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Chapter 1
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Astella first met Cara in New Mexico. She was there on business and was exhausted. A long, hot, and chaotic day drove her to seek a cool drink at an establishment named Evok’s. The business was of superior quality. The décor was classic, old world antique; and the service and the drinks were exquisite. Actual oil paintings adored the walls. It was magnificent. 

As Astella sipped on her second apple martini, a lady walked in and sat at the next available seat, which happened to be one between she and the lady. 

She nodded her head then introduced herself. “Hello, I’m Astella Bergman. How are you this evening?”

The lady smiled, hesitated, then said, “I am well, thank you. I hope you are too.” Her name was never spoken. Privacy was the pearl in her oyster and her’s alone.

She turned away from Astella to the bartender, and requested a top shelf,  Tito’s Tequila Margarita. He nodded, then frantically started preparing her drink. You could see by his expression, he thought she was the most gorgeous woman he had ever seen, and he was correct, she was stunning. Her hair was honey blonde. The long curls were spectacular. Her green eyes sparkled without trying. Her skin was tanned and her body appeared to be perfect. Her arms were toned, her breast stood tall, even her teeth were white and dazzling. She was a sight to behold. Now Astella was not attracted to women. She was 1000 percent heterosexual, but she recognized flawlessness when she saw it. She silently wondered if the lady was a model.

The bartender delivered her cocktail and she took a long, sip then said, “Mmm, thank you this is excellent.” 

The quiet between she and Astella  felt forced. “Are you from New Mexico?” Astella asked trying to make conversation. “God no, I am here on business. I don’t think I would enjoy living here. The heat is ungodly and I only want to be ungodly when I choose to be ungodly.”

Astella thought that answer was a bit odd but didn’t quiz her about it. They sat still, and enjoyed their drinks in silence. 

Astella was not the pushy type and did respect others desire to just relax. She felt the same. It had been a hectic day. Astella had just signed divorce papers, now she was free. $500,000 (five hundred thousand dollars) poorer, but free none the less. It was actually a fair price to be rid of Thomas. 

The bartender was quick to provide them with new drinks, paid for by the two men at the end of the bar. Astella felt awkward because she assumed they were just being nice buying her one, since she was not exquisite like the lady seated next to her.

The goddess next to her immediately asked the bartender to send the two men refills of their drinks, and she put the money on the bar to pay for them. Astella must have looked at her strangely because when the bartender came to collect the money, she told him, “Listen, you and I need to have an understanding. I do not accept drinks from men I do not know. I don’t want to send the wrong message.”  “I think they were just being friendly toward you and I.” Astella said casually. She looked at Astella, as if judging her. “You don’t appear to be the kind of woman who would purposely send the wrong message either.” Astella smiled and said, “You are correct.”

They clinked their glasses together and she said, “Here is to freedom.” Astella also found that odd since she had just thought that to herself a few minutes earlier.

After downing her drink, the stunning woman left. She didn’t even say goodbye. Astella thought to herself, ‘She is an odd bird. A beautiful, exotic, odd bird.’ 

Two days later they met again. This time the beauty ordered a Manhattan. She was cordial, and smiled. She looked stressed, but asked, “How are you today? By the way, my name is Cara.” 

It took Astella off guard since she didn’t want to talk much last time they met. “I’m well thank you for asking. How are you?’ Cara sighed and said, “Honestly, I’m tired. I traveled here for work, now I have to fly back to Chicago for work. I seem to be in the air more, than on the ground lately.” “What kind of work are you in, if I may ask.” “I am a Pharmaceutical Sales Supervisor. I have 30 employees under me.” “That’s impressive.” She chuckled and said, “No, please don’t be impressed, the job is exhausting. It’s like herding cats, trying to keep up with everyone and make sure they are actually doing their jobs. They can manipulate their sales on the computer and I have to investigate to make sure the money and the stats match. If not, I have to fly to them and present the facts and of course heads roll.” She rolled her eyes dramatically, “Like lying children, the entire lot of them.”

Astella laughed at her expression. Cara then asked, “What do you do, if you don’t mind sharing?”

Astella smiled and said, “No not at all. I am an appraiser, auditor and Gala hostess for a museum in Stallings, Minnesota by day, and I am a starving writer by night.”

Her eyes widened and said, “Now THAT is impressive.”

“Oh, please don’t be too impressed. It’s a lot of hard work dealing with a demographic that I don’t originate from, and I enjoy the writing much more. It just doesn’t pay anything.” 

They laughed at each other’s similar description of their jobs. “Did you imagine your life would turn out like this?” Cara asked with a faraway look in her eyes. “No, I was supposed to be Mrs. Peter Frampton, but that never happened.” Cara looked at Astella strangely and asked, “The musician from the 1980’s?” Astella shook her head yes. Cara looked surprised, then asked the question. “What happened to stop it?” “My mother, she wouldn’t let me leave the yard. I was ten years old.” Cara looked shocked, then burst out laughing when she realized Astella was joking. She took a sip of her Gin and Tonic, then said, “Me, I wanted to marry Elton John. We all see how that turned out.” They giggled. “Did you ever marry?” Cara asked. 

“Well, not Peter Frampton, but yes, I was briefly married to Thomas Daryl Stohl. We didn’t have any children, unless you count the very many young women, he cheated on me with. Nothing I could claim on my income tax. He received a bang of a settlement at our divorce. How about you?” Cara sighed, “I didn’t know it, but I was the other woman. We were together 18 months. His position called for him to travel also, so most times we passed each other in the airports. He was gorgeous, creative, and wildly successful. We were the perfect power couple. He bought me a luxury apartment in New York, that he put solely in my name. There we arranged our schedule to meet and did so, when we could. We took off a week to spend together about every 6 weeks. It was difficult keeping it going but we put a lot of effort into the relationship. Then one night when we met at my apartment in New York, I asked him, when were we gonna slow down and make it legal. His face changed. I remember he suddenly looked tired and 20 years older. He looked down and said, “Barbara will never agree to a divorce.” I was stunned and asked, “Who in the hell is Barbara?” He forgot he had never told me he was married.” 

“Oh my God, that must have been devastating for you.” Astella blurted out. Cara smiled her beautiful smile and said, “You would think so. But I was calm. I asked him to repack his bag and leave my home immediately. Then I went to take a shower. When I came back from my shower, he was gone. The only sign he had ever been there was a picture of him on the night stand, which quickly made its way to the trash bin. The next morning, I contacted a real estate agent and put my apartment on the market. It sold for 4.5 million dollars in less than 2 weeks. I let the furniture be part of the sale. All I wanted were my clothes, which the agent shipped to my other home in Chicago. I just put it out of my mind. It was a learning experience. If I ever again find another man I am interested in, the first question I will ask is are you married? Lesson learned.”

Astella realized this was the longest conversation they had ever had. Common ground ... cheating men. They agreed, it didn’t matter if you were beautiful, plain, poor or rich, men would be men, and never satisfied.

“I don’t blame you. I was just wondering why men cheat?” Astella said. She blamed herself every time she found evidence that Thomas was cheating. Even when she found size 4 underwear, or silk stockings in his suitcase, or under the sofa cushions in their home, she felt like surely it was something that she wasn’t doing right. 

She eventually saw a therapist, who made her understand, she was not the one with the problem. The therapist said, ‘most men are egotistical maniacs, who are greedy and bottom feeders. They want it all, right down to the tiniest piece of power.’ So, Astella slowly took her power back. She stopped taking his calls when he was out of town. She didn’t cook him dinner when he was in town, she even quit doing his laundry. She sent a strong message that she was no longer his live in maid.

She still loved him, but she had to come to terms he did not love her. She was so stressed out that she couldn’t remember what she signed in the past, but quickly found out that the house was in his name only as he told her so sarcastically. The last time he went away, supposedly for work, Astella packed her things and moved to a townhouse. She filed for divorce quietly. At first, he refused to sign the papers, obviously not wanting to leave her money, so her attorney threatened to take-out full-page advertisements in the gossip magazines, which would lead right back to the local newspapers. 

