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Chapter 1

            
 

The night air blew cold down the back of my bare neck as I stumbled up the sandy path to one of the most beautiful mansions in the Hamptons. I had pinned my hair in an “updo” for what started out to be a glorious night full of promise, but now my first summer event of the Hamptons was bathed in a somber mood and no doubt this would be my last event here. I had just walked away from Patrick Collins, whom I’d opened my heart to, leaving him standing in desperation at the water’s edge.
 

Struggling to hold up the soaking wet hem of a $3000 designer gown as I tripped my way up the path, I squeezed my eyes tightly, hoping to abate the deluge that was about to spill forth. My mind was swimming with questions about my boss, the man who had become my lover. “Lover”, that was before he deceived me. Before he wrenched my heart out of my body and threw it off the damn balcony at the Crestwood Mansion, where my nemesis last poured her contemptuous glare down upon me. Not here, not now. I squeezed my eyes shut again. I wasn’t going to allow myself to cry. Not yet.
 

I climbed up the steps to the veranda, winded from both the hike up the ocean path and the effort it had taken to control the emotions now boiling up inside of me. I grabbed the wooden rail with one hand, my high heels dangling and clattering against the wood. Holding the bunched up fabric in the other, I impatiently tugged and stretched it as I stumbled up the stairs.

 

My mind raced. I had to get out of here. There’s no way I could go back inside. How could I face these people looking like this? 
 

How on earth was I going to get home? I just wanted to leave and retreat to my comfortable apartment, curl up in the fetal position in my own bed and die a graceful death of a broken heart. 
 

Once up the stairs, standing on the veranda, I could hear the soft melodious sound of music floating out the French doors. The charity event was still in progress, as I stalled out on the porch not sure how to proceed. Fighting the urge to give in to self-pity, a wave of overwhelming fatigue hit my body like a freight train and I plopped down on the top step burying my face in my hands. What was I going to do? Running a mental check of the contents of my purse, I noted that I had my wallet and phone so I supposed could call a cab to take me back. Yeah, right, a two hour cab ride back to the city. Shit! What the hell am I gonna do now?
 

“Hey there,” a familiar voice rang out from behind me. Turning my head, a shadowy figure of Ryan appeared, silhouetted against the interior lights of the mansion.
 

“Oh, Ryan,” I said trying to hide the hurt in my voice. “Hey,” I continued and then quickly looked away so he couldn’t read the emotion on my face or see the distress in my eyes. Luckily, the cover of darkness was on my side.
 

Ryan moved down one step and sat next to me while unbuttoning his tuxedo jacket in the cool night air. The silence between us was blatantly obvious, but I was relieved that he allowed it to settle over the conversation for a while. I kept my head down, staring at nothing on the bottom step, scared to talk for fear of opening the floodgates. 
 

Thank God it was Ryan who walked out. I had taken a liking to him right away, the week before when we first met. Something clicked between us and I immediately picked up on the good vibes from him. Compassion is like a magic key unlocking our emotions, when even the briefest comfort from a stranger can trigger the release in our moment of need. Hugging my knees to my chest, I rested my chin on them.
 

“Chloe, are you okay?” he asked with a soft voice.  
 

Like a five-year-old child, I bobbed my head up and down, pursing my lips and shutting my eyes tight again. Considering that eighty percent of all communication is nonverbal, I knew that my body language would betray me. Reading the situation like a detective, Ryan gently laid his arm on my shoulders, leaning his head close to mine.
 

“Okay, let’s see here. A beautiful young woman, dressed in a lovely gown is sitting all alone on the steps with the hem of her dress, dripping wet...hmm...and no Patrick to be found. Me thinks something is wrong m’lady,” he said soothingly. 
 

I kept my focus frozen on that bottom step, and then blew out a long audible breath, dropping my arms to my sides and stretching out my long legs.
 

“Ryan, this sucks. I cannot be here one more minute,” I confessed desperately. 
 

“Why? What happened?” His eyes were searching my face for clues. I turned my head to look back at him and recognized his genuine concern.
 

“Patrick and I had a fight and...I don’t want to talk about it. I can’t talk about it right now...” I stammered.
 

“Oh, okay. So what do you want to do then?” He pressed me but I wasn’t willing to divulge details just yet. I was too furious to speak coherently. I knew if I launched into an explanation now, it would all come out a jumbled mess.
 

