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      I am living a life most people only dream of.  I am in that exclusive Executive Assistant club where your job requires you to wear designer clothes, travel the world on a private jet, stay in five star hotels and eat at some of the best restaurants in the world.  This dream life is courtesy of my boss slash boyfriend.

      Absorbing the amazing view from my office overlooking the heart of San Francisco, I can’t help shake the feeling my boyfriend is keeping something from me.

      I never set out to get involved with Phillippe.  It just happened.  Honestly, when I told him I didn’t believe in pre-marital sex, I thought he would have bolted.  Instead, he said he was willing to date me on my terms.

      We’ve been together several months and things were fine.  At least I thought they were until a few weeks ago.  My mother asked, let me rephrase that, she strongly requested to meet Phillippe.

      What was I thinking?  It was a disaster.  My mother was rude and nasty.  I was so embarrassed.  Phillippe spent the afternoon dodging my mother’s evil side eye and barrage of questions and insinuations.

      We survived brunch and left with Phillippe determined to win my mother over.  However, I overheard part of a conversation today that makes me think Phillippe is about to stick a fork in our relationship.

      “Hey, Gabby.”

      I cringed, exhaled and turned around with a fake smile.  “Hey, Tony.  What’s up?”

      “Wanna grab some lunch?”

      “That would be great, but…give me eight minutes.”

      “Eight?”

      “Yes.  I need to shut things down.  I’ll meet you at the elevator.”

      “Cool…see you in eight.”

      Before I confronted Phillippe, I needed information.  One of the best resources to cull information is always a man’s best friend.  I put my computer to sleep, picked up my phone and bag, and met Tony at the elevator.

      “What do you have a taste for?” he asked.

      “I don’t know.  Want to go to the restaurant?”

      The restaurant, Bistro Noir is one of  Phillippe’s passion ventures.  We eat lunch or dinner there at least once a week.  It keeps the staff on their toes, because they never know when Phillippe or one of us will pop in to check on things.  Seeing my time for comp meals there might be coming to an end, I was definitely going to jump at the opportunity to eat there.

      “Sounds good to me.  I could go for one of chef’s steaks.”  Tony patted his stomach.

      “I think I’ll try a pizza or one of the specials.”  Chef sent the menu over every day so we knew what he was serving.  The restaurant is farm to table, with half of the menu changing daily.  I have a few favorites, but I also love trying the specials.

      We pulled into the restaurant’s parking garage.  Tony got out, walked around, opened the door and helped me out.  “Thank you, sir.”

      “You’re welcome, mademoiselle.”  He smiled.

      We entered and went straight to Phillippe’s table.  It was at the rear allowing a clear view of the main dining room.

      Chef immediately came out to the table and said,  “Hello, Miss Gabriella” as he kissed the back of my hand.

      “Hello.”

      “Tony.” He stood up and shook the chef’s hand.  “Sit down.  This is a surprise.”

      Tony sat back down.  “I need one of your steaks.”

      “Will you be sharing like you did the other night or…”

      Tony jumped in, “On second thought, I'll have the club sandwich instead.”

      “Excellent choice.  What can I get you, Miss Gabriella?”

      I looked at the menu and everything looked good.  I closed the menu and handed it to the chef.  “Surprise me.”  I smiled.

      “I like you.”  He smiled.

      “She gets a smile and I get chastised.”

      “Yes.”  He turned and walked into the kitchen.

      “What was that about?”

      “That’s nothing.  Chef and I go way back.”  Tony sipped some water.  “So how’s your day going?”

      “Slow.”

      “What’s wrong?…you seem a little down.”

      Clearly I was doing a lousy job at pretending I was fine.  “Do you know….”

      Ring…Ring…Ring…

      Tony picked up his phone and his mouth turned up into a smile.  “Hold on, Gabby.”  He pressed the Accept Call button.  “Hi…me too…I uhm…uh huh…no, I…yes…,”  He stood and walked down the hall.

      I looked at my phone to see if there was a message or text from Phillippe.  Nothing.  The uneasiness was still there.  Phillippe and I were scheduled to meet with the design team later this afternoon.  I needed to confirm he’d be there.

      “Sorry about that, Gabby,” Tony said as he sat back down.

      “So, what’s her name?” I smiled.

      “Excuse me.”  He placed his napkin back in his lap.

      “Tony, it’s clear that was a personal call.  So what’s her name?”

      “It’s still new, so I don’t want to….she’s different…and we’re taking it slow.”

      “Really?  So how long have you been seeing her?”

      “A few months.”

      “Here you go.”  Chef walked out with our lunch.  “Two servings of oxtail ragu and parpadelle.  Bon appetite.”  He left.

      “I thought you asked for a club sandwich?”

      “I knew he was going to do his own thing.”  We laughed.

      Tony said grace and we enjoyed our lunch.