Her attorney said, “Now Thomas don’t you think your employer and your clients would find it quite distasteful that you have such a propensity for so many bad women at one time. Not to mention your cocaine addiction.” That last part enraged Thomas, he screamed and pounded the large table with his fist, “I do not have a cocaine addiction!”  The attorney smiled and said, ‘No? Just a sex addiction? We have names that are willing to testify in open court against you.” Right then and there, Thomas decided it was his best interest not to fight the divorce, he agreed to a ridiculously high settlement instead of alimony, and he signed the papers.” 

Cara smiled and said, “That is a sad, but great story. Men are pigs.” Then she raised her glass, and 2 fingers, to alert the bartender that they needed more drinks. 

After the bartender served their drinks, she said, “We are both strong women, who survived the things that might have killed us. I think that is a phenomenal testimony to our determination to survive and succeed.”

They clinked their glasses and said, “Cheers.” Cara’s tongue loosened up as they sat there drinking their cocktails. “After the situation with my ex, I started volunteering for missions to Africa to bring medications that the people needed.

I paired up with many physicians who knew which were the most urgent needed medications. Then I had to convince pharmaceutical companies to donate the medications. Thank goodness the doctors were friendly with the African government, or we never could have gotten the medication into the country. Hell, the government is even giving people problems with bringing in clothing for the poor people.”

She saw the confused look on Astella’s face and continued, “The government wants the missionaries to purchase clothing there, to give to the needy. It increases their economy. 

The problem I have with that is, their clothing is similar to scrubs that doctors and nurses wear, giving no individualism there, plus the tribe members can be identified by the color of their clothing. If they go into a city that has prejudices against them, their clothing color will identify which tribe they are from.  Each tribe is given a different color. It’s terrible. I am bitterly against any kind of prejudice.”

Astella was stunned, “I had no idea this was going on. I have heard of missionaries and I see the commercials about them needing food and clean water. I just didn’t know about the government’s involvement and access to it.” She shook her head and was quiet. “All governments everywhere are corrupt. We have to accept cash donations here and take them with us to buy what the tribes need. Sometimes we have to use the cash to bribe certain officials. It’s heartbreaking.” Astella opened her purse and gave Cara the $500.00 (five hundred dollars) she had withdrawn from the bank to get her car serviced the next morning. Cara never pretended to not want or need it. She nearly cut Astella’s fingers snatching it from her hand. “You will be glad to know you just bought 4 wells of clean water, and 40 pairs of clothing for the Chiano tribe. Thank you for your contribution.”

“Anything to help. I have been extremely blessed in my life. Not relationship wise but in other areas. It’s hard to believe there are still people in this world without clean water. That chaps my ass.” Cara chuckled at Astella’s off colored remark, but you could see in her eyes she genuinely wanted to help the children. 

Astella said, “I don’t watch the news like I should. My career is very intensive. I have to constantly research art, and study any changes that the art world brings. There are many fakes. I have to identify them to keep them out of the market.”

Cara said, “I can see where that could be time consuming.” She hesitated, then asked, “Could you do me a huge favor?” “If I can, what is going on?” “I need a ride to the airport tomorrow morning at 9:00. I don’t want to leave my car in their parking garage. Those creeps that are supposed to be watching the cars, are breaking into them.”  “Of course I will give you a ride. No problem at all.” “Thank you, Astella. I don’t really know anyone here. You know with work and all, I just haven’t forged any friendships yet, present company excepted. Listen, I am going to be at The Hilton Gardens for breakfast in the morning. If you will meet me there, I will buy you breakfast for helping me.” “Well, I appreciate the offer, but I will just have coffee. I have never been one to eat until noon.” Cara laughed and said, “Okay, coffee it is.”

The next morning, Astella arrived at the Hilton Gardens restaurant at 8 am. Cara was just arriving too. “Good morning.” They said at the same time. Cara asked for the manager. He came right over. “May I be of service?” She smiled that beautiful smile and asked, “May I leave my luggage close to the door. I am headed to the airport right after breakfast.” “Of course, here let me take it. Just let your server know when you are ready to leave, so they can get me.” Cara smiled again and said, “Thank you so much.”

Astella’s coffee was delicious. It was a quality that was not normally found in any establishment she had visited. She was tempted to ask what brand they used, but she assumed the Hilton would keep that close to the vest, so that everyone would have to come there to drink it. Or they would give her some crazy story about the coffee coming from the Congo. Cara ordered a huge breakfast. She only took a few bites of each item on the plate she had ordered, leaving all of that food to go to waste. Astella looked at the barely touched plate of food and thought of those poor children in Africa, those that might be hungry and didn’t have clean water, and here Cara was just barely touching a huge meal. Obviously, Cara read her face. “I was starving when I came here, but all of sudden I feel nauseated. I get nervous no matter how many times I fly. It’s embarrassing but once aboard, I pop a few Dramamine, and when the nausea vanishes, a Valium for the fear, then I am okay the duration of the flight.”

Astella nodded her head and halfheartedly said, “I can understand.” As they approached the restaurant exit, the manager delivered Cara’s,  Louis Vuitton luggage. “Here you are ma’am, safe and sound.” She tried to tip him and he said, “Oh no ma’am, it was my pleasure to serve you.” Cara smiled and said, “Darling, if you call me ma’am once more, I am going to hit you in your pretty little nose.” The manager started to laugh, then he apologized. 

Astella then realized all of this sweet talk was making her nauseated. She wondered if she should ask Cara for a dopamine.

When they arrived at the airport entrance, Cara quickly told Astella, “Just drop me here. Let me get my luggage and then you can go. You are in a no parking zone and they give expensive tickets like mad. I would feel terrible if you got a ticket because of me.”

Astella said, “No need to feel bad. I would have you pay for the ticket. Have a safe trip. See you later. Feel free to call me if you need a pick up from the airport when you come back.”  Cara took her luggage from the back, and didn’t say goodbye. Astella sighed. Her new friend was extremely odd. She drove away and went to work. 

She was on loan to the New Mexico Art Museum to host a fundraising event. That was the talent she had, taking venue’s and turning them into a night to remember. The art was always amazing, and the pieces for sale were snatched up by important people of the area. After doing so many events, Astella wondered how many of the gorgeous pieces wound up stacked in the basement for rats to feast on. The wealthy people invited were there for show only. They rarely cared about the women, men and children that the charity auctions were for. It was more important to them that the other people see how much they offered on a silent auction. Or how much they gave to help the needy children. 

Astella didn’t care as long as their money kept rolling in. She was not paid on what they gave. She had an annual salary, and a first class seat to and from the locations she helped.
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It had been 3 days and Astella assumed Cara had arrived in Africa with the doctors, taking medication and money to the indigent tribes and corrupt government. 

Preparing for the upcoming Gala at the Museum had kept her away from Evok’s Pub, but she still had to drive by there several times a day going from her hotel and the Art Museum. For some reason she always glanced to see if Cara’s Mercedes Benz was there. While Astella was based in Minnesota, she went all over the US collecting art for events and hosting events held in the name of the museum she was employed by. 

Astella had recently been busy preparing for this huge event in New Mexico for the Blind Children’s Music and Art Center to be sponsored by the museum she worked for. 

The upper echelon of society loved these galas, and the museum had invited them all to celebrate a night for the Blind Children’s Music and Art Center. 

The restaurant catering was named La ’Mingo’s French Restaurante’. They were chosen because they had the most amazing and diverse food. The meal would be catered for French, German and Italian cuisine. No snails would be served on this particular night. The dinner was to celebrate the donated visitation of an original Renoir painting, valued at $1,000,000 (One million dollars) and to present scholarships to the special children that were to perform tonight. This was sure to bring in a lot of money to the museum also.

Astella, the Chief Curator, and 3 other professional curators, had confirmed the authenticity of the missing but located Renoir. Audiences from everywhere in the United States would come to see the masterpiece. 