“All I know is I can’t stay here and I can’t go back to the hotel with Patrick.  I want to go home - now!” I insisted with a little quiver in my voice. I felt like Dorothy in the Wizard of Oz demanding to go home to Auntie Em. The crack in my voice was enough of a signal for Ryan to get the hint that I was a smoldering volcano about to erupt.
 

‘Hey, tell you what. This whole high stakes charity event is boring me anyway. There is nothing more I’d rather do than get the hell out of here. What do you say I drive you back to the city?” He pulled back away from me and smiled understandingly.
 

“Really? You would do that? Oh my God. Thank you so much Ryan.” The tension in my shoulders relaxed. “You’re a lifesaver,” I said dropping my head back in a “thank you Lord” expression. I could feel my scrambled nerves coagulating, coming back together again, now that my immediate problem was miraculously solved. 
 

Ryan stood up, offered his hand to steady me, and said, “I’ll go tell the valet to bring my car around.  There’s a washroom just inside the front door. You should go there and....”
 

“I don’t want anyone to see me like this.” I interrupted.
 

“Don’t worry sweetie. It’s just inside the front door. Probably no one will notice you. Meet you out here in a few,” he said reassuringly and I begrudgingly followed his instructions.
 

***
 

Minutes later, inside Ryan’s BMW, I noticed him glancing down at my drooping dress. 
 

“You can’t make the long car ride back to the city in that,” Ryan said as he crinkled up his nose. “Besides, I think it’s starting to smell!” He was attempting to interject a bit of levity into the situation, which I greatly appreciated. “I suggest we swing by your hotel so you can change clothes and get your things.”
 

I smiled a meek half smile at his attempted humor. “Sure, that sounds great. I have my own room key. I always take one. You just never know what the future will bring... I guess.” There was a part of me that wanted to rely on other people and their decisions, and yet another independent part that said watch out for yourself in every situation. This night had turned out to be one of those moments where life’s “big hand of reality” smacks you in the face, clearing your brain of the love and romance endorphins like shaking the dust off a dirty rug.     
 

We headed towards the hotel where Patrick had promised me a heavenly weekend with sensual erotic bubble baths in the golden glow of the fireplace. 
 

As we drove up to the hotel, we scanned the parking area for any signs of Patrick’s Jaguar before settling for a location that would allow for a quick getaway. Ryan stood guard outside with the car running in the event that he spied Patrick’s car returning from the Hamptons.
 

Slipping inside the hotel room, I yanked the gown off with an angry jerk muttering expletives through my clenched teeth like a Tourette victim, as if saying the words out loud would help relieve the pain.
 

God-damn-mutha-fuckin-son-of-a-bitch-ASSHOLE!!!
 

I flung the dress with disgust on his side of the bed, tossing the room key on top of it. I threw on jeans and a top as fast as a runway model at a fashion show, grabbed my bags and headed for Ryan waiting in his Beamer.
 

As he steered the car out onto Route 27 I bolstered myself for a long ride filled with polite yet awkward conversation. The knowledge of Patrick’s indiscretions with the Baroness in the library weighed on me like a ton of bricks.  Part of me wanted to yell out, “Do you know what your asshole friend did tonight?” but another part of me cautioned against it.  
 

“Ryan, this is really amazing that you offered to drive me back to the city. I can’t thank you enough.” I relaxed a little and settled into the hum of the road.  
 

“It’s okay. I know something happened tonight between you and Patrick. Are you going to tell me about it?” He shot a sideways glance in my direction assessing the degree of antagonism written on my face.
 

“Well,” I sighed. “Remember when I got that note from the waiter at the party?” He waited patiently for the sound of the other shoe dropping.
 

“It was a note from Patrick, that is, I thought it was from Patrick…to meet him in the library. You know, I thought he wanted to...well...have a repeat of the art work on your glass top desk,” I explained nervously. My pulse quickens from the mere discussion of the situation.
 

“Go on,” he tipped his head with an understanding nod.  
 

“When I opened the door to the library I caught Patrick with his tongue halfway down the Baroness’ throat. His hands were all over her, he was all up on - the slut!” I said vehemently, my voice rising in pitch as I spoke. From the look on his face, Ryan could tell a storm was brewing inside of me. 
 

