changed the day I moved in with my grandfather. Over the years it made me believe that dreams can come true. I still struggle to feel that I deserve them. How do you repay someone who changed your life for the better when they’re not around to enjoy it with you? How do you stop yourself from questioning that you’re worthy of happiness when your childhood tells you you’re not? 

Fifteen years on and I’m still trying to live up to his expectations of me.

Live life, my boy.

“I’m trying Grandfather,” I mutter to the evening air.

I join the evening workers on the sidewalk and slowly make my way to my apartment only one block away from the office. I look behind me quickly and Harvey is a short distance from me. To anyone around he isn’t with me, a smart random pedestrian walking home from work. 

I turn left and walk along the stretch of Avenue of the Stars towards the Hyatt Hotel. It’s my temporary home while the modernisation of my penthouse suite at the Ritz-Carlton Hotel is being done. The Hyatt Hotel will be my home for a long while. Also when your home is in one of the most beautiful places across the Bay area of San Francisco all I need is somewhere to lay my head for most days of the year.

Not far from the hotel, I come across Hinoki and the Bird, a restaurant that my company uses frequently, and that’s when I see her leaning against the wall. Immediately she takes my breath away and colour fills my world. If that is possible.

She’s sorting out one of her very high heels in a white short cami dress with a deep V-back. The thin spaghetti strap is exposing her shoulder blades and lithe upper body. The dress is held together by two bows at the top of her shoulders. 

She’s a petite thing about five one or two. Compact in all the right ways and the view from behind made me stop in my tracks to catch a look at her. Her short pixie light brown hair is slick to the side but spiking at the top - a sexy faux Mohawk. On her, it extenuates the back of her neckline. My cock twitches waiting as I take a slow look up and down her sexy body. 

Damn. What’s not to appreciate?

Beautiful!

Her small waist and those legs, toned muscle accentuate its length in four-inch heels. I take an involuntary step wanting to touch her smooth olive skin. The cool evening air dances around us and gently moves the material. Her nipple stands to attention through the material and I’m mesmerised. 

Her slow deliberate movement of a dancer, focusing on something that was irritating her toes willing her to turn around, I take a sharp breath when she turns slightly and I catch her profile. Almond-shaped light brown eyes surrounded by long lashes. Her pert nose upturns at its tip with luscious full lips. She bites the corner and frowns. 

I lick my lips slowly, enjoying the view slowly. My eyes trail down her jawline to the column of her long neck across to her collarbone to her small breast that hugs the v-line of her dress that drops to the top of her thighs, exposing the olive skin of her legs.

Stunning. 

A slow smile touches my face and when I hear a slow cough behind me, I realise that I’m staring. 

Damn it, so busted! 

That man is covert. I will my body not to turn around and face Harvey. I pull out my phone while I watch her through hooded eyes. One of the spaghetti straps of her dress slips off her shoulder and hangs loosely at the top of her arm. She doesn’t realise just how beautiful she is at this moment.

She glances around her when she notices me nearby as she puts her strap back on her shoulder. She glares at me frowning with narrowing eyes. Her luscious lips pursed. Everything about her stirs something in me. After a moment I raise an eyebrow and raise my chin at her as she’s still staring at me; she blushes and quickly looks away from me. She gazes at her watch.

As I pretend to type something on my iPhone, I deliberate if I should carry on the short walk to the hotel or approach her. The decision is made for me when a raven-haired five-foot-ten man grabs her from behind in surprise; she turns and returns his warm hug. She grins up at him and he kisses her cheeks.

I furrow my brows at them and briskly make my way to the hotel with Harvey beside me. 

Fuck!

You never piss on another’s man territory. Call me chauvinistic, but it's reality. I finally give Harvey a side glance and he has a small smile on his face.

“Something amusing?” We stop by the banks of elevators.

He smirks, “So hungry right now. I fancy eating out.” Harvey pauses and I know where this is leading to.

“How about at Hinoki and the Bird?” He continues.

I glare at him with narrowed eyes when the elevator door opens. We step inside and I press the penthouse button.

