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	CHAPTER 1


	 


	 


	Alex exited the empty commuter train, and headed off into the foggy morning lights of the city. Sixteen blocks later, she entered her building, greeted the security officials on duty and found her way to the middle elevator that whisked her up to the twenty-second floor. She turned the lock in the door of the main office, flipping on lights as she went. It was just after 5:30 a.m. and no noise met her arrival, but in less than two hours it would be a beehive of activity. As was the case every morning, she was the first arrival at the expansive cluster of offices and cubicles. 


	She moved briskly down the hallway powering up the coffee machine, and flipping the on switch to several copiers, before stepping into her tidy office next door to Denise Poulsen’s luxurious corner abode. She clicked the button to bring her computer to life, put her bag on her desk and stowed her lunch in the compact refrigerator, tucked away in the corner. Morning routine complete she checked her watch, grinning when she acknowledged she was right on schedule, as always. 


	She set about organizing the files, appointments and correspondence for Denise’s busy day that lay ahead. Everything must be laid out and waiting for her arrival at 6:30 a.m., not a moment later. Alex appreciated that she worked for one of the few people in the company, who was just as conscientious as she was when it came to strictly adhering to a schedule of activities during the day. She liked to start her day in the quiet of the morning to allow her a period of time to focus and carefully narrate the day ahead. This allowed her to keep not only herself but also Denise firmly tethered to a single compass pointing the right direction when the client’s, appointments and general interruptions of the day ensued. 


	Alex thrived on order and routine. In a city like New York it made her feel in control and not as chaotic as the city around her. Working for Denise Poulsen was a dream position, even if the official title was only Executive Assistant. Denise treated her like a valued limb, and the perks of working for someone in her position far outweighed a simple job description. She had studied hard in high school, willingly forgoing a social life in exchange for long hours studying and an early graduation. In college she had maintained her grades, joined the right clubs, and finished polishing her toolbox in order to land the coveted job at Poulsen Real Estate and Investments, one of the premier long-standing companies in the city. She had penned a five, ten and life goal plan years before and referenced it at every turn.


	She was right where she had always dreamed she would be, and yet, of late, she felt a tiny niggling sense of wanting something more, something she couldn’t quite put a finger on. She had a fabulous job, a wonderful boyfriend, and a few close friends with whom share the important milestones and the little moments. Still there was a sense of restlessness she battled frequently this gnawing ache telling her something was missing. Alone with her thoughts, she chastised herself for not feeling grateful for a job so many would envy. This was just the first step toward a better position, and doors that were certain to be opened by loyalty and hard work. The pay even at this level made her able to afford a great apartment in the city, wonderful clothes and social outings to the best plays and events. While several friends still lived with roommates in order to pay off school debt, she was already able to enjoy life without that burden hovering over her.


	Picking up the pile of folders and the printed daily calendar of appointments, she put her melancholy thoughts aside and walked into Denise’s office with a resolute clip to her high heels. She carefully placed the stack square to Denise’s office chair and laid a notebook with pen perfectly positioned on top next to the stack. Looking around, everything appeared in order. She smoothed her hair to ensure all follicles in place, ran her hand absently down the pin-straight navy blue skirt she wore. Satisfied she was also as carefully pulled together as her surroundings, she headed back to her own office, glancing at the clock as she sat down. Right on time, she smiled to herself.


	She picked up the phone and dialed Geoffrey’s cell number. 


	“Morning beautiful,” his sleepy voice came over the line. 


	“Morning,” she reciprocated. “I made you a salad. It’s in the fridge. Remember to pick up the dry cleaning today?”


	“Will do. Thank you, my little songbird,” he said. 


	“You’re welcome. Have a wonderful day.”


	“And you,” he disconnected the call.


	Geoffrey was not a morning person. At least not a 4 a.m. happy soul, like she was, so at 6:20 every morning, she called to wake him. He said the pigeons chimed a notice of the rising sun in his old apartment, cars blaring, or the morning commuter train had been his alarm. That was no longer the case in her newly purchased and jointly chosen abode that they had shared since just before the holidays seven months ago. He much preferred her cheerful voice as his alarm in the morning, he had repeatedly told her, and so over the last few months, it had become an integral part of her morning routine. 