      “That was good.”

      “I could take a nap.” Tony wiped his mouth and placed his napkin on the table.  “Ready?”

      It was now or never.  “Where did Phillippe go?”

      “What?”

      “Where did Phillippe go?  We were supposed to have lunch, but he disappeared.  I thought you might know where he went.  I had nothing written down and all of a sudden my boyfriend disappeared, after I overheard him on the phone making lunch plans.  If he’s seeing someone else and asked you to babysit me, I want to know.”  I said all of that without taking a breath.

      Wide eyed, Tony replied.  “Wow, that’s a lot of crazy.”

      “Tony, I’m serious.”

      “Let me get this straight, you think Phillippe is stepping out on you?”

      “Yes...no...I mean...he never leaves the office without telling me.  I know something’s going on.  I can feel it.”

      “How did you jump to such an insane conclusion?”

      “What am I supposed to think?  My boyfriend…I know you know about the contract and us not sleeping together.  If he’s found someone who will give him what I can’t, I need to know so I can…”

      “Gabby, I don’t know where all of this is coming from, but I know without a shadow of doubt Phillippe isn’t seeing anyone else.”

      “I know.  It’s,” I shook my head and sighed, “he’s been a little distant since brunch with my family and…”

      “I’ve seen him change in ways I never thought...you are all he talks about”

      “Then why…I know this isn’t a normal relationship for him.”

      “What’s normal?”

      “Tony, don’t patronize me.”

      “I’m not.  But normal is subjective.  It’s what we make it.”

      “I know he’s used to a woman who…I know how important sex is to him and…”

      “Stop it.  Has Phillippe given you reason to think he’s not happy or satisfied?”

      “No.”

      “Then why would you think there’s a problem?”

      “Because I heard him talking low to someone about lunch before he left. He always tells me when he leaves the office, in case I need to reach him.  I tried to call him, but he didn’t answer his phone and he’s not responding to my texts.  Put yourself in my shoes, what if your assistant…”

      “Girlfriend.”  He smiled.

      “Putting our personal relationship to the side.  It’s not professional to leave the office and not let your assistant know.  What if the building caught fire?  Or the Chairman was looking for him?  Or…”  He started laughing at me.  “Tony, I’m serious.”

      “I know you are.  Neither of those scenarios would happen without Phillippe knowing.”

      “Maybe I was a little extreme, but what…”

      “Gabby, trust me. Everything is fine.  On a better note, I heard we’re going to be neighbors.”

      I sighed.  “Yea, Phillippe said you live in the building.”

      “If I’m not mistaken, you’re going to be across the hall from me.”

      “Really?”

      “Yep.  Which means if we don’t want Phillippe on our floor, we can form a neighborhood watch and veto his access.”  We laughed.

      He stood up, walked around and pulled my chair out.  I stood up and turned to face him.  “You’re sure everything is fine?”

      “Yes.“

      I hugged him. I felt a little better, although I still couldn’t shake the feeling he was hiding something from me.
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      Damn.  How could I not see that coming?  I looked at the woman who had been nothing but a pain in my ass, searching for the right words to answer her question.  I knew the longer it took me to answer, the worse it looked for me.

      I swallowed hard, clutched my keys and turned back around, and locked eyes with my opponent.

      “Do I need to repeat my question?” Mrs. Townsend said.

      “No.”

      “Then what’s your answer?”

      I swallowed again.  “I don’t feel comfortable answering your question.”

      She rested her elbows on the table, clasped her fingers and leaned forward.  She was as stone faced as she was a few weeks ago when we first met.

      “I hate to tell you, but you just answered my question.”

      “Excusez moi?”

      She cocked her head to the side and raised an eyebrow.  “I think I know what you said and it’s not the answer to my question.”

      Damn…Damn…Damn…as much as I didn’t want to admit it, she was right.  “I…,” Just as I was about to speak, my phone rang.  I reached into my pocket and pulled it out.

      “Answer that.  I’m sure you don’t want to keep my daughter waiting.”

      “How did…”

      “Gabriella has the same ringtone for you.”  She stood up and began clearing the table.

      I pressed the Answer Call Button and stepped into the hall.  “Bonjour, Mon Amour…no…,”  I looked at my watch.  “I’m not going to make it....no...I trust you to handle it without me…non…oui…oui…sommes toujours nous en fonction pour le dîner…oui…non…I want to leave early…oui…oui…bonjour.”  I turned my phone off, took a deep breath and walked into the kitchen or the lion’s den.  “Mrs. Townsend, I…”

      “Let me guess, you need to get back to the office.”  She said as she padded around the kitchen.

      “Oui… uhm, yes, but we need to…”

      “We’re finished.  Unless you’re going to answer my question.”

      The look on her face was frightening.  The dislike she had for me was evident.  “Thank you for lunch.  I trust you won’t tell Gabriella about our meeting.”