“Why didn’t you say something when we were outside?” I play along with this. My iPhone vibrates and I check it quickly. It can wait.

“I thought maybe you’d want to change into something more casual,” I turn to face him as he’s looking straight ahead. His lips are twitching as if he’s holding back a grin. “You like her, and also you know you want to.”

Harvey faces me with he has a broad smile on his face, his eyes flashing with laughter. Most of the time I forget that we should have an employer-employee relationship, especially when I consider him the older brother I never had.

The elevator pings to our floor, I exit before he can see the smile on my face.

From behind me, he says, “I saw that.”

Drat! That man doesn’t miss a thing. I chuckle as we enter the suite.

“So when am I going to meet your lady friend, Harv?” I ask as he goes in front of me and does a sweep of the apartment.

He pauses for a heartbeat but doesn’t miss a step. I smile at his back. I follow his movement around the apartment which is almost identical to his across the way. 

Like all hotels, the room is that plain white colour with abstract paintings on the wall. The pieces of furniture are plush and high-end - for all your comfort in stylish creams, browns, gold and accent colours. It has a look of regency and regal about it. 

It consists of a suite of sofas with a coffee table, and a short distance away is the monster flat screen sitting tall cabinet with all its modern technology hidden out of sight. To its left and by the large window leading to the outer balcony, is a long dark table that sits eight. The carpet is thick and deep under my feet as I follow Harvey further into the room, there’s an office desk area, and even with the ample amount of space to work, I leave my satchel on the table. What I love about this suite are the enormity and space. It’s light, open and very spacious.

I take off my jacket and rest it behind one of the nearby chairs when I enter the bedroom. A few seconds later Harvey taps on my bedroom door and appears in front of me, his eyes smiling.

“When you’re ready to eat,” he smirks. “See you in thirty.”

He pats my shoulder and turns to leave. I shake my head and grin after him. “When were you going to tell me?”

He stands by the door and gazes back at me. He gives me a slow grin, “I just did, sir.”

The door slowly closes after him as I let out a loud chuckle. I can hear his muffled laughter behind the door. I move into the bedroom and start to unbutton my shirt. When I reach the final button I unclasp my belt and unbutton my trousers. I remove the cuff links and toe off my shoes. I place the link on the dresser and turn on the TV with the remote, a monster flat screen with the local news showing. I move to sit at the edge of the large bed and take off my socks.

I walk into the large bathroom and let out a yawn. I take off the shirt, placing it on the white wooden chair. Opening the glass door of the shower, I test the water until it’s the warm temperature that I like. I finally place the rest of my clothes where I had placed my shirt and stand under the warm water as it eases some of the stress from today. 

I bow my head and the water pulsates on my neck and back. I lean forward with my hand resting on the shower wall. Images of the sweet pretty woman are vivid in my head. There’s feistiness in her that I like. The dress was very seductive and alluring against her beautiful petite body. It was the kind of dress that doesn’t need a bra. All it will take is the tugging of the strap and it’ll pool at her feet. I feel my cock twitch to life. I see her naked in my shower and I’m doing so many naughty and dirty things to her. Touch that beautiful olive skin from her head to her toes.

I forcefully shake myself from my reverie and sharply pick up the shower gel. I impatiently lathe my body and get out quickly, still aroused from thoughts of her. 

My dick is hard and ready. 

This is going to be painful.

I try to think of something else to calm my aroused state as I dry myself. It doesn’t work. I dry my hair harshly as it flops around my face, angry with myself for thinking about her. I search for clean clothes and as I change into a navy blue t-shirt and denim I’m still aroused. I shove my feet into the black socks as I hunt for my black Timberland shoes. I hear Harvey at the door and I pull out a brown biker jacket.

I’m no closer than calming my body and I haven’t even touched her. 

This is going to be a painful evening.
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Mackenzie

I’ve finished my second glass of wine as we wait for a table to be free. My head is buzzing from the alcohol and I know I need food. Stat. I had thought that Jack had booked in advance.