The attendees would spend money in the city and definitely donate to the museum. There was a charge of $1500.00 per plate, for dinner. Also, each gifted child would receive a gift basket and $500.00 (five hundred dollars) each. Five gifted students would perform on stage. Then they would play a song that they learned together. 

Astella was the guest hostess. She was very proud of the success of the museum. When she had newly arrived, the New Mexico Museum did not have a gift shop. She campaigned for it, implemented it, and now its success was paramount to any she had visited in the United States.

The gift shop was filled with a large variety of items, beautiful and expensive art, a children’s section, a book section, and there were 2 staff members that could be hired in advance to paint or draw portraits of adults, children and pets. Most benefactors and art patrons were in love with their pets and paid exorbitant amounts of money for gorgeous likeness of them. A few patrons would allow them to publish their babies’ pictures in the monthly newsletters. A brief biography or quote, was always close to the picture. The owners refused to have their own names or photographs in print.

The Gala

The ballroom was elegantly decorated. Meesha Greenlee was the decorator and she was exquisite. It was like walking into a dream. The band played soothing music, no Elton John or Peter Frampton here. You probably would not recognize one of the songs, unless you knew who Ansel Macarbi was, and loved his music.

It was nice, soft dancing music. The band followed the cues perfectly of when to stop playing, when someone needed to speak, or when it was time to play again. 

Over the past 8 years, Astella had acquired a fabulous selection of gowns for these functions. 

She wasn’t a fancy lady, but she knew she was expected to shine since she would be in the spotlight. Most of her gowns sparkled with rhinestones, so the spotlights would bounce off it and impress the guest. They were beautiful.

It was expected she give a speech at every function, and even narrate the night’s activities. Even though she was extremely shy, she put on her professional mask and for the night was an extravert. Listening to her you would think she loved public speaking. She was eloquent and sincere. 

By the end of her very first speech: benefactors, patrons and visitors were reaching for their handkerchiefs and their checkbooks.

Her supervisors adored her for her abilities. She was number one in her field. Her knowledge of art and authenticity stretched far beyond anyone. She did research that left no doubt of legitimacy, nor lack of validity. She must have a big heart to reach this audience so deeply.

Astella had traveled all over the world for her research into art, its history and its legacy. She was famous among the art community.

Most admired her, however, she had her fair share of enemies who tried, without success I might add, to offer fraudulent master pieces for sale. Astella exposed them. Some of them lost all credibility with the art community, some went to prison for their sins. Her supervisor claimed she could spot a fake a mile away. To look at her, you wouldn’t think she had such talent. 

But never judge a book by its cover. Astella was thin, had short, black hair that was stylish. Her blue eyes were beautiful, her cheekbones chiseled, however, she wasn’t beautiful. She had a sharpness to her looks. She was always too thin, and she looked older than her 30 years. If she had been an animal, it would be an eagle. She knew that men tried to pursue her money, not her heart.  

Astella was the highest paid Chief Auditor and Appraiser in her area of expertise and everyone knew it. Quietly, she had made some fabulous investments that paid off handsomely. Money was never an issue. And though it caused her some stress nearly every day, she loved art. It was truly her calling in life. No one was more surprised that she was the day she met one of the owners of the Art Institute of the Chicago Museum. She was standing in front of a Monet, studying it, when Basil Hamilton appeared by her side. “Isn’t this exquisite?” “Yes sir, it is.” Then she began to tell him the entire history of the painting. He was shocked and thrilled. He offered her a job that afternoon and never regretted it.  She had an extraordinary knowledge and love of art that he hadn’t seen in years. After spending most of the day with her, he introduced her to his (now former manager), Mr. Penson.

Mr. Hamilton said, “Now you guys know our Venue Manager just left us for Belgium. We need to replace him asap. I am putting Astella into the position. His staff is still educated on position and can help her with the next Gala. I’m not taking this to a vote, because I am the owner. Welcome aboard Astella. Penson show her to her new office and be kind. Your jobs may depend up on your hospitality to our new star.” Astella was embarrassed, and could see they hated her instantly, but she had the support of the owner and that was what counted.

She was escorted to her new office by Mr. Penson. He forced himself to smile and make small talk but it looked like his face may break at any moment. He deposited her at her office door, then said, “Welcome.”

Astella’s office was massive. She looked around for a minute, then asked her two secretaries to please come in. She introduced herself as Astella Bergman. Samuel Knight was the secretary that had been there the longest. Rachel Armstrong had only been there six months. They were both very professional but nice. “This is going to be a wonderful experience for all of us.” Astella said with a smile.
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The Gala continues

The event was in full swing, everyone was dancing to the beautiful music and the champagne was flowing. Mark Yorke approached Astella and held out his hand to dance. She felt a stab in her stomach. Mark had a crush on her and pursued her shamelessly, trying to overwhelm her with flowers and invitations. He followed her all over the United States. She didn’t like him. There was something sinister about him. 

She always placed the flowers at the reception desk, or gave them away. She had her assistant send note after note, apologizing and rejecting his dinner offers. She knew it would be rude not to respond but how she hated his persistence. He was arrogant, and he made her feel like he was a predator, and she a piece of meat. 

He smiled as he held out his hand, “Dance with me.” She said,” No.” but he had her cornered. Astella smiled and said, “Mr. Yorke. Thank you so much for coming tonight. Isn’t it a lovely setting?” He didn’t answer.

She had made the guest list and she knew for a fact he was not invited. He took her hand, twisting her wrist, and making her wince with pain. He jerked her to the dance floor quickly, nearly causing her to fall over.  He pulled her close, and was attempting to look deep into her eyes, but she adverted his stare. In the middle of the dance he whispered in her ear, “Why do you fight me on this Astella? You know you need a strong shoulder to lean on and I am the man for the job. You have refused every offer I have sent you. Do you find me offensive?”  Astella truly did not want to offend him but in reality, she despised men that tried to buy or bully women. 

Mark was very handsome, very rich, from old money. His father had built a huge company that had subsidiaries all over the world. When he died, Mark and his brother Nylan were his only heirs. 

Nylan was the business end, and Mark was the jet setting, living the life, spending end, of the business. Astella said, “Mr. Yorke, I am one of the busiest women that I know. I do not have time to date. I think you are a very handsome and energetic man, but you are not for me. I am not trying to be cruel. No one is for me.” 

Mark’s face turned red. He wrapped his hand around her small wrist, then turned it hard again. She bit her lip to keep from crying out. He was hurting her. He whispered, “I see that pain is the only thing you seem to respond to. I will have to remember that fact.” Thankfully, when the dance ended, he stormed away, leaving her on the dance floor. Astella sighed. She was grateful she finally had the chance to tell him in her own way to leave her alone. She was concerned about him hurting her. He was a brute and a bully.

She found a table near the wall and sat down. A group of investors joined her at a table. Elderly, Mr. Hinesworth kissed her other hand and said, “My dear Astella. You look lovely as always. When are you going to allow me to steal you away from The Maine Art museum?” Astella laughed and said, “Now sir, you know I adore you, but I am perfectly happy with my station.” He faked a frown and said, “Well if you ever change your mind. You have a seat at my table, and I mean that. I admire you and your work so much.” “And I admire you sir; you are the real deal.” He bowed to her and said, “You minx, how you flatter an old man.” The rest of the men chuckled.  Mr. Thamnes complimented Astella on the turn out. “It truly is remarkable Astella. My daughter told me that you personally oversee the invitation list to these events. You didn’t miss one that can help the causes.” 

She smiled and said, “You know sir, those gifted, artistic children are our future. The populations love of the arts is waining and we have to preserve it. They need all of the support we can offer. Tonight, all of you will see how amazingly talented these children are. I am sure you will be impressed by their efforts.” “I am impressed by any child that is not glued to an electronic game. What the hell is a Donkey Kong? Parents have no idea how they are crippling their children. I bribed my own son with five thousand dollars to throw away that game machine, and get my grandson some books. You know Astella, one day computers will take over the world, and we will be their slaves. Can I get you another wine dear?” “Thank you, actually a club soda with lemon will be great. I have to keep my head about me during these events.” 