“Hey, hey, take it easy girl,” he interjected but my momentum was just getting started and I cut him off.
 

“I can’t believe that cock sucker invited me for a romantic weekend and then had the nerve to do THAT with his supposed ex-girlfriend right in front of my face at the charity event? I guess I’m just no match for the Baroness.” 
 

I struggled to remain stoic. I didn’t want to admit that yet another man had stomped on my heart. I fought nobly but the river of emotions inside of me had a strong current and it threatened to pull me into its undertow. Ryan must have seen the frantic look in my eyes, as he sat there driving his car in the late night hours. He probably wondered what kind of freakin’ crazy lady he had in his car. I was at my wits end and he was the epitome of relaxation, like an angel throwing out a safety rope for me to latch onto.  
 

“Chloe, listen girl, there’s no way Patrick is into the Baroness. Let me tell you a few things about her. She’s the most egocentric, selfish and conniving bitch I’ve ever met in my life. I’m sure you agree. Besides, when I met you and Patrick at the gallery, I realized from the moment that I saw the two of you together, that he was completely into you. I’ve known him for almost twenty years now and I have never seen him behave like that with other girls. He was acting like a schoolboy with his first
love. Don’t beat yourself up so much, Chloe. Just give it a couple of days and see how you feel. He really likes you and this was just one big cluster fuck of a misunderstanding.”
 

I sat there feeling devastated, but the tidal wave of hurt washing over my heart soon subsided, as his soothing words helped me put things back in perspective. I sighed into the passenger seat and turned to look for a moment at the twinkling lights out in the distance from the highway.
 

“I know that you are saying this to make me feel better and I appreciate it but seriously, what he did tonight was cruel and humiliating. I don’t care how much money he can make on this Baroness account, it’s not going to be at the expense of my heart,” I said with bridled anger in my voice. I paused for a moment looking down, picking at some invisible lint on my jeans.
 

“Ryan, he broke my heart tonight,” I said in a soft low voice.
 





Chapter 2


 

The grating noise of the music on my alarm clock forced the soul back into my body as I groggily came to the “awake” stage. Confused and disoriented, I grabbed the bed sheets next to me, thinking for a brief moment that I would find Patrick sleeping there. As the focus of reality sharpened in my brain I remembered... Shit! It’s Monday morning.
 

All day Sunday, after Ryan had brought me home, I was tormented with the idea of how I would have to face Patrick at work. I’d spent the day on a crying jag as a result of Patrick wrenching my heart out, wanting to throw my iPhone, filled with his messages which I had ignored, in the toilet. Sunday night’s dreams were turbulent and full of distorted dark shadowy images, symbols no doubt of my heartache for the handsome and enigmatic Patrick Collins.  
 

I rolled over with a sigh, flopping my arm across the vacant space, digging deep inside of my psyche for the courage to get out of bed and go into work. I had contemplated calling in sick procrastinating to the last moment possible. Growling through clenched teeth, I flung the covers off me determined not to let a man undermine my self-confidence. Too many times in the past I had beat myself up over a heartbreak, just like Ryan said, and came out feeling like a loser. Maybe this time would be different. Dragging myself out of bed, I habitually went through the morning routine like a plane on autopilot and prepared myself for work.
 

I purposefully got off the elevator one floor below and took the last floor by stairs so I could avoid the front reception area. I wasn’t in the mood to be on anyone's radar this morning and certainly not those cackling office gossips. With Starbucks in hand, I stealthily made my way to my desk opening up my computer to check the calendar for the day.
 

“Chloe!” I jumped a mile unaware that anyone had entered my cubicle space.
 

“Oh, hey Elyse,” I breathed out. “You startled me.” I thought you were someone else like...well....Patrick,” I stammered.
 

“Patrick? He’s not even in today. Check the schedule.”
 

My eyes darted across the computer screen and my anxiety was quickly alleviated when I saw that Patrick would be out of the office for most of the week.
 

“That’s a relief. I really wasn’t up for dealing with him anyway,” I said.  
 

“He’s gone most of the week to Florida, I think,” Elyse mused.
 

“Florida? Why the hell Florida?” I said bitterly. He never said anything about Florida last week before we went to the Hamptons for the weekend.         
 