He informs me, “It’s not normally this busy.”

I scoff in astonishment. “Well, it sure as hell looks busy,” I rebuff. 

Then he admits bashfully, “It’s normally the case in the afternoons.”

It’s been a while since I’ve been States side, and I’m very happy to see him. 

I’ve known Jack since USC College. He was a freshman majoring in Law while I was an art major and making jewellery on the side with my sister, Clarissa. We’ve kept in touch since the start of my travels around Europe and even when I stayed in London for the last five years. 

Thank God for Facebook and Instagram as a means of staying in touch with friends. I’m not too keen on Twitter, or is it bloody X now and other social media outlets out there for quick and very feisty verbiage? In a few days, I’m seeing one of my friends since high school up in Sonoma. I can’t wait to see her and her wonderful family.

Angel Jamieson has a successful life with family and work. I met her through my sister when they went to high school together. Over the past few years, Clarissa and I have been working with Angel as she expands her clothing business with her exclusive jewellery pieces. It’s been a pretty crazy few years, but the rewards have been great.

I gaze about me and from the moment I step in through the large heavy door with Jack, it hits all my senses. It’s a triumph to locate the restaurant, which is under a luxury condo tower on a road off of Avenue of the Stars. I doubt that even my Satnav would’ve been any help. Its write-up so far has been so true to a well-known column.

My experience so far has been engineered, with every visual and smell considered. The entrance is like announcing your arrival, on a platform that looks out over the brooding dining room, with seating tucked between the bar and a glowing, open kitchen. The ambience is a treat and I’m quite happy to wait, but sweet Jesus, I’m so hungry. The smell of sweet wood in this Japanese-inspired and extremely highly styled brassiere isn’t helping at all. 

Looking at the plates of food for each patron looks mouth-watering. Even though we’ve been waiting for the last forty-five minutes, I sit upright and become hopeful as our pretty waitress in an all-black understated uniform makes her way toward us. 

I poke at Jack who’s flirting outrageously with the blonde next to him for the last ten minutes. He always had a thing for blondes, especially petite ones like my sister but of late he seems to venture more towards the giraffe types. And there are plenty in Los Angeles.

I smile at him and indicate at our waitress. He raises his eyebrows and frowns at me. His dark good looks would normally get him any girl he wants. He has that warmth about him that women love. Such an affable person but he can be as cold as fish when he needs to be. 

He is a lawyer after all.

Like now. I mean, what the fuck! Doesn’t he remember why we came out? 

I haven’t seen him for the past seven years and he wants to chat up the blonde instead. Not that I have the crazies for him as he’s a friend but we have seven years to catch up. I start to get off my seat when he grins at me. He always had a knack for infuriating me.

“Only kidding Kenzie,” he laughs, turns and gazes hopefully at our waitress.

“I’m so sorry sir. Madam. We’re taking longer than I first suspected. We should have your table ready in fifteen minutes.” Her voice sounds sincere and concerned, as Jack nods at her. “Please order your next few drinks on the house,” she says as she turns to the bar waiter. 

“I’m so hungry, Jack,” I stress on the hunger part.

“Only fifteen more minutes Kenzie,” he smiles at me and when he does that it’s difficult to say no. Laughter lines wrinkle at the corner of his hazel eyes.

I think he knows the kind of effects he has on women, although he knows I am immune to his charms. I tilt my head to the side and shake my head grinning at him. 

“Would you like me to bring you an assortment of starters?” Our waitress asks. I nod adamantly.

He leans at the bar and orders three glasses of champagne. I grin at his audacity but what the hell. I’m parched and hungry waiting for our table.

He gives me my glass and then another to his leggy blonde. He clinks with my glass and turns to do the same to his new friend. I take a sip and my eyes move to the outdoors. I hear him asking Fifi for her number, which she gives willingly. How the hell her parents called her Fifi, I don’t know. But she wears her name well – completely owns it. Got to admire that.