Mr. Thamnes came back soon with her non-alcoholic drink. He excused himself, leaving her with Mr. Foster and Mr. Gladstone. Thankfully, the men were speaking amongst themselves, giving Astella a well-deserved break. 

She sat there sipping on her club soda. Her mind drifted. She admired Cara for traveling to another country to give her help to needy children.  Suddenly the band stopped and Astella glided over to make the announcement of the coming exhibit. 

She announced each child as they performed. Young Bradley Wiggins played a lovely, classical piano piece. He received a standing ovation. Little Miss Rachel Adverson gave a brief lecture on the history of American art, then drew a gorgeous picture of a horse, with its rider carrying a flag blowing in the wind. She drew it in a matter of 2 minutes, all the while reciting an American poem. Antony Rivera sang a rendition of The Star Spangled Banner, then a huge American flag dropped behind him, it brought tears to some eyes. 

Little Becky Gorgenson played, My Country tis of Thee, on the violin, and Tonya White recited a poem by William Butler Yeats, The Garden of Love.  

The explementary children all received a huge congratulations. In addition to the $500.00 that was presented to each participant, they also received incredible amounts of cash donations in envelopes from the Patrons. The museum proprietors, turned their heads, as to not to see the donations. That was a private moment between gifted children and their new sponsors, and a tongue in cheek nod to the IRS. Then, the sponsors would hand Astella a piece of paper that said, which child they would sponsor.

There was more dancing, drinking and follies before the night was over. Astella had been so busy entertaining, and hosting the guest that she wasn’t able to look around very much. 

In back of her mind, she hoped that Mark Yorke had left the event. She did not want a scene with him. Astella went to the lady’s room to check her lipstick. She rubbed her left foot secretly hoping the gala would be over soon. The new shoes were a terrible idea but they matched her new dress. Her feet hurt like mad. Appearances were everything in this world. 

Astella looked at her sore wrist and saw it was turning black with a bruise. She wished she had brought some ice to put on it, but hoped no one would see it. She pulled her sleeve down over the bruise, even though her sleeves were sheer. Someone was in one of the stalls. Astella did not pay attention because after all they were in a restroom. The stall opened and Cara stepped out of the stall. She looked like 10 million dollars. Her bright red ball gown was stunning. 

Astella was surprised for a second, then she said, “Well hello Cara. How are you?” 

Cara looked aggravated to see Astella, still she answered, “I’m well thank you.” “Good, it is nice to see you, again.” Astella said brightly as she exited the restroom. To be honest she was a little pissed. 

Cara had said she was going for a visit to Africa to take medication to the doctors so they could treat the children’s illnesses, assist with buying clothing for them, and help dig wells for clean water. She had said she would be gone for 4 weeks. It had only been 3 days since Astella dropped her off at the airport.

Astella cleared it from her mind, and tried to focus on the event. The night was a tremendous success for the children. Astella was very proud how everything happened so effortless. She was motioned to the stage to thank all the children and the patrons for their efforts, and to introduce the famous Renoir for their viewing pleasure. 

It was encased in a bullet proof clear container. Astella asked that no one photograph the painting as to save the integrity of it. She unveiled it, then stepped from the stage, as people lined up to see the lost treasure. The audiences loved seeing it.

The next morning Astella flew back to Maine, her main offices. There were 3 beautiful arrangements of flowers, one from her boss, one from the New Mexico Art Museum to congratulate her on another well done event, and a third arrangement from Mark Yorke. She called for her assistant, Garland, and asked her to put Mr. Yorke’s flowers in the foyer. “Please take them with you when you leave for the day. Keep them, give them away or throw them away.” She instructed her assistant. Garland came back with a card that was buried in the flowers. It read, “You were stunning last night. Have dinner with me.” His infatuation with her was disgusting. She wondered why a grown man could not take no for an answer?

His actions last night were those of a spoiled child. For a second, she thought of taking a picture of her injured wrist and sending it to him, but he would probably get excited to get a response from her.

Astella had previously discussed this situation with her superior. He was sympathetic to her plight, and said, “Give it some time. He will get bored and find another.” 

She knocked on her supervisor, Randy Sanders, door, “Hey do you have a few minutes?” He smiled and said, “For you always. I understand last night was a huge success. I am so proud of you. Another outstanding event, all due to you.” Astella smiled a sad smile, and said, “Thank you.” She sat down in one of the antique chairs in front of his desk. “I’m a little tired this morning. I tried to sleep on the airplane but there was too much on my mind.” 

“What’s wrong?”  “Randy, it’s about Mark Yorke. He forced me to dance with him last night. I said, no and he forced me to the dance floor against my will. I almost fell. Once on the dance floor I explained how busy I am and that I do not have time for dating. I was honest, but not too honest. I did not disclose that I was recently divorced and that it was too early to date. I didn’t tell him that I don’t like him. He asked me to dinner again, and I said no. He finished the dance, then stormed off leaving me alone on the dance floor, his face red as fire, but not before doing this.” She pulled up her sleeve, and showed Randy her badly bruised wrist. The bruise was half way up her forearm. 

“This morning, he sends another flower arrangement. I don’t know what else to do. I can barely use my right hand it hurst so bad. I hid my arm behind my back for the last half of the event.”

At first, Randy’s face appeared to have felt sympathy for her, but then he cleared his throat and said, “Astella, last night Mark made a three million dollar donation to this museum and agreed to sponsor all future gifted children’s educations.

Now you know that will buy a lot of art, media coverage, children’s education, and pay all of our salaries and expenses. Would it really kill you to go to dinner with the guy? You don’t have to marry him.” 

Astella was shocked. “Randy, since when have we ever let donors or benefactors dictate anything we do?” “Well, this is different. He is bringing a lot of money and has pledged more...” Astella stood up, not allowing him to finish his sentence and curtly said, “Excuse me please.” 

She went straight to her office and typed up a resignation letter. Tears rimmed her eyes because it hurt to type with her wrist so badly injured, but she did it. After she typed the letter, she put it in an envelope and placed it in her purse. She went to lunch, and used her cell phone to connect to her contact in Paris. “John Pierre, do you still want me for your auditor, authenticator, event planner and hostess? I seem to have an opening in my career.”

The owner, John Pierre Ascout, squealed with delight, “Yes cheri, oh yes, we want you.” “Are the benefits and proposed salary still the same?” “We can increase the salary if it will get you here.” 

Astella chuckled and said, “No Pierre, just email me the contract to my personal email address, if I agree to your terms, I will sign it electronically and send it right back. I will need less than one month to wrap up everything I have here, selling my home, finding another home there, having my personal belongings sent there.” 

John Pierre said, “Cheri, I have a niece who is in real estate. Would it be okay for her to send you some available properties for you to look at here? She only represents high end clients. Her name is Marie Dubua.” Astella said, “That would be very helpful John Pierre. Thank you.” It took him 2 seconds to email the employment contract. She signed it electronically, and immediately returned it to him.

Astella went home. Looking around she saw all of the beautiful things she had collected over the years, while visiting museums all over the world. Some boxes were not even unpacked from the move to the new townhouse. Life had been good to her, so she didn’t have any regrets, except for the horrible marriage but she had survived. She would miss her position at the Maine Art Museum, but it was time to make a change. They had many choices to make for her replacement, but she knew they would suffer a loss with her absence.

She just couldn’t let another man dictate her life anymore. Especially an ego maniac that would purposely physically hurt her. She couldn’t understand why suddenly Randy was pimping her out to the highest bidder, and Astella refuse to have any of that happen to her. 

Her home telephone rang 3 or 4 times. Randy left 2 messages asking her to call him back if she was there. She ignored his calls. She called a friend in real estate and asked her to come over. Francine came immediately. “Darling, I came a soon as I could.” Francine said breathlessly. Astella couldn’t help but giggle, as she assumed she was parked outside her townhouse. “Francine, I want to sell this townhouse immediately” Francine did not ask questions as to why, she went from room to room assessing the value of the home. “Astella, we can put her on the market for 1.5 million. 