“I have no idea but it’s gotta be something important for him to be gone that long,” Elyse said jutting out her chin.
 

Maybe the asshole was actually feeling guilty and decided to stay away for a while, taking a couple days R&R in South Beach. Go figure it!
 

Although I hadn’t completely forgiven Patrick, deep in my heart I was beginning to waver. Elyse had returned to her desk to work and I took the opportunity to steal away into Patrick’s office. I found some insignificant excuse to put files on his desk, in an effort to get in his space and absorb his energy, even if it was residual vibrational energy. Alone in the office I passed behind his desk near the chair. Closing my eyes, I inhaled the faint scent of his cologne, remembering how intoxicating he was when he held my body next to his.  
 

My heart softened towards him and I sighed a puppy dog whimper. Maybe I had been too hasty in my reaction to this whole thing. Maybe Ryan was right. I certainly knew by now that the Baroness was a complete psychopath. There was no doubt that she had orchestrated this whole scheme. After all, she was the one behind the note, the one who manipulated me to go to the library under false pretenses. And according to history, this wasn’t the first time she had caught Patrick in her web.  
 

On the other hand, he should have told me about the affair with the Baroness. I was really put in a bad position in front of her. It’s like baiting a hungry dog with a steak and then wondering why the dog jumped for it. If Patrick had been up front in the beginning and explained, the Baroness’ outrageous behavior would have made more sense. I felt humiliated being blindsided like that.
 

If I were being truly honest to myself, I wanted things to be the way they were before. I wanted to forgive him. I ached to forgive him, but he had deceived me. Besides, I thought agreeably to myself, actions speak louder than words and that night in the library, I didn’t see him even attempt to push her away when they kissed. 
 

Rehashing all the drama was wearing me down and getting on my last nerve. I decided to bury myself in the mile high pile of work on my desk for the remainder of the day and go home for another fitful night’s sleep.
 

***
 

Back in the sanctity of my home, scrubbed and showered and with my hair up in a towel, I plopped down on my bed in pajama pants to read a little in an effort to get my mind off my heartache. Plugging in my phone to recharge and placing it on the nightstand, I dropped down on the bed when suddenly the ping of an alert drew my attention. My stomach rolled with anxiety as I recognized the sender name of the incoming text message. It was Patrick. 
 

I had been doing my best to resist answering but deep below the surface, a certain fear of rejection, dull and oppressive, came to me. Desperation filled me to the brim and I was consumed with the desire to go after him, call him, text him, do whatever it would take to get him back. The thought asserted itself, and persisted until it produced a vision of losing Patrick forever, if I didn’t take action soon. Just thinking of that scenario shattered me. I broke down and opened the text.
 

It read, “Chloe, you have no idea what you are doing to me. I’m a mess without you. We really need to talk. Call me....please...”
 

Gingerly I placed the phone back on the nightstand and warm tears of relief found their way down my cheeks. Clicking the light off, I whispered out loud to the late night silence in the room, “Good night Patrick. I’ll call you tomorrow.” 
 


 

***
 


 

Things were slow at work the next morning with Patrick gone to Florida and I found myself slumped over my desk, nervously tapping my pencil, strategizing my plan for the best time to call him. My pulse raced. No time like the present!

 

My palms were so sweaty I could barely get my fingers to slide across the glass of my cell phone. As I stole away into his office, an electrifying shudder reverberated through my body at the thought of Patrick’s velvet smooth voice. I leaned back in his chair, leisurely stretching my long legs and propped my feet up on his desk with a cocky attitude. I scrolled through my “Contacts list” and hit the call button, beside myself with delight.
 

It seemed like an eternity before the call went through. Anxiously, I anticipated hearing the familiar timbre of his voice through the phone.
 

“Well, hello Chloe.”
 

My heart froze and I bolted upright in the chair. What the fuck!! 
 

“Anna? I...I...was calling for Patrick,” I stammered in a stifled unnatural voice.
 

“Yea, he’s in the shower... soaping up his incredibly chiseled physique. Do you want to leave a message?” 
 

“I’m...I’m sorry, I don’t understand. I thought I called Patrick.” I wavered trying to comprehend what I was hearing.
 