      “What’s to tell Phillippe?”

      “Excusez moi?”

      “I have a pretty good idea what’s going on.  And like any good mother, I’ll be there for my daughter when you break her heart.”

      “If this ends, what makes you think it will be because of me?”

      “In spite of your thinking my daughter is a woman…”

      “She is a woman.  A beautiful, smart, intelligent woman, who…”

      She held her hand up to stop me.  “Physically, she’s a woman.  Emotionally, she’s a young girl experiencing love for the first time.”

      Love. She said the one word I hadn’t associated with Gabriella’s feelings for me yet.  If what she said was true, then I had to be extra careful, because I didn’t want to lose her.

      “I have to disagree.”

      “With what?  That she loves you.”

      “That she’s naive.”

      “I didn’t say she was naive.”

      “It was implied.”  She smirked.

      “How so?”

      “You should leave.”

      I sighed and looked at my watch. I needed to get back to the office.  “Thank you for lunch.”

      “Don’t worry,” she called out, “I won’t tell Gabriella you were here.”
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      Knock…Knock…Knock…

      “Come in.”  I didn’t bother looking up.  Tony walked in and sat in one of the chairs in front of my desk.

      “How was lunch?”  Tony asked.

      “Where’s Gabriella?”

      “Meeting with the designer.”

      “Good.”

      “What’s going on between you and Gabby is none of my business.  However, you need to talk to her.”

      “About what?”

      “She said you’ve been a little distant since brunch with her family, and your secret meeting has her thinking you’re seeing someone else.”

      I rubbed my face with my hands.  “That’s…I’ll talk to her.”

      “Back to my question.  How was lunch?”

      “How was lunch?” I opened the credenza behind my desk, took out two glasses, a bottle of whiskey and poured myself three fingers in one of the glasses then handed the bottle to Tony.  I took a long sip followed by a deep sigh.

      “That bad?” he asked.

      “Oui.”  I took another sip and stared at the glass as my finger danced around the rim.

      “What happened?”

      “She said I was playing with Gabriella and asked what my plans were once I took her virginity.”

      “She asked you that?”

      “When I said that wasn’t what I was doing...she made me so angry, I almost told her everything.”

      “But you didn’t?”

      No.” I took another sip. “Instead, I told her some basic information.”

      “That should be...”

      I shook my head followed by another sip.  “I think I made things worse.  She’s perceptive like Gabriella.”

      “Oh, damn!” He covered his mouth with his hands.

      “She caught me off guard.  You need to make sure she can’t find anything.”

      “I’m on it.   Other than that, how was it?”

      “She insulted me and as I was leaving, she asked how long had I been in love with her daughter.”

      He stood up and started pacing.  “This is bad.”

      I finished off my drink.  “I know.”

      “Now what?”

      I shrugged my shoulders.  “I don’t know.  Gabriella is supposed to move into her apartment when we get back from Seattle.”

      “Did you tell Mrs. Townsend that?”

      “No. I’m leaving that up to Gabriella.”  I rubbed my forehead.  “Maybe it’s not as bad as I think.”

      “Are you insane?” Tony sat back down.  “It’s worse.”

      I wiped my face with my hands.  “I know.”

      “Do you think she’ll tell Gabby about your meeting?”

      “She said she wouldn’t, but, I don’t know.”  I looked up.  “I made my girlfriend a simple promise to clean up things with her mother, but that woman genuinely hates me and I don’t know why.”

      “Could be worse.”

      “How?”

      “You could have given Gabby the ring.”

      At that moment, I wanted to reach across my desk and choke my best friend. But he was right.
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      The buzzing phone startled me.  I looked at the screen, read the text and responded.  I popped a breath mint into my mouth, touched up my lipstick, stood up and adjusted my clothes.  I picked up my iPad, notebook, pen and phone and walked over to the black lacquer door.  I waited a few beats and then knocked.

      “Come in,” the deep voice called out.

      I exhaled, put on my smile and opened the door.  I looked around and the only person inside was Phillippe.  I closed the door and started towards my chair in front of his desk.

      “Not there.  The sofa.”

      He issued the directive without even looking up.  I did as instructed and made myself comfortable on one end of the aged black leather sofa.  My heart was racing. One of the disadvantages of dating your boss is, you never know which area of your life these sofa talks is going to be about.

      I exhaled and watched as he cooly walked around the other side of the sofa and sat down.  I took note of every move he made, and how the fabric of his custom trousers and shirt melded to his body.  God, my boss…boyfriend was hot.

      I swallowed and nervously tucked my hair behind my ear.

      He sat down, crossed one leg a top the other and rested his arms along the back of the sofa.

      “How was your lunch with Tony?”

      “He told you.”

      Why would he do that?  At least I know this isn’t about work.  However, knowing the direction of this conversation did nothing to ease my nerves.