The new owners can pay closing cost, and of course my fee.” Astella said, “That is fine.” Coincidently, Francine had a contract in her brief case. They sat at the kitchen island and Astella signed it.

That the evening, Astella went back to the office. Randy had left for the day. She placed her resignation letter on his secretary’s desk, then she went to her office and packed up her belongings. She called the night watchman to come and help her. She needed him to carry the boxes down to her car, her wrist hurt badly. “Ma’am you will be sorely missed for sure. You are the only one who ever treated me with real respect. Thank you, and I hope you have a good life away from here.” 

She hugged him, and pushed (3) $100.00 (one hundred dollar) bills into his hand. “Nicholi, you always do a great job. I will miss you too.” He watched her drive away, and felt sad. 

When she got home, she called Livingston moving company to make an appointment for them to pack up her belongings and send them to the port, to be transferred to Paris. Later that night, Astella sat on her sofa drinking a glass of wine. She felt liberated, putting her foot down, and standing up for herself.

Her computer dinged, alerting her of an email. It was from John Pierre’s niece, Marie. There were 6 homes that she wanted Astella to consider. Astella loved all of them.  However, there were 2 that really caught her attention. The home that was right outside of the city. It was brand new, the interior was stunning, and the exterior was old world. It had 20 acres that had wine vineyards. She emailed Marie and asked, “If I purchase the one with vineyards, who will work the vineyards?” 

Marie answered immediately. “You will get 30 employees to collect the grapes, and a manager who works year round to take care of the crops, and sell the grapes to a wine cellar. 

All you have to do is keep money in an account for the workers to be paid.” Astella answered, “Hmm this may be intimidating for one woman. How about the other house 28 miles from Paris with just 10 acres?” 

Marie immediately responded, “It’s away from the vineyard. It’s large, newly refreshed, with the finest finishes. I am forwarding the pictures now, and the price. Let me know what you think.” Astella looked at all 30 pictures that Marie sent. She fell in love with the huge house. She wrote Marie back, “This is the one I want.” 

Marie was thrilled. She was more than thrilled. Rarely did she show a house and sell it within 30 minutes.  She had to remember to send her Uncle John Pierre a large expensive gift basket.

“Astella, I am sending the contract. Please have your attorney overlook it, then sign it and return it to me. Let me know about the financing. Also, I have a contact in Parliament, that can fast track your residency Visa, if you are sure you want to be a permanent citizen of France. Are you planning on staying here full time or sharing your citizenship with the US?” “No, I am changing my citizen status to France citizen. I would appreciate the extra help with that. I have a travel Visa for work. I will see my attorney in the morning, then my banker, and have him wire all the funds to you to purchase the house.” Maria hesitated, then said, “You are making one payment for the entire house?” “Yes. I will have my bank contact you. You will give them your information so they can pay you.” Marie was stunned, then said, “That would be incredible. Thank you. I know you will love it here.” “Thank you, Marie. I am having my car, and belongings shipped immediately.”

Astella smiled. She said to herself, ‘Wow girl. You get things done, and with a quickness.’  A new life sounded wonderful to Astella. No looking at places that reminded her of her failed marriage, no Mark Yorke to harass her.  

She was sure this was a stellar move on her part. Astella dreaded the showdown with Randy. He was melodramatic, and would act like she ruined his life because she was leaving.

They had been so close once, like brother and sister, but he completely severed that bond when he tried to make her go out with Mark Yorke, especially after seeing that he physically hurt her. She went to the hospital to make sure her wrist wasn’t broken, because it was throbbing so bad. The doctor said it was severely sprained and wrapped it with an elastic bandage. He gave her a prescription for 800 Motrin for the pain.

Once back at her house, she went into her room and pulled her Globe Trotter suitcases out and began to pack them with everything she wanted to take on the flight. Before she knew it the time was 4 am. She lay across her bed and slept for 3 hours. By 8 am her telephone was ringing off the hook.

She instinctively knew it was Randy, definitely in a panic. Astella knew she had been an important part of Randy’s team, but she also knew when it was time to move on. She had always told herself, ‘If there ever comes a time when I am unhappy, I will move on.’ That time was now. She had worked for 10 Museums all over the United States. After she had built them up, she moved on.

That meeting with her attorney went well. He approved the housing contract. She swore him to secrecy about her new address. “I’m starting over.” From there she went to her bank and had them wire the money to Marie for the full amount of the house. Marie telephoned her to thank her. “You will be very happy here Mademoiselle.”

To Astella’s surprise the movers came on the 2nd day and began packing up her home. The real estate agent was anxious to show the house. 

Astella told her, “Listen the house is in disarray because the movers are here. They should be finished in the next 2 days.” Francine was eager to get in and take pictures. Astella sighed and said, “Yes, I will be here at 2:00 for you and and I will give you the keys” “Awesome, thank you!” Astella rolled her eyes. She hadn’t had enough sleep and was a little grouchy.

She went to see Randy. He was devastated and furious all in one. “I cannot believe you would leave me.” “Randy I am not breaking up with you. I have served my purpose here, and it’s time to move on.” “Where are you going?” Astella smiled and said, “Anywhere I want to. You have been a wonderful employer and I appreciate the good times.” “I still cannot believe you would leave. I should sue you!” Astella smiled, “My contract was up 5 months ago. You never bothered to renewed it, making me a free agent.” “Then I refuse to give you a good reference.” Astella laughed and said, “I don’t need a reference. My work speaks for itself.” 

She stood up and extended her hand for a handshake, he turned away from her and said, “If this is about Mark Yorke...” Astella chuckled and said, “I do not let men like Mark Yorke or even you, dictate my life choices. He is of no consequence to me. However, I do hope you will protect the other women you employ in the future. As you know, Mr. Yorke is relentless in his pursuit of anything he wants.” Astella turned to leave and Randy’s voice cracked as he said, “I will miss you. We have accomplished a lot together.” Astella smiled and nodded yes, then walked out of his office.

She still had a couple of hours before her final meeting with the real estate agent, so she went to a restaurant, Lesley’s, to eat lunch.

It was a higher end place; however, they were familiar with her, and didn’t mind if she did not wear her Chanel suit to lunch. “Will madam be dining alone?” the maître D asked. She smiled and said, “Yes Trevor. It’s just me today.” 

She said, goodbye to Trevor at the end of her meal. “I have loved eating here. This been my absolute favorite restaurant. You are an amazing server. I will miss you. “Trevor looked sad and said, “I wish I could eat one meal with you.” Astella smiled and said, “Thank you so much. Maybe one day we will share a meal.” This made him smile. Hope always makes people feel better. Astella finished her glass of iced tea. She was deep in thought. Her life was taking a major change.

There were so many emotions. She would miss Randy and the museum. Her assistants were very talented; and they had been loyal. 

She was relieved to be selling her townhouse. A different waiter startled her as he said, Can we get you anything else? She smiled and said, “No, thank you.” “My pleasure,” he said with a smile. The food was delicious there. She would miss the excellent food, and its flirty staff. 

As Astella was walking out, she saw Mark Yorke and Cara walking in. Cara looked upset. It was Astella who spoke to them first. “Hello. I trust both of you are doing well.” Mark pulled Cara closer to him and said, “Yes, we are both extremely well. Thank you for asking.” Cara looked at the floor, not making eye contact. Astella said, “I won’t keep you. Have a great day you two,” then she strolled out the door.

Astella didn’t let it bother her. She hardly knew Cara; they were not exactly friends. And she knew she couldn’t stand Mark Yorke. She was happy to get away from his cruel, nonsensical behavior.