“Ah, let’s see, you blew off the hottest piece of ass in the Hamptons to run off with your gay friend in a hissy fit. Patrick was feeling lonely and upset so I chatted him up at the party and he agreed to come with me to Miami for some fun. Then one thing led to another and we ended up here in bed together.” Her voice was cold and exact.
 

I fought to control my swirling emotions. Anger rushed over me like a freight train on steroids. My heart pumped enough blood to the surface of my body until I was on fire and suddenly I knew the meaning of being so angry that I saw red.
 

“Uh, no message,” I replied, the anger in my voice masked by calmness as I punched the “End” button.  
 

What the muther-fucking hell was that? He went to Miami for work - my ass!
 

 I could not believe what I had just heard. What a bitch! Looks like everything changes and yet, everything stays the same. I was here pining away for him in New York while he was down in Florida fucking that bitch!  
 

Fuck me! 
 

No - fuck him!! 
 

I fucking quit!!!
 

I was so ramped up I could barely breath. I tore a sheet of copy paper out of the printer and scratched out a short letter.


 

Dear Mr. Collins:
 



 

I hereby formally give my resignation effective immediately on this 12th day, of the sixth month, of the year 2012. 

 

Go fuck yourself!

 

Sincerely,

 

Chloe Swanson

 

            
 

I left the letter, square in the center of his desk, so he would see it first thing upon his return to the office. I stopped by my desk only long enough to grab my purse from the drawer and blazed a trail for home, hissing mad like a boiling teakettle.
 

***
 


 

The day had broken humid and overcast when I turned aside from my disconnected cell phone and finally climbed out of bed. Two days had passed and I was still in my pajamas with a tail drooping discouragement. I didn’t belong to myself, I was out of myself. I drifted on from this to a vision of my life, a bleak wasteland, devoid of human relationships of the most profound kind, deficient in the one thing that every man and woman strives for in the universe... love.
In striving for a love relationship, we all seek to find the Holy Grail, to find a connection that reunites us with the universe so that we no longer feel separate, but whole again. 
 

As bad as it was, I finally decided the pity party was over and I switched my cell phone back on after two days of blocking myself from the world. I had needed that time to think. I had to reassess my direction in life, start scouring the websites for job postings. Maybe New York wasn’t the place for me after all. I padded out to the kitchen to wrap my hands around a cup of coffee, one of life’s guiltless pleasures, when my cell went off.  Humph. Probably Elyse. She’s gonna kill me for not answering her for two days.
 

I was surprised to see Ryan’s name glowing on the screen.
 

“Hey Ryan. What’s up?”
 

“Chloe, where have you been?  Everyone is worried sick about you. Did you lose your phone or what?”
 

“Ah, well, about that.... I had my phone turned off.”
 

“Elyse called me worried about you. She told me that you quit. What the hell happened? Why would you quit a job in this economy, don’t you know how hard it is for people to get jobs? Sorry for the rapid fire questions but...”
 

“I can’t face Patrick again. There is no way I can continue working for him after everything that’s happened. However, I don’t want you to worry about me. I’ll be okay and I’m ready to move on with my life. In fact, I’m starting a job search today.”
 

“Oh, that’s good to hear,” he sighed with relief. “You better give Elyse a hollar as soon as we’re done talking though,” he chastised me. “So, a job search, eh? Parlez-vous francais? ” 
 

Did he just ask me if I spoke French? I hadn’t used French since I took classes in college to fulfill my foreign language requirement.
 

“Oui, Monsieur Barrick,” I replied. “Pourquoi ne demandez-vous?’  I said. Yes, I did speak French, lying slightly since I really only remembered a few phrases.
 

“Listen, I have a proposition for you. Since you are out of work at the moment and I am opening a new gallery in Paris in a few weeks, I was wondering if you would like to come with me as my personal assistant there and help me get it off the ground. You know, help me set up the opening. But of course, it would only be for a month or two, and we would have to leave soon...  like this Friday soon.”
 

Oh my fucking God, are you kidding me? 
 

“You better not be fucking with me Ryan, cause I’m gonna come over and kick your ass if you are! I’ve always wanted to go to Paris and see the Eiffel Tower and the Louvre,” I answered eagerly over my beating heart. I was literally jumping up and down screeching into the phone.
 

“Well, I thought you could use a break from the craziness of the last few weeks. Besides, I could really use your help,” he admitted, chuckling in a hearty voice.
 