People are milling around outside the restaurant. Then I notice the tall blond from earlier standing outside the window talking to a friend. I’m certain he was staring at me earlier. I felt the heat of his gaze but when I looked at him, he was working on his phone.

Maybe I imagined it, but I’m certain he was eyeing me from the tips of my head to my toes.

I take another sip as I watch him, taking in every inch of him.

He’s dressed more casually than earlier, and even that’s sexy! I slowly lower my glass onto the counter worried about spilling it. He’s so pleasing to the eye and a definite sight for sore eyes. All six feet of him and too handsome for his own good. And I’m sure like Jack, he knows he’s gorgeous and knows his way around women.

I have never met someone who instantly sets my heart racing. I hold the stem of my glass a little too tightly as my heart races a little bit faster; it’s the same feeling as earlier. Blond with amber eyes intrigued my curiosity, long straight nose with full lips and a strong angular jawline. And what a combination!

Everything about him oozes confidence, sexuality and appeal, but it’s a face that doesn’t smile very often and yet with his friend he was able to throw his head back with laughter at something he had said. His wide shoulders are shaking and the subtle gentleness about him is obvious. It’s a combination so powerful that I forgot to breathe.

I take a long in-breath and wonder if I prefer him casual or smart. Does it matter? Either or when both of him is amazing.

As the British would say, I bet he’s an arrogant wanker. A slow smile touches my lips at the thought - beautiful to look at but not the personality to match. I tap Jack on his shoulder.

“I’m going to the loo.” When he frowns I smile realising that I’m using colloquial terms that the English would use. I grin at him with the alternatives, “Toilets. Ladies room. Bathroom.”

I ease myself off my high wooden seat and take another sip of my drink as I watch him roll his eyes.

“Ha, like I know these British terms,” he gently scolds.

“Yeah. Whatever.”

I place the glass on the bar and slowly walk in the direction of the ladies' room. I weave in and around people and turn to the full restaurant. Every single seat is taken even on the patio. I can see why it has been a while and possibly a while longer than fifteen minutes. 

I frown when I walk into something solid. I stumble backwards by the force when a pair of strong arms enfold around my waist. I can feel his heat around me, his palm spread across against the bareness of my back as his thumb caresses the small part of my skin. I turn and face a dark blue t-shirt and leather jacket. Goosebumps trickle all over my body, a shock to my system. I raise my head but have to tilt it further to see his face as glare into the most beautiful whiskey colour pair of eyes.

Oh my God, he is more beautiful at closeup. I frown, can a man be beautiful?

I open my mouth but close it again as I gape at him. His eyes are smiling at me. They are soft and mesmerising. I lose myself in his depths and it pulls me closer to him, as I stare at him. 

“I’m so sorry,” I mumble.

His thumb caresses a spot between my shoulder blades and holds my gaze a moment too long before his warm voice runs through me like smooth scotch. “No, it’s me. I should look where I was going.”

I give him a slow smile and shake my head, knowing full well the fault was mine. He leans down to me and we’re millimetres away from each other. His eyes are roaming across my face as if he’s taking me in. His woodsy scent with a hint of sandalwood is intoxicating as my senses sway to his rhythm. There’s a scent of something else that I can’t place. It’s such a masculine scent that I feel almost weak. I feel his warm breath fanning my cheeks.

He leans further into me and whispers in my ear, “I’m Ari.”

I close my eyes as I feel him surround me. I’m so intoxicated by him, by his breathy voice. 

Even that is sexy. 

Everything about him is sexy as hell and I melt against him as I hold on to his muscled arms. I open my eyes and gaze into his. His lips are only millimetres from mine. He frowns.

Didn’t I respond?

“Kenzie,” I breathe.

I glare at his full lips as I lick mine. His eyes dilate. By its own volition, my hand cups the side of his face. I’m completely enthralled by only him. My head is spinning of just him, I’m completely mesmerised as I lose myself to him in the magic he’s weaving against my senses. I feel the wetness between my thighs. The need to explore every inch of him is heady; I want to climb him here and now, but for now, I can only enjoy him with my eyes.
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