The real estate agent was right on time, and she brought a client with her. Astella had asked that the workers take a lunch break between 2 and 3 pm to give the agent time to show the house. They were nearly finished moving the furniture into their large truck

. The client was excited about the property. “It is so large, and tastefully decorated. I love the huge windows and French doors leading to the patio. She raved about the kitchen, and all of the bedrooms having their own bathroom.  “You better pounce on this one Vie. I shall have no problem selling this home. There are 3 other families looking at this property.” Astella telephoned her attorney and gave the agents name, and gave him permission to close on the house when it sold. The agent would give the money to the attorney and he would deposit it to Astella’s bank account. He would call her and she would have the bank transfer it to her new bank account in France. 

After her meeting with the agent, she wanted a drink. She went to the pub where she had met Cara. The bartender was happy to see her, “Hello beautiful. Where on earth have you been?” 

“Oh, you know, working.” The bartender was a would be writer, who couldn’t find the words to write. “Have you written anything lately?” he asked. “I have not. I have been so busy. But I dare say I will continue very soon.” She was determined to send him a copy of her book when or if she ever finished it. Since no one else was there, (it was a little early for some of the regulars) he chatted her up with ideas he had for his book. Astella listened patiently and commented when he took a breath. It was fun to discuss writing with him. “So much up here, and I don’t know where to start.” He said sadly pointing to his head. 

Astella felt for him, “Listen, take this advice, write one sentence a day. It is a start. Fear and doubt kill more dreams than failure ever will. You have to take the first, second and last step. Let’s say you walked from the bar to the front door. Wouldn’t have to take steps?” He nodded yes. “Then push yourself to make the steps. You wont regret it. There is an old saying, “You cannot fail if you don’t try.” I , personally, have a notebook that I jot down my ideas in. When I get ready to write, I sometimes use one of those ideas or phrases. Starting activates your desire to throw yourself into your passion. But you have to start.” He said, “Thank you so much. I will take your advice. You really know how to break it down. You inspire me.”

The door suddenly opened and Cara walked in. Astella didn’t know if she was interested in talking to Cara, but to her surprise Cara did the talking. “I am sorry I reacted the way I did when I saw you at the event. I knew that you had taken me to the airport a few days prior. The truth is my travel plans were canceled when soldiers started to fight in the area I was assigned to go to. They deemed it unsafe for me to come.” 

Astella smiled and said, “Cara, you do not owe me any kind of explanation. You are grown. I am grown. All I did was give you a ride to the airport.” “Yes, I know but it looked suspicious, you seeing me at that event.” “Yes, I was surprised to see both of you there. I made the guest list and neither of you were on the list.”

“I didn’t even know it was your event until I entered the building and saw my date’s invitation.” Astella held up her hand. She knew Cara was lying again as she had not invited Mark Yorke to the gala, so he had no invitation. Astella said, “Cara again, I don’t care. It’s great to see you again. I have to run.”  

She threw a twenty dollar bill down; abandoning what was left of her drink, grabbed her purse, and waved goodbye to the smiling bartender. “Take care Cara.” she said over her shoulder, as she walked out.

Astella was sick to tears of fake people. The world was so full of them. She headed home for the last time. The town house was completely packed up and the contents on their way to France. She called for a car, then the door man to pick up her and her suitcases and take them to the hotel. 

The movers had already stored her Audi in a container to ship to her new location. Everything was happening so fast. Astella never dreamed her life could change so quickly. Who knew that the pain that Mark Yorke applied to her wrist was enough to send her reeling? She had a moment of sadness about leaving Randy, but if her superior would not defend her honor, she would take things into her own hands. 

The limousine took her to the Plaza hotel. She spent 2 nights there, writing, eating, sleeping and watching television. Astella did revisit everything that happened on the event night. She believed she was absolutely right to upend her life and move.

She sent her assistants beautiful fruit arrangements and expressed her gratitude to them for years of wonderful service. She would miss them, but Randy, the more money she made him, the more out of touch he seemed to be. Had he been in his right mind he would have realized Astella could get ten other families to donate 5 million dollars apiece, and not be wooed by just 1 person giving 3 million dollars. However, he fell prey to Mr. Mark Yorke’s charm and bribery. It was Mark Yorke’s ticket to attend every event at the Maine Art Museum. Randy knew Mark was playboy of the art world. Mark believed everyone had a price. He was right about Randy, but not about Astella. 

There was a notification on her computer. It was letting her know that the museum had deposited $150,000 (one hundred and fifty thousand dollars into her account.) She knew that was her last check and a bonus from the last event. Another notification was a deposit of $800,000 from her 401k.

On the next morning as she checked out at the front desk, the clerk said, “Oh I almost forgot. You have a message.” She handed Astella a note in a large envelope. Astella thanked her, and left the Plaza hotel. She put the envelope in her purse, unopened, and proceeded outside to her waiting car. 

The driver took her to the airport to start her new life. She had a message on her cellphone that the townhouse had sold.

Astella was not gorgeous, she knew that, but she always felt secure in her professional decisions. She always went first class on the airlines, and everyone who knew her, knew it. This time it was her new employer who had provided her with a first class ticket on the Skyway Airline. It was a nice gesture on their behalf. 

Astella settled into her posh first class area. It was a beautiful spot, very feminine, the cashmere throw, the goose down pillows, it was comforting. She kept the window shade pulled down, no sense in causing herself any unnecessary anxiety. She pulled out one of her journals and began writing. It felt great to put down some thoughts. Astella loved to write, but when she was super busy the words just would not come. She made a to do list, and a goal section for her new life. She changed notebooks and began to work on a fiction short story she had been writing for months. She was always too busy or too tired to add to the story. Before she knew it, she had written 43 pages, front and back. 

The story was interesting, about two, 12 year old twin sisters who were abandoned by their parents. They lived on a farm and raised their 3 year old brother, without anyone knowing their parents were gone. They lived on the farm for the next 15 years without anyone realizing it. 

It was so sad that Astella found herself crying over her own work. She finally put the journal away, and ate her favorite dinner, roast beef, baby potatoes in cream sauce, green beans, yeast rolls, and carrot cake for dessert. Astella smiled and prayed, ‘Thank you God for inventing first class.’ She was sleepy after such a wonderful dinner, and she took a book out of her purse, deciding to read until she fell asleep. 

It was Lilly Buchanan’s newest book, Grabbing a Tiger by the Tail.  Astella was a huge fan of Lilly’s, and her books never disappointed. She only read about 10 pages before her eyes begin to close. Astella slept great. She always tried not to think about being on a plane, it calmed her and she was relaxed enough to have good dreams.

After sleeping for about 3 hours, she woke up and asked the stewardess for a cup of hot tea. It was brought to her along with a biscotti on the side. She picked up her book and continued reading. It took her about an hour to finish the book. Lilly Buchanan wrote short stories but they were interesting. Astella loved how detailed her characters were. Astella really didn’t have the time to read long novels, so Lilly’s short stories were perfect for her. 

Astella knew that she needed to put more description into her own characters. However, she usually was so quick to write a summary, that she omitted describing people or places as she should.  

She made a vow to herself to work on correcting that because readers needed to be able to envision who they are reading about, and understand what in the world is going on in the story. Astella had a deep, dark secret. She longed to be a bestselling author one day. She knew she had a lot of learning to do. She wanted to write fiction, not about art or it’s community. Not to say there were not some weird characters in the art world. She could tell you about hundreds of them, but they would be easily identified and she would be sued. 

She loved art, but she needed an identity outside of work. After the long ride, she finally made it to London. When she arrived, a car was waiting to take her to her new home. It was an hour’s drive to her new home town Possiy from Paris. Which was fine with Astella. The quiet ride seemed to relax her. She decided to put her past behind her.

She probably wouldn’t like traveling into town by car everyday, so early in the morning, but the evening drive would be nice. Marie, the real estate agent had informed her that she could take the train and be in the city in 19 minutes. Although that would have been more convenient, Astella had a huge dislike for trains. Her favorite Aunt Maureen had been killed when a train derailed 14 years ago, and she just couldn’t make herself get on a train. 