“But what about your assistant Louis? Why wouldn’t you bring him instead of me?”
 

“Somebody has to stay in New York and take care of business at the galleries here,” he pointed out.
 “Ryan, you are awesome! I’m your guy, I mean, girl for the job. Count me in.” 
 

I threw down my phone, spun around in a circle, feeling buoyant, floating on air, after learning of all the upcoming events that would set my new life in motion.  



 



Chapter 3


 

“Welcome to Air France,” the smiling blond flight attendant said with a cute French accent, extending her arm guiding me to the left. As I inched my way down the cabin aisle past her, I tried not to bump my carry-on bag into her sharply dressed figure. 
 

Friday had finally arrived. The last couple of days had been a whirlwind trying to pack for my trip with Ryan to Paris. I always had a hard time consolidating all my clothes into the limited amount of luggage allowed. It baffled me how some people could do the, “I’m only bringing a carry-on bag”, thing to avoid going through baggage claim. I had laden myself with bags, jacket, scarf, purse and anything else I could manage to hang on my body, in an attempt to use it like a pack mule, and extend my “allowable luggage” to include my body itself.
 

“Excuse me, excuse me, excuse me...” I apologized my way down the first class cabin craning my neck to find my seat number.
 

“Chloe, we sit over here to the left,“ Ryan said. “I’ll be up front and your seat is a little farther back,” he said pointing with his chin.
 

Ryan had booked his ticket weeks ago and fortunately, he managed to get me a seat on the same flight, however we were not seated next to each other. That didn’t matter though, I was ecstatic. Ryan had generously booked us in First Class. Not only had I never been to Europe, I had never flown First Class before. Who knew what other “firsts” I would encounter on this trip? I felt like my cocoon days were over and I finally morphed into a butterfly...well maybe not a butterfly, but I was ready to be adventurous and try new experiences. I guess I had found the remedy to help me get over Patrick. This trip to Paris was the magic potion I needed.
 

“Sure Ryan,” I said as I clunked past the restroom, my gaudy oversized tote bag obnoxiously scratching the wall. 
 

“They’ll take good care of you here. Be sure to reserve the complementary neck massage and by the way, all the drinks and meals are free but go easy on the champagne, he jokingly warned. “I don’t want to have to carry you and all your crazy bags off the plane.”
 

“Don’t worry, I’ll behave on the flight but I can’t promise anything after that,” I replied with one eyebrow raised.
 

I had to pinch myself and give a mental "woo-hoo" as I turned to search for my seat number. Finally, I spotted my seat completely in the back, the last row of First Class and someone was already sitting in the seat next to mine, hunched over, arranging a bag or something. I groaned to myself, hoping it would not be an oversized old guy with bad teeth and greasy hair, who would want to talk my ear off the entire flight. As I approached my row, the huddled figure in the seat looked up and my eyes were met by a pair of dark deep set eyes, framed in a very handsome square face. He pushed back a few strands of long dark hair that fell out of place as he got up and my eyes froze on his powerful chest and shoulders.
 

Jackpot! Well, hello there. 
 

Failing miserably in an
attempt to be nonchalant, I literally choked out my words. “I, I, think this is my seat,” I rasped out in a freakishly high hoarse voice due to the moisture stuck in my throat, pointing at the seat next to him.
 

“No problem.” He graciously moved aside allowing passage. 
 

Making a fool of myself like a clumsy circus clown, I nearly collided with his taut body and I blundered my way to my seat.
 

As he was leaning his torso back to avoid getting sucker punched by my tote bag, he mockingly said, “Ha, I thought weapons weren’t allowed on planes.”
 

My blood flashed red in my cheeks as I fumbled with my gear, stowing the largest part in the overhead bin but keeping all the important sundries nearby.
 

“Sorry, I’m an over packer, seriously luggage challenged. I never have enough,” I mumbled in a feeble attempt at humor between my intermittent glances to check him out. 
 

He stood at the seat next to me and watched as I was settling in, his dark eyes were riveting, boldly assessing my every move. Each time I looked up from my shuffling, I noticed he was watching me intently. His perusal of me added to my feeling of self-consciousness and something intense flared through our interaction. He was hot... Extremely hot!
 