      “Yes, he did.  He also said you asked him if I talked to him about you and me.”

      Now I’m really pissed with my new neighbor.  Seems we’re going to need a few rules.  “You don’t owe me…but…”

      “I apologize for being secretive.”

      My brow furrowed and my mind filled with a sea of crazy thoughts and possibilities.

      “I had…first let me clear up something.” He reached over and brushed my hair off my shoulder, I almost melted.  “You are the only woman I am seeing.  I made a commitment to our relationship.”

      “But after what happened at brunch, and you’ve been a little distant and secretive, I…”

      “Mon Amour, I’m sorry.  We’re fine.”  He covered my hand.  “I had lunch with your mother.”

      “What…why?”

      “I told you I would fix things.”

      “Phillippe, you shouldn’t have.  My mother can be…”

      “Abrasive…judgmental…mean…”

      “What did she say?”

      “She accused me of trying to seduce you and then firing you.”

      I quickly covered my mouth with my hands.  “Oh, no.”  I should have felt better knowing where he was and what he tried to do, but this reality terrified me even more.

      “She doesn’t like me.”

      “I know.”

      “Any idea why she feels like this because…”

      “Baby, I…,” I swallowed,  “she said you weren’t what she was expecting.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Neither do I, but she seems to think you’re playing with me and…what did she say?”

      “She said you’re a young girl experiencing her first love.”

      My mouth dropped open.  Once the words registered, I was able to speak.  “She didn’t!”

      He nodded.  “She’s convinced I’m going to seduce you, break your heart then fire you.  In that order..”

      “Oh, my God.  I am so sorry.  I never said anything to make her think…”

      “If this, you and me is too much, we can…”

      I put my finger up to his lips.  “No.”

      He grabbed my finger and kissed it.  “So you are fine with us?”

      “Yes.”  I inched closer to him.  “I like you.  I want to see where this is going.”

      He eased his hands around my waist and pulled me to his chest, and kissed me.  I felt a tingle travel the length of my body as he kissed me.  I wrapped my arms around his neck and gave in to the kiss.

      He slowly pulled back and brushed his finger along my swollen bottom lip.  “I guess we should get back to work.”  He pecked me on the lips and started to pull away as I held him close.  “Maybe I’m the one who should be concerned about being seduced.” He smiled.

      “Maybe.” I smiled.
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      As I looked out onto the hustling dark street, I tried to grasp the sea of emotions and thoughts dancing in my mind.  I wasn’t looking for a new relationship.  I had my mind set on taking a break, but when I met Gabriella, I was drawn to her.  I expected when I decided to get involved with her, I would have seduced her by now.  I never suspected I’d fall in love.

      I can’t tell her how I feel because that would be proving her mother right.  And I can’t tell my grandfather, because he’ll think it’s just so I can get the CEO chair.

      I’m in love and the only persons who know are my two best friends and the jeweler I bought the ring from.
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      I can’t believe Phillippe went behind my back and met with my mother.  He’s either a fool or has a death wish.  I know neither of those is true.  So I’m left to think the only other thing, he’s more serious about us than he lets on.

      This is not what I expected.  I thought…I don’t know what I thought.  I care about him, but I’m not sure it’s…am I a fool to think he could actually love me?  That can’t be possible.  We’ve only known each other a few months.  Now I sound like a foolish young girl.

      I don’t have time for fantasies.  I need to focus on how to tell my parents I’m moving out.  Grant it, this is poor timing considering how my mother feels about Phillippe.  I’m sure she’ll see it as another seduction attempt.

      I walked up to the front door, took a deep breath, exhaled, inserted the key into the lock and prayed for the right words and courage.  I opened the door and the darkness and quiet concerned me.  My parents were usually home at this time of the evening. I closed the door, turned on the light and continued into the kitchen where I  spotted a note on the counter.

      I placed my bags on one of the stools, and picked up the cream colored piece of paper.  My mother is a technology wiz, yet when it comes to us, she always writes notes.  She said it’s her way of staying connected with us.  Even when I was a little girl, I could always count on a note from my mother in my lunch.

      
        
        “Your father and I are having dinner with a client.  We’ll be home late.  There’s a plate in the warmer for you.  Love, Mom.”

      

      

      I put the note on the counter, walked over to the warmer, and opened the drawer.  Staring back at me was a plate with salmon, roasted potatoes and asparagus.  Some of my favorites.

      I got comfortable, took the plate over to the dining table and placed it on one of the light blue placemats. I got a glass of water, but thought wine would be great.  I searched the wine cooler and spotted one of the bottles Phillippe had sent.  I pulled it out, got a wine glass, and went back to the table.  I sat down, said grace and filled the glass.  I put a forkful of salmon into my mouth, followed by a sip of the wine and looked around the quiet space.  So this is what it will be like to live alone.  I sipped more wine and nodded.  I can do this.  Living alone won’t be so bad.