Aunt Maureen was her mother’s sister, and her favorite person in the world. She is the one who exposed Astella to art when she was very young, and helped her uncover her love of it. 

It turned out the driver, Marcello Galbina, was employed by Astella and she did not even know it. When they arrived at her new home, she tried to tip him. He smiled and said, “Madam, you pay me every week. I am your personal driver. This is your personal car.”

Astella giggled and said, “I had no idea. I am terribly sorry I didn’t talk more. I think I have a little jet lag. My name is Astella Bergman. It is very nice to meet you.” “The pleasure is all mine.” “What do you do when you are not driving me around?” “I assist with maintaining the gardens. I have a great love for the gardens especially the flowers. I also help Mrs. Stern and Teresa with any chores they need me to do. However, now that you are here, I work around your schedule.” He then began to unload Astella’s luggage. She took her purse and carry-on bag inside. The house was absolutely beautiful. Astella couldn’t help but think this was the most gorgeous man she had ever seen.

She and Marcello walked through, what was basically a small castle. There were 8 bedrooms, 4 full bathrooms, and 3 half baths, a huge kitchen, a formal dining room, a den, a living room, a huge library, and 2 offices.

One for Astella and one office for the manager of the house. The housekeeper, Margarite, came running to her. “Please excuse my tardiness. I am Margarite, the head housekeeper. It is so nice to meet you.”

“Hello Margarite. I am Astella Bergman.” “It is so nice to meet you.” The house keeper gushed. “Our cook, Mrs. Stern is busy in the kitchen, but you will meet her soon.” A young woman walked up and introduced herself, “Hello Miss Bergman. I am Teresa, the manager of the house.” Astella said, “Hello. Why do I need a manager of the house?” 

Teresa smiled and said, “Well, you have 6 horses, a rather large home and a large staff. I am sure with your career you will not have the time to manage them full time. If you find in 3 months that you do not need me, I will leave your service. However, you will find that I manage your employees quite well. I keep their time, so we can pay them correctly.

I order all food, supplies for the house, and ensure the medical care of the horses. If there are any discrepancies, I handle them, if someone steals from you or are negligent in any manner, I dismiss them. You will rarely see any of the employees, except for cook, your driver and the stable boys when you visit the horses.” Astella said, “Wow! Teresa you are going to be invaluable to me. Thank you for all you do.” Teresa smiled and said, “It is my sincere pleasure ma’am.”

Marcello followed her around with her luggage until she picked a master bedroom. He placed her luggage near the side of her bed. He opened the curtains to let the light in. The sunshine made the room look even more beautiful. “Marcello? How many horses do I own?” “Mademoiselle, you own exactly 5 and ½ horses.” Five and ½?” “Yes ma’am, Elly just had a colt.” They both chuckled. “Marcello, I would like for you to call me Astella please.” 

He smiled and said, “Outside of the house I can, but inside the house Mrs. Stern insist we follow protocol.” “Mrs. Stern?” “She is the house cook, head of mannerism, ruler of the universe and lover of all people. You will adore her.”

She looked at Marcello for a minute when he was not looking. He could be a model on GQ Magazine. He was deliciously handsome. He asked her, “Shall l stay with you while you tour the house?” Yes please.”
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Chapter 4
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They continued to walk through the house. She was notating changes she wanted to make. Marcello was still with her on her tour, also to make sure that she didn’t need anything. Mrs. Stern made her appearance. “You will love this house and your staff. We are very caring people. Anything special that you need please tell Teresa and she will handle things. Since you are from across the pond, I will need a list of things you like to eat please.” Astell smiled at Mrs. Stern and agreed to make a list for her. Astella asked Marcello about construction companies. “There are some changes I would like to make to the house.” He recommended several construction companies that had good reputations and he knew the owners personally. She wrote the names down. The next thing Astella did was contact a heating and air conditioning company she knew, in the US and they accepted her offer to come, and install 3 huge, central heating and air conditioning units, and one smaller one in the pool house. She let them know that they would also have to install the vents, as this house was not set up for central heat and air. She asked Teresa to purchase their round trip plane tickets, and pay the cost for the units and their equipment to be transported to the residence. The 4 men left the US that next morning heading to her home. 

Upon Astella’s request, Marcello invited the 2 construction companies to interview with Astella. After interviewing them, she hired them both because Marcello had recommended them. It was a most expensive way to do things, but she didn’t care. It would get things completed faster. Mrs. Stern called for her to eat dinner. She went downstairs and walked into a feast. The food was wonderful. She slept like a rock in her new house.

The next day she request Marcello come with her when the 2 project managers from the construction companies arrived. They took notes as they followed her throughout the house. “I want the kitchen to be moved to that wall over there so that cook can look out of the large window to see the gardens.  I want a Viking gas stove with 8 burners, 2 ovens, all in blue with copper accessories. An industrial sized refrigerator, a huge double copper sink and a lot of counter space. I also want a huge island topped with white veined marble top, 2 chandeliers and brass accessories. I want a room to be used strictly for baking. Granite counter tops and shelves for baking equipment and supplies.  I need you to build 2 pantries, one for food storage and such, and one for dishes.  She showed them where she wanted the pantries to be, and where to relocate the kitchen sink I want real wood floors and wooden beams to make the ceilings seem not so high. 

She took a break to call her new employer, John Pierre. He was thrilled to hear from her. “How was your flight over the pond my dear?” “It was lovely. Thank you for my divine first class ticket. The area was luxurious. It didn’t even feel like I was in the air.” 

“Well, you are a first class lady.” He said sweetly. “When you are ready, come see me.” “It will be sooner than you think. I can hardly wait to see you!” “I can’t wait either. I have missed you Cheri’.  

“Thank you so very much. I will come see you on Wednesday, next week.” “Perfect, I will take you to lunch.” “That sounds wonderful John Pierre. Talk to you soon.” And they both hung up. Each smiling and happy to hear from the other. 

3 days later the air conditioning crew arrived with all of their equipment. Teresa had booked them all rooms in a nearby bed and breakfast that was 7 miles from Astella’s home. 

She had Teresa hire a box truck for them to use while installing the air conditioning units. and a pickup truck with a map for personal use. It would make things more convenient for them. She didn’t want them getting lost, until her air-conditioner was installed.

Astella continued her wish list for the construction crews to do. Astella wanted claw foot bath tub in the down stairs bathroom on the main floor. She met with the tile man, the granite man, and the painters. She picked out her own colors and was a genius at bringing it all together. She valued beauty over price. She didn’t mind paying extra, as long as the job was done correctly. 

Astella wanted all the fireplaces to be redone. She wanted a fireplace in the kitchen for Mrs. Stern, but the Livingroom and dining room were open floor plan. She wanted to have walk in fireplaces, (5 foot tall) and deep, with huge openings for the fire; a huge walk in closet in her room and deep closets built for 4 of the bedrooms, she also wanted the bathroom vanities to have granite or marble counter tops.  She asked for a double vanity in her bathroom, and two toilets to be in a tiny room of its own to grant privacy when in use. She wanted her home office to be huge and near her bedroom. She wanted a large library too.

Astella approached the construction owners, about them building a beautiful covered patio with an outdoor kitchen. They were a little taken back. A kitchen on the outside? On the patio? That was something that most homes did not have, however, as she explained how she wanted it set up, he could see it in his imagination and agreed to do it.  “One more thing please, I would like a swimming pool.” The construction owners were shocked and said, “Madam, we will have to bring in someone from a faraway area to build you a pool. That too is not something that is typically asked for in this town. 

Normally expensive hotels are the only ones who have swimming pools.” “I don’t care who you have to bring in. I would like a pool.” He smiled at her and said, “Yes ma’am.” She gave him the measurements of the pool she wanted and he marked it down for future references. He said, “The swimming pool will be the last installation, once the home construction is complete.” “That is perfectly fine.” As she walked away, he shook his head and ran his fingers through his hair. That night the construction manager hired 12 additional skilled laborers to work on her home. 