My stolen “peeks” revealed a skin tight T-shirt that hugged his body. The muscles rippling under his shirt quickened my pulse, tempting my hands to reach out and stroke his well-built physique. His firm biceps bulged out from the short sleeve of his shirt, pushing the sleeve up just a little to accommodate the girth of his upper arm, the tip of a tribal tattoo escaping. My nerves were beginning to show in my sweaty palms. 
 

I also discerned that he was tall, about six feet - two, just the right height for me. His hair was trimmed in the back but long on top so that when it became unruly, wavy strands fell forward. He ran his hand through his hair in a fruitless attempt to restrain the unruly locks. The gesture was unnerving. Each time he made it, the motion drew my attention to the muscle on his upper arm as it flexed, when pushing his hair back into place. This guy was more than hot! He was sexy as hell!  
 

Scooching past him to finally take my seat, I avoided eye contact, for fear of revealing the lust in my eyes, or maybe the drool on my chin. He was young, early twenties, gorgeous and sooo fresh. My will power waved goodbye and much like Elvis Presley, left the building. 
 

As the stewardess’s went through all the standard procedures preparing to take off, I powered off my cell phone, vigilantly aware of the hunky guy next to me, oozing copious amounts of invisible pheromones for the reptilian part of my brain to process. Humans have a lower part of the brain that reacts involuntarily, often referred to as the reptilian brain, which handles functions we don’t have to think about like breathing. Mine was gladly working overtime and got harder to keep under control. Damn those chemical substances!
 

“So, first time going to Paris?” He prodded for more info. “You are going there for a model shoot, or something, right?  I mean, you look like a model.”
 

“Me?  Oh no...pffft...hardly,” I replied.  “Business trip.”
 

“Oh, okay. My name’s Jesse...um....” He trailed off waiting for my name.
 

“I’m Chloe, nice to meet you Jesse,” 
 

He stuck out a hand sideways to shake and I met the hand along with the smile that was offered. The warmth of personal contact in his hand projected tingling electricity of which I became acutely aware.  
 

“You are gorgeous, you could be a model. Your eyes are amazing,” he continued looking up from under half hooded eyes. 
 

I felt the heat rise to my face again and little flutters in my stomach.
This guy’s fiery gaze cut right through me like a knife and boy, he made that knife feel good. 
 

I was falling for him quickly. After all, I had all the symptoms of a girl with a broken heart and this guy had no trouble reeling me in. He leaned back comfortably in his seat. I was careful not to let my arm touch his on the armrest. I had many more hours to sit in his near proximity and that realization made my breathing uneven. Thank God for free drinks in First Class. I was in dire need of one.  
 

The flight finally got underway and I relaxed into my spacious seat. I was grateful when the stewardess finally came to our row taking drink orders. When I discovered that French champagne was offered, I gave the stewardess a nod to bring it in my direction. Jesse ordered, in like manner and with glasses in hand, we tipped the edges together in a toast “to Paris”.
 

“This is good,” I said enjoying the mellow zing of the bubbly as it smoothed its way over my tongue and down my throat.
 

“It should be. It’s Dom Perignon.” he smiled.
 

“Nice.” I made a mental note to profusely thank Ryan again for putting me in First Class.
 

“So, what’s the mysterious business trip you’re on?”
 

“It’s not mysterious, far from it. I’m going to Paris with my boss, he’s sitting up there,” I pointed with my champagne glass to the front. “I am his assistant and we are opening an art gallery in Paris. You know, I’m going there to help set things up, work on promotions and the usual stuff,” I explained.  
 

Ah, the velvet smooth relaxation of the fermented grapes was having its anticipated effect on me. Wine, and champagne, which is really a sparkling wine, always came through for me. I could count on it giving me a buzz, time and time again. I couldn’t tell you much about pairing wines with meals, but I could tell you this, it delivered its effects every time and it never let me down unlike people, sad to say. However, life was looking better now and I turned to chat up my newfound friend, Jesse, drinking in the pleasurable visual stimulation I was enjoying from his drop dead gorgeous good looks.
 

“How about you? What do you do for a living?” I had contemplated what a young hard body like him would do for a living, fantasizing possibilities such as UFC fighter, bodybuilder, male model.... 
 

“I race motocross,” he replied taking a sip of his champagne and resting his arm on the center console between us, like I should have knowledge of this sport.
 