	She gazed over at the picture of Geoffrey, adorning the corner of her desk. He was the ideal guy, two years her senior, working on partner as a corporate attorney at Lynch, Keyes, and Rhimes, LLC, in the heart of New York City. He also didn’t try to change her or find fault with her need for order as others before he had attempted. Having been an only child himself, he kept his clothes picked up, his half of the bathroom well-tended, and enjoyed a scheduled list of opera, shows, and outings agreed upon and scheduled a month or more in advance. 


	Alex was grateful every day for the chance meeting at a company function eighteen months ago that had brought Geoffrey into her life. According to her ten-year plan and in-depth conversations of the past few months, she expected an engagement ring by the end of the year. The “trial run” of living together had not hit a bump yet that they hadn’t been able to discuss and resolve amicably. The errant little voice in her head sounded a slight noise.


	She silently admitted that there was something that occasionally worried her about the relationship, just like her career. It was almost too comfortable, too easy, and too orderly. Sometimes she wished it had more of the passion and heat she saw in television shows. Geoffrey was giving, smart, and a terrific catch she berated herself mentally. Besides, television shows and fairy tales were for young girls and not grown women. This was an adult relationship, not some groping hormone-driven teenage crush. Smiling at his picture, she glanced at her watch and headed for the break room, whistling as she went down the hall. The little sign of frivolity made her feel better, and she felt on top of the world and ready to conquer anything.


	 “Good Morning, Mrs. Poulsen,” she turned with a bright smile to greet her boss. 


	“Good Morning, Alex. How are you this morning?”


	“Couldn’t be better,” she said, holding out a steaming cup to her boss and glancing at her watch. Right on time, she thought. Bring on the day!


	 


	*****


	 


	“Marjorie that imbecile is not going to work! Call the temp agency and have her replaced,” Sawyer roared as he crossed the foyer never stopping on the trek to his office. 


	Sawyer was sick of people who didn’t take their responsibilities seriously. He had a business to run, and depending on the season, the needs of that business could be extraordinarily critical. He ran the family’s winery, nut and chocolate operations. The diversity kept it a year round operation and one that required staff that were dedicated and flexible to work up to the demands put upon them. 


	Marjorie Windham was an example of such an employee. She had held numerous positions with his family since before his birth. As a child she had been a nursemaid for him and his brother Julien, a secretary for his mother when the two of them had outgrown her and left for school.  Eventually she had eased into the position of his right hand assistant the year he took over the estate, following the death of his beloved father. It had been a decade now since those events had transpired, and changed not only the business but family dynamics for good.


	His mother could have taken over the reins here at the estate where they had resided his entire life, but had chosen instead to move across the country to help Julien relocate the Real Estate and Investment part of the family’s portfolio to New York. The move had at first been fueled by grief over the loss of her husband and not wishing to remain in the home they had shared. Over time though it had proven a boon to the business as both coasts proved monetarily generous to his family coffers. He missed not having his family closer, but only once had made the trip to New York. He enjoyed living in the California countryside, and could not fathom a reason he would ever change country for city living. His mother, thank goodness, had the use of the family jet, and made frequent trips out to visit not only him but her numerous friends, including Marjorie so they never went long separated.


	They were unfortunately facing another change in his team, with Marjorie having tendered her resignation to allow her more time with her family and grandkids. He was at odds on how he was going to find a suitable replacement, based on the temps they continued to send him from the agency. He had direct contact with few people outside the day to day manual operations of the estate, leaving all those tiny details to the affable Marjorie. She ran the place with an iron fist, but could turn even the gruffest vendor putty in her hand. A skill he did not possess! She had provided a two month notice, but with only two weeks to go, it was looking as if she would be gone before a reasonable replacement could be located. 


	The subject of his musings chose that moment to walk into his office and quietly shut the door behind her.


	“Sawyer, you can’t call people names,” Marjorie said calmly.