Astella had Teresa rent hotel rooms for all of the staff during the construction. Only the stable boys would be left behind with the horses. The staff was not happy about going to a hotel, but once they got settled in, they felt like they were on vacation. Of course Mrs. Stern was cleaning all of their rooms and borrowing the maids vacuums, much to their chagrin. Teresa took food to the stable boys every day.

The day after the staff relocated to the hotel, Astella and Marcello went on their first antique shopping spree. She hoped for, and found chandeliers for the kitchen, the dining room, her bedroom, 2 guest bedrooms and all bathrooms. She bought several pieces of antique furniture, antique bedroom suites for the guest bedrooms. Book cases for the library, 2 stunning sofas, side tables and lamps for the den, mirrors of all sizes, accessories for all of the rooms. Astella spent so much money, the stores begged to come back soon. 

Her driver Marcello was in awe of her talent for finding treasures. She was ruthless, not fearful to dive deep and get dirty searching for wonderful items. He jumped right in, to help her move heavy things to get to the desired things. Her own antique furniture, and car were scheduled to arrive on the 4th week. The movers helped her place everything, but the painters came right behind them and moved it all to a huge empty room and covered it all with huge sheets of plastic, to prevent paint splatters on them. It felt good to think of her old pieces. There would be some comfort in seeing them. 

Astella loved antique furniture. The desk she had for 20 years would look out of place in her new home office. She thought, ‘Perhaps I will move it to another room.’

John Pierre telephoned her and asked her to come into town. “I promised you a luxurious lunch.” She giggled and said, “Okay, I will be there in your office by 2 PM.” “Thank you dear. I will see you then.” Astella showered and put on her Chanel suit. She looked stunning. All of the crews stopped and stared. She blushed and said, “All of you get back to work. Have you never seen a woman in a suit?” The construction owner, said “Not one as elegant as you.” The guys started to clap. She laughed, and shook her head and headed for the car. She thought to herself, “Well in their defense, they have only saw me in blue jeans and t-shirts.” Marcello smiled as he held the car door for her. “I hope you don’t mind, my saying how nice you look madam.” Astella blushed and said, “Thank you for noticing.” They talked for the hours drive about all the fun they had shopping.

Teresa telephoned her and told her that the home staff was still not completely thrilled with her when they were relocated to a beautiful hotel nearby, until the construction was complete. She met with them the next day. With Marcello by her side, she had to explain to them again that a construction zone is very dangerous if you are not a skilled construction worker. Astella made sure Teresa paid for their rooms, their meals, any transportation that they needed, and anything they wanted at all. “I ask you to please consider this a vacation before a new start of a wonderful relationship.” Marcello pleaded with them with his eyes, and they all clapped for their new lady of the house.  

Only the stable boys stayed behind on the property to care for the horses but they were happy with the extra cash. Teresa went there every 3 days to make sure everything was running smooth. She gave them money for their meals, or delivered their meals. The town of Possiy had a restaurant that they and the construction teams ate at daily. 

Astella was excited to see John Pierre. He had been a great friend, and a huge fan of her work. They had emailed and telephoned back and forth ever since they met at one of her events in California, years prior. He loved to email her little jokes and funny pictures. 

To prepare for that magnificent event that she had met John Pierre, she had traveled from Minnesota to Paris for the event presenting Jacopo Tintoretto’s, The Last Supper. It was on loan from Turkey. Astella remembered how terrible the negotiations had been with Turkey. They wanted a million dollar deposit in case something happened to the painting. She counter offered a million dollar insurance policy on the painting and also offered to fly the government official to Minnesota to oversee the painting. He laughed at her when he arrogantly declined her offer to come to the United States. 

He hated doing business with a woman, and it was obvious he had much distain for her. She told John Pierre, “I don’t know why he hates me so much. I’ve never been married to him.” They laughed heartily. “It’s not you dear. They do not value any woman.” Early on in the negations the Turkish man had demanded a man to negotiate with him, but Astella stood her ground and her museum backed her up when she explained to him, he would have to work with her.  Eventually she was granted permission to come to Turkey and pick up the famous painting. 

It traveled with her in first class on the airplane. 4 armed American guards accompanied her. She had purchased the painting its own First class airline ticket since she couldn’t place it in the cargo section under the airplane. 

An army of armed guards escorted her from the airplane to a private car, they followed her to the museum and staff was waiting to put the painting behind a bullet proof clear, encasement. The entire thing was exhausting for Astella, but she accomplished what many said she could not.

She walked into John Pierre’s office and he ran to hug her. “Cheri, you look amazing. I am so happy to have you here.” He kissed her all over her face, causing her to laugh heartily. “We need to leave now. I have our reservation for us at Le Rallye Du Nord. You will love the food. I have already asked them to prepare something American for you.  French food can be so intimidating at first. It is something you have too gradually warm up to.” 

Astella laughed and said, “Thank you for that John Pierre.” They walked down to his waiting car. “Tell me about these renovations you are doing to your new home. I have to admit I was surprised when you told me you have taken on such a project. Marie said you loved the house as soon as you saw it. Will you need more time before coming to work?” “No, I will not need more time. Yes, I do love the house. I just want to make it mine. They have my requests and I feel sure my home manager will see that it comes together in a timely manner. It was already a beautiful home, but I had distinct ideas I wanted, and the laborers are making it happen. I can’t stay there and lose my mind in a construction zone, so I will probably sublet an apartment when I begin work since the project will take some time.”  

The waiter approached with the table with the menus. John Pierre asked Astella, “Would you allow me to order for you?” She smiled and said, “Yes please.”  John Pierre said, “Send the chef please.” The chef came and said he would send the earlier requested items to be tested and the American food at the end of the test. Lunch was amazing. John Pierre had ordered a small, lovely salad for Astella, along with a pork tenderloin, and scalloped potatoes.

After lunch, John Pierre was giddy. “I just can’t believe my luck Astella. I am so honored to have you work for me. 

I have never met a person as passionate as you are about art.  Poor Randy must be suicidal.” Astella chuckled and said, “I doubt that, but I know he was not happy with my leaving. I need to share something personal with you that might explain my departure from Randy. I want you to understand, after you hear me, if you don’t want me to stay I will not be angry with you.” John Pierre leaned in close, he just knew Randy had tried to molest her. However, Astella said, “I went through a terribly sad divorce. He never loved me. He loved our lifestyle. We were not married long, maybe 10 months. I had to pay a large settlement just to get away from him. It did not affect my work. I never even told anyone about it. 

Then during one of our events, a man started pursing me. His name is Mark Yorke. Very handsome, very rich, but has a horrid reputation as a womanizer, an abuser, and a cheat. The kind of man that loves to destroy women. That was definitely not the kind of man I would ever be interested in. I am not interested in any man right now. My injured heart still smarts. Another thing, Mark Yorke twisted my wrist twice, after forcing me to dance with him at an event. He bruised it badly at the last event I hosted.” She showed him. The bruise was still visible, only it had turned green with a little purple. “Oh, my dear, I am so sorry. Some monsters are men.” 

“Truer words have never been spoken. Anyhow, this Mark Yorke was relentless. He sent flowers every other day, for nearly 2 years, with cards asking me to go on a date with him. It was his way of intimidating me, or forcing his hand with me. I had my secretary send a note announcing each time that the flowers were nice but I was too busy to date. It only seemed to inflame his desire to date me. He had his secretary telephoned 2 or 3 times a day. My secretary screened my calls, so I didn’t have to speak to him on the telephone.  I went to Randy several times to complain. At first, he told me to stand firm, that men like Mr. Yorke would eventually tire of the pursuit and move on to other willing women. 

The main problem was the man was stalking me. Every event I hosted, he was always there invited or not, and would corner me into a dance. The last event, I told him no I did not want to dance.  Like I said, he forced me to the dance floor, twisted my wrist, hurting me after I had said no thank you. I finally told him to his face, ‘I am too busy. I do not want to date you or anyone else.’”
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