“Motocross? Hmm. I don’t know much about that sport.” I felt stupid but then I hadn’t really had much guy sport references growing up an only child.
 

“Motocross is like dirt bike racing,” he explained. “My older brother, Jimmy got me started riding when he gave me his 65 and moved up to 85’s...” He lost me there and I had to interrupt.
 

“Wait, what? 65, 85. What’s that?”  
 

“He smiled a beautiful smile and chuckled, “Those are engine sizes.  Anyway,” he continued, “I started riding at a pretty young age, about seven but then my dad passed away and I had to grow up fast. No time for kids’ stuff. Instead I had to put all my effort into my riding. I wanted to go to the Pro Am circuit, find sponsors and be able to help support my mom and brothers.”
 

“And well, did you?”
 

“Here I am, on my way to race in Supercross de Paris.”
 

“Wow, your family must be proud of you.”
 

“Yep, my brother always said that it’s not only about the race if you want to make it as a pro rider. It's also about your relationship with other riders and your sponsors.”
 

“That’s so true. Same thing in business, it is all about, relationships with sponsors, or clients.” For being so young this guy was wise beyond his years. But oh my, he was a fine specimen of a young man. Probably too young for me but sometimes girls just want to have fun.
 

The more champagne I drank, the more I leaned on the armrest in Jesse’s direction, that marvelous tattooed bicep practically under my nose, calling my name, begging to be touched. I wondered what his chest looked like, or his abdomen. I bet he had a fantastically cut, and I wanted my eyes on his aesthetically pleasing “V”.
 

“You must work out a lot,” I quipped as I became fixated on the idea of seeing him shirtless, using those pumped up guns to push my arms over my head while he ravished me, his unruly hair falling down on his forehead as he leaned over me.
 

“Well, yea. I train on the track and off the track, but let’s talk more about you. Are you sure that you’re not a model?”
 



Chapter 4


 

The hours slipped by, day turned into night, though it was hardly apparent while being on the long transatlantic flight. Jesse and I exchanged life stories, backgrounds, talk of work, family and friends as the stewardess supplied us with beverages, food, pillows, blankets and of course, a constant flow of champagne. Eventually, after enough hours had passed, the cabin lights were dimmed and the majority of the passengers drifted off, in an attempt to sleep their way through the long tedious trek through the clouds above the ocean. All overhead lights were clicked off and I covered myself with one of the dark blue Air France blankets. The dull luminescence of the cabin area and the intense heat building up between us, compelled us to lean into each other over the armrest console in order to speak in hushed tones. The lights, the drinks, “the sharing our dreams” all propelled our body chemistry to heightened proportions.  
 

I sat with one arm resting on the console. He ran his fingers up and down my bare arm and leaned in. Intuitively, I reciprocated and met his advance by tipping my head into his. Nuzzling his nose in my hair he inhaled the scent, his warm breath lightly blowing in my ear and whispered, “You are so fucking hot. I am going to have to kiss those lips of yours.” His hand stilled on my forearm punctuating his intentions.
 

I tried to say no but my body kept saying yes. I stopped using my head and just let it all go. I rationalized that I needed this to forget the past, plus the damn champagne was keeping its promise yet again.
 

“I want to hold you, to feel you. I’ve been sitting here staring at your perfection. You turn me on, let me take control,” he murmured. I closed my eyes and our heads were twisting together, fighting the urge to just go at it right there in the seats. My heartbeat accelerated, I panted in short shallow breaths.  
 

“Oh Jesse,” I moaned fighting to restrain myself with every ounce of determination I had left that wasn't diminished by the alcohol. I soon realized it was a losing battle. The champagne had won again. It always did.
 

He drew his hand to my chin and gently, yet firmly, turned my face so my lips were easy access. With my arm still pinned on the console in a death grip, his mouth closed over my lips, his tongue raking over mine in sensual delight. He kissed me long and deep, swirling his tongue inside my mouth and sucking my lower lip as he pulled away.  
 

Ohmygod that was so hot!
 

My lips were on fire, my nipples budded up under my top and all my juices were flowing. 
 

“Come on. He whispered...come with me....”  
 

I hardly had time to think when he pulled me up by the intense grip he had on my arm taking me with him. I wasn