      Ring…Ring…Ring…

      I knew the ringtone.  I wiped my mouth as I picked up my phone and pressed the Accept Call button.

      “Hi Aunt Niki.”

      “Hey Niecy...open the door.”

      “What?”

      “I’m on the porch.  Open the door.”

      I ended the call and walked over to the front door.  I looked out the peephole then opened the door to my favorite aunt.  She looked like she just stepped off the pages of Vogue or Elle.

      My Aunt Niki may be a little brash, but she’s got impeccable style.  She’s more contemporary chic, whereas my mother is more conservative chic.  My mother has that same black Balmain jacket, but Aunt Niki, makes it look cool and sexy.  My mother makes it look, stuffy and Balmain is anything but stuffy.

      “What are you doing here?”  I smiled and stepped to the side as she walked past me.

      “Girl,” she turned and her smile was a giveaway, “you are something else.  I need to bow down to the queen.”  She bowed at the waist in front of me.

      I closed the door and started back to the dining table.  “What are you talking about?”

      “You and that fine ass man of yours are causing problems in your mother’s perfect world.”  She shook her head smiling.

      “Oh.”  I sat down and sipped some wine.

      “See that right there is also a problem.”  She walked into the kitchen, got a wine glass and joined me at the table.   “Filler up.”  She took her jacket off and placed it on the back of the chair and sat down.

      “What did Mommy say?”

      She held her hand up and sipped her wine.  “Man, that’s good.” She put her glass on the table.

      “Do you want something to eat?”

      “No.”  She sipped more wine.  “Okay, where was I?”

      “Telling me my relationship is causing problems.”  I ate some more salmon.

      “Your mother called me today.”

      “Let me guess, she told you about her lunch with Phillippe.”

      “Yes.  She’s convinced it’s just a matter of time before he, how did she put it, ‘ruins my sweet baby girl.’  Personally, I’m of two minds.  I hope you do wait until marriage to have sex.  However, I can’t or won’t blame you for losing your virginity to that fine black man.  Giiirrrlll...that would be a story for generations.”

      “I don’t believe her.  When he told me what she said, I...”

      “Hold on.  He told you about their conversation?”

      “Yes.  We don’t have any secrets.”

      “Let me get this straight...you aren’t sleeping with him?”

      “No.” I sipped more wine and pushed my plate to the side.

      She shook her head.  “Damn, I don’t get it.  If it was me, he would have had my knickers on day one.  But you haven’t slept with him and he’s moving heaven and earth to get your mother to like him.  Plus, he’s flying you around the world.”

      “The trips are for work.”

      “Niecy, say what you will, but it’s a real bad ass boss chick, that can get a man like Phillippe to date you on your terms.”

      I couldn’t help but smile.  “What...”

      “Girl, don’t play with me.”  She sipped more wine.

      “All I did was be honest.”

      “Honest.”  She looked at me as she dragged her finger around the rim of the crystal glass.  “So you’re telling me you haven’t seen the big black snake.”

      “What are you talking about?  What snake?” I smiled.

      “Niecy, I know you’re not stupid.”

      “If you’re asking have I seen him naked...the answer is no.”

      “No?” Her eyes got wide.

      “No.”

      “He bought you thousands of dollars of expensive French lingerie.  Not to mention the Chanel shopping spree.”

      “Mommy told you about that?”

      “Of course she did.  And you’re not sleeping...,” she held her hand up with the palm facing me, “let me rephrase it.  He hasn’t broke open your cookie jar?”

      “That’s correct.”

      “So you’re saying you stayed in his apartment, in Paris and never, accidentally saw him  au natural?”

      “No.”

      “No, you saw him or no you didn’t?”

      “No, I did not see him au natural.” We laughed.

      “Not yet.”  She sipped more wine and looked over the rim of her glass.

      “Stop it, Auntie.”

      She put her glass on the table and sat up straight.  “So, let’s get real. What’s going on?”

      “Did Mommy put you up to this interrogation?”

      “No.  And you still haven’t answered my question.”

      “He uhm...I have a problem and I’m not quite sure how to handle it.”

      “It can’t be pregnancy, because you aren’t sleeping with him, so you say.” She smirked.

      “For the last time.  Phillippe and I are not having sex.  And even if we were..what am I saying.  He knows where I stand on the subject.”

      “Uh huh...standing is a good position.”  She smiled and sipped more wine.  “But I personally prefer...”

      “Auntie...”

      “Okay, we’ll table that...which is also another good tool for...”

      “Stop it.” I smiled.

      “So what’s the problem?”

      “Seems there’s another perk to my job.”

      “Apart from traveling the world with a hot, sexy man?”

      “Yes.”

      “What is it?”