	Raking his hands through hair long overdue for a cut, he shook his head. 


	“I know,” he groused, “but I asked her to stay twenty minutes last night or come in to get the reports ready this morning and she still isn’t here,” his voice rose with each word. 


	“I know,” she raised her hands and shrugged, “and I actually agree that Amelia is…not the right fit, and I will personally call the agency. But you are going to…”


	“Have to break in someone new,” he finished the statement for her with an exaggerated exhalation of breath.


	“Yes. We have less than two weeks until my daughter’s due date…and Amelia is the sixth temp…”


	“I know. I’m amazed at how lazy some of them are…and what about the one that tried to molest me…” he stopped glancing up with a scowl when Marjorie chuckled.


	“Sorry,” she said noticing his angry flush. “Toni was a bit…forward…your face that day…,” she openly laughed recalling the scene.


	“It wasn’t funny…I don’t know if I can find someone that can do everything you do and will be willing to help with this wedding fiasco. Why, when Julien and mother live in New York, did they have to decide to have the wedding here?”


	Sawyer loved his younger brother, and didn’t even mind his fiancé Moira whose family was footing the bill for the extravagant affair. She came from old money, and was a bit on the spoiled side, but she and Julien seemed well suited and truly in love based on the couple of visits the couple had paid to the estate in the last year. He scowled even deeper. Love was a disease he vowed to never suffer from again. Larissa had been the ultimate cure, but her betrayal with one of the supervisors at the winery had left his heart broken and bloodied and in the kind of pain he never wanted to feel again. It served him right for being stupid enough to put such complete trust in another human being.


	 “Sawyer,” Marjorie warned in the tone only she could get away with, bringing his thoughts back to the present. “This wedding means the world to your brother and mother, and there is nowhere more sentimental and beautiful than these estates to your entire family. New York has nothing on wine country,” she said with a touch of pride. “And I promise…I will find you the perfect assistant,” she said. 


	He grimaced at her. He appreciated her more than he would let on, and his bad mood of late was mostly in reaction to loosing someone so important to him, not just on a business level, but on a personal one as well. He might not have the will to love another soul again, but those that were extended his loyalty always remained paramount to him when trying to see to their happiness.


	“Just try for competent at this stage, I don’t think in two weeks I can ask for perfect,” he growled.


	“We’ll see,” she said leaving the room. 


	He sighed. The morning was off to a bad start and that bode ill for the rest of his day he thought sitting down. He sometimes wished Marjorie’s optimism could be imbued in a pill that he could swallow once a day. He didn’t want to be the cup half empty harbinger but he didn’t have a lot of faith in people, and this business of finding someone he could tolerate every day to look after the business as well as some of his personal affairs was wearing his patience thinner than normal. On the other hand, Marjorie at 65 had never failed him in all the years of their acquaintance, so maybe she would pull a rabbit out of her hat. 


	Setting to work finishing the reports that the now fired temp wouldn’t be getting to, he tried to steady his growing frustration before he went out to check the progress of his operations. As he stepped outside the office into the great expanse of buildings, he inhaled deeply. This vast operation and the hills of green behind the main part of the estate were his life and the measure of success for him personally. Whenever his ugly side reared its head, walking out for a panoramic view of this could snap that feeling and replace it with pride and happiness. It bothered his mother he was well aware how this parcel of land and not a living breathing woman was the only thing that could make him feel like this. It wasn’t a problem he could fix, so it was one she had long since quit badgering him about. Thoughts of his mother immediately elicited reminders of the pending wedding, as he walked to the barn he hoped Marjorie would find someone to help with the operations but even more so the darned wedding. Letting his family down would sour his mood for months, and wasn’t something he was prepared to do.


	 


	*****


	 


	“Good Morning Marjorie,” Denise answered the phone happy to see her friend’s number on the caller ID.


	“Good Morning,” the decidedly more reserved response came across the line.


	“What did my son do this time?” she asked rolling her eyes heavenward. Sawyer had once been such a carefree and happy boy, but the surly angry man he had become worried her endlessly. 
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