      “An apartment.”

      “You lost me.”

      “The previous assistant had an apartment close to the CEO in case of an emergency.”

      “Since when did a booty call become an emergency?  For some, I guess it would be, but...”

      “I’ll let that one pass.  Because the company does a lot of international business, it was easier or convenient to have the entire team close to each other in case of an emergency.”

      “So where is this apartment and more importantly, is there a spare room for me when I need a break from your Uncle Jimmy?”  She laughed.

      “The Grantham Towers.”

      “Are you s#$%%ing me?”

      “You know the building?”

      “Yes.  We tried to get in but nothing was available.  In fact, the waiting list to buy is at least five years long.  That’s...,” she leaned across the table, “you listen to me.  I don’t care what your mother says, you take that apartment.  Wait a minute, do you have to sleep with him? Doesn’t matter.  It would be worth it.  A tiny studio begins at one point seven million.”

      “What!”

      “Oh yeah.  Baby Girl, this is the major leagues.  Only big money people live there.  We’re talking heavy international businessmen, royalty, the secret rich.  Scratch that.  I heard if you’re a household name, you can’t get in.  The only doctors and lawyers living there are the ones common people can’t get appointments with.  It’s amazing. Full service. You know, if I didn’t love you, I’d be a little jealous.”

      “I didn’t know you and Uncle Jimmy had it like that.”

      “My Boo is a lot smarter than he lets on.  He knows how to make that paper.”

      “I had no idea.”

      “So, when do you move?”

      “Phillippe wants me to move after we return from Seattle in a couple of weeks.”

      “Vivi is going to freak out.  There is no way she won’t see this as a move to get you in bed.”

      “And therein lies my problem.” I filled both glasses with more wine.  “Phillippe is a good man.  I’ve learned a lot from him.”

      “I love my sister, but...she never...this caught her off guard.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Vivi had no doubt you’d get the life you desired.  She wants and believes you can have it all...career, husband and family.  She just wasn’t ready for it to happen so soon.”

      “Hold on.”  I held my hand up.  “No one said anything about marriage.”

      “Gabby, say what you will, but I believe this man’s feelings for you are much deeper than either of you want to admit.”

      “I think you’re way off base.”

      “I’ll reserve the rest of my thoughts for a later date.”  She sipped some wine.  “So, how are you going to tell your mother?”

      “I thought I’d let daddy tell her.”

      “If you want your mother’s respect and trust in this, you’re going to have to be the adult she knows you are and tell her. Plus, I think she’ll figure it out when she sees you packing.”

      “I don’t have much to pack.”

      “I’m telling you now, I’m tagging along for furniture shopping.”

      “Phillippe already took care of that.”

      “Excuse me.”

      “I’m meeting with the decorator tomorrow.”

      “Damn!  You better not muck this up.”

      “Yes ma’am.”

      We clinked glasses.
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      “Bon jour, Mon Amour.”

      “Bonjour.”

      “I wanted to check on you before turning in.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “I really wish you had let me take you home.”

      “I told you why that wasn’t a good idea.”

      “I understand, but still don’t...how are things with your mother?”

      “She wasn’t here when I got home.”

      “So I could have...”

      “Aunt Niki stopped by and we had a long chat.  Apparently, my mother told her about your meeting.”

      A chill ran up my spine.  “What did she say?  Je suis désolé.  You don’t have to tell me, unless you want to.”

      “No...it’s, she said pretty much what my mother said to me.  You’re not what she was expecting.  I’m tired of being treated like I don’t understand how life works.”

      “Calm down.”

      “Je suis désolé.”

      “Listen to you.  You know I love hearing you speak French.”  She giggled.  “No need to apologize.  I’m sure you didn’t say anything I didn’t after my meeting with her.”

      “Can we talk about something else?”

      “Oui.”

      “What did you do this evening?”

      “Tony and I ate and played pool.”

      “A little guy time.”

      “Oui.  And you...how did you enjoy your visit with your aunt?”

      “Relaxing.  We split a bottle of wine and I told her about the apartment.”

      “What did she say?”

      “She asked if there was room for her to crash.”  She laughed.

      “She did?”

      “She said she and my uncle tried to buy an apartment in the building, but there’s a waiting list.”

      “If she wants, or if you want I can see about moving her up the list...”

      “I don’t know.  I love my aunt and know I have her confidence, but if she lives there, that means my mother would...”

      “No need to explain.  I understand.”  I looked at my watch.  “Mon Amour, it’s getting late and we have a full morning tomorrow.”

      “Don’t say it.”

      “In a couple of weeks, things will be different.”

      “I know.”  She sighed.

      “I’ll have the car pick you up at seven thirty.”

      “Okay.”

      “Bonne nuit, Mon Amour.”

      “Bonne nuit.”

      She was gone.  I looked at the screen and her mother’s question bounced off the walls of my mind, “How long have you been in love with my daughter?”  The answer was very simple, from the moment I kissed her.
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      The girl staring back at me looked like a deer caught in the headlights.  I was a lot tougher last night after that third glass of wine.  But this morning, I’m terrified to go downstairs and tell my mother I’m moving out.  I’m so glad Aunt Niki agreed to stay and be my wing woman.

      “Okay girl.  Chick up.  If you’re old enough to be in this relationship, you’re old enough and mature enough to stand up for your decision.”

      I picked up my bags and jacket and walked over to the door.  I grabbed the knob and stopped.  I cleared my throat, opened the door and stepped across the threshold into the next phase of my life.  “God, I need You like I have never needed You before.  Let’s do this.”

      I walked down stairs and stopped on the bottom step. I waited a beat and absorbed the banter between my parents and aunt.

      I exhaled, plastered a smile on my face and walked around the corner into the kitchen.  “Good morning.”  I placed my bags on the seat of one of the stools.

      “Good morning, Baby,” my mother said and smiled.

      “Hey Niecy, how did you sleep?”

      “Like a baby.  I think you tried to get me drunk,” I teased and walked over and kissed my parents on the cheek and then my aunt.

      “How’s my Baby Girl this morning?” my dad asked.

      “Fine.”  I walked behind my mother and got a cup and filled it with coffee.

      “Baby Girl, I checked that matter and...”

      “What?” my mother replied.

      I looked at my dad.  “It’s a business issue.”

      “A business issue?  Are you working with Gabby?”

      “Sort of,” my dad replied.

      My mother stopped cooking, wiped her hands on the bottom of her apron and looked at my dad.  “Jerry, what’s going on?”

      “I wish I could tell you, but that would violate attorney client privilege.”  He sipped his coffee.  “I’m hungry. What’s for breakfast?”

      “Secrets.” She folded her arms across her chest and turned her attention to me. “Clearly this has something to do with that man you work for.”

      I sipped more coffee.

      “Niecy, it’s now or never.”

      “So everyone but me knows what’s going on?”  She looked around the kitchen.  “Does your brother know too?”

      “I don’t know what Niki is talking about,” my father said.

      “I’m moving out.”

      “What?” my mother replied.

      “I’m moving out when I return from Seattle.”

      “Is this a joke?” she asked.

      “No.”

      She looked at my dad.  “You knew about this?”

      “Yes.”  He walked over and stood next to my mother.  “Vivi, it’s not what you think.”

      “How do you know what I’m thinking?” she barked.

      “I don’t, but ever since we met Phillippe, he’s been the center of most of our conversations.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “Sis, he’s right,” Aunt Niki jumped in.

      “So you’re good with this…what am I saying, of course you are,” she directed her attention to Aunt Niki.

      “That’s not fair.  It may be true, but not fair.”  Aunt Niki stood up, walked over and stopped next to me.  “It’s not like Gabby is some wild stupid ho, she’s a good girl.  A good girl with a fine ass boyfriend.”

      “Aunt Niki…”

      She quickly covered her mouth with her hand.  “I might be a little hung over from last night.”

      “I think you need to sit down and be quiet,” my mother said.  “I take it you have a place in mind?”

      I looked at my dad and Aunt Niki shoved me in the side.  “I uhm…I’m moving into the Grantham.”

      “What the hell!”

      “Vivi, you might want to take it down twelve steps.”

      “Shut up Niki.  The Grantham?”

      “Yes.”

      “Let me guess, it’s another gift from the man everyone thinks I don’t like.”

      “Well, you don’t, Sis.  I mean, if I were Gabby, I’d be pregnant by now.”

      “Auntie…please.”

      “I’m just saying.”  She walked back to her stool and sat down.

      “It’s not a gift,” I replied.

      “Then what is it?”

      “It’s…everyone on the senior executive staff lives there.”

      “Uh huh.” She didn’t sound too convinced.  “So why is it so important you stay there?”

      “In case of an emergency.”  I waited for her to say something, but nothing. I looked at my dad and then at my aunt.

      “Vivi, you alright?” my dad asked.

      “Yes.  When you return we’ll go furniture shopping.”

      My aunt snickered.

      “What?” my mother asked.

      “It’s already been taken care of.  I’m meeting with the decorator to finalize things this afternoon,” I announced.

      “I see.”  She sounded very calm.  “Do you want something to eat before you leave?”

      My dad, aunt and I looked at each other.  We all had the same stunned look.  This calm demeanor was unlike my mother.

      “I can fix it,” I replied.

      “No, let me.  After all, it’s one of the last times I’ll be able to fix breakfast for you.”

      “Mommy, it’s not like I’m moving to some faraway land.  I’m only moving to the city.  Besides, I’ll be home on the weekend.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Phillippe, suggested I stay in the city during the week and come home on the weekend.”

      “What about the pending emergencies?”

      “He knows how important my family is to me.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes.” I looked at my Dad and then back at my mother.  “I know you don’t like him…”

      “Why does everyone keep saying that,” she quickly retorted.

      “I don’t know Sis, maybe because you find fault with everything he does.  I think Gabby is to be commended.  It takes a real boss chick to score a two million dollar apartment, a hot boyfriend and her dream career without giving up the coochie.  Sorry Jerry.”

      “That’s my cue to leave.”  He walked over and kissed my mother.  “Ladies, have a blessed day.”  He picked up his bag and coffee cup and started toward the garage.  “Gabby, you want a ride?”

      “Yes.  Thanks.”

      I got my things, kissed my mother and aunt on the cheek, and followed my Dad out to the car.  I knew staying a moment longer with my mother would be the start to World War III.
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      “I gotta say, Vivi, you surprised me,” Niki said.

      “What?”  I continued scrambling the eggs.

      “I just knew you were going to go ballistic, I mean a little more than you did.”

      I walked over and put the plate on the counter along with the bacon and toast.  I was numb.  I couldn’t believe my sweet baby girl was acting like a woman.  I wasn’t ready for this.  I needed more time.  Time to get her ready.  Time to get me ready.

      Every step Gabriella made towards independence, meant she would no longer rely on my advice.  I wasn’t ready to become an afterthought.  I wasn’t ready for that man to be the sounding voice in her head.

      “Vivi…you alright?”

      “She’s not ready.”

      “What are you talking about?”  She bit the piece of bacon.

      “It’s too soon.”  I sipped some coffee.

      “Vivi, you knew it was just a matter of time, before she moved out.”

      “I’m not talking about that.”

      “Then what?”

      I tossed my head back and sighed.  “I didn’t tell you everything.”

      She wiped her mouth, then put her napkin on the counter next to her plate.  “What did you do?”

      I looked at my baby sister.  “I asked him how long had he been in love with her.”

      “You did what…what did he say?”

      “He didn’t give me an answer.”

      She covered her mouth with her hands.  “Oh, my God.  Did you tell Gabby?”

      “Of course not.”  I picked up a plate and filled it with eggs and bacon.  “What are we going to do?”

      “We?  Sis, this is all on you.  Why would you do that?”

      “I wanted to know where his head was.”

      “So it’s not just a fling?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Do you think she feels the same?”

      “I’m not sure.  But the way she defends him, makes me think the feelings are mutual.”

      The corners of Niki’s mouth turned up into a smile.  “I have got to bow down to the queen.  My niece is one bad ass chick.  Not only did she get her dream job and a luxe apartment, she has snagged the heart of a man who can make her every dream and fantasy come true.  All without sleeping with him.  Damn, she’s a bad chick.”

      “Niki, stop it.”

      “What, it’s the truth.  I don’t know too many, no, I don’t know any woman able to score like that.  I know we raised her right.”

      “We?”

      “Yes, we.  Damn, this girl has far exceeded my expectations.”  She looked me in the eye.  “Vivian Camille Townsend, you better not muck this up.”

      “I—“

      She pointed her finger at me. “Shut up, I know you.  He’s a good man.  All we need to do is prepare Gabby for what’s next.”

      “What’s next?”

      “Yes.  You get her ready in the kitchen and I’ll get her ready in the bedroom.”

      “Oh my God, I don’t believe you.”

      “I know you don’t want to hear this, but it’s just a matter of time before our baby girl is going to meet the big black snake, and I don’t want her blindsided.”

      “Would you please stop.”

      “Fine.”  She stood up, put her plate and cup in the sink.  Walked back and picked up her bag.

      “Where are you going?  I thought we were going shopping and then lunch.”

      “We are, but first I’ve got an errand to run.”

      “Where…can’t we do it after lunch?”

      “I’m going to get my niece a housewarming gift.”

      “We can do that together.”

      “I’m pretty sure you don’t want to go where I’m going.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “Home to change, and then to The Pink Duchess.”

      “She doesn’t need lingerie.”

      “I’m not going to get lingerie.”

      “Then what?  Because the last time I was there, that was…Oh, my God…Niki, please tell me you aren’t going to get what I think you are.”

      “If you’re thinking Kegel balls and condoms, you’re right.”

      “Are you out of your mind?”

      She stopped and turned around.  “You’ve seen that man. I’m going to get my niece some protection and vaginal strength.  And some lube,  plus a little something for me and Jimmy.  I’ll pick you up at noon.  Bye.”

      “Niki…”

      “See you later, Vivi.”

      I watched my insane baby sister walk out and knew she was right.  My daughter was a grown woman quite capable of making her own decisions. And she’s decided she wants this man and the life he’s offering her.  “God help me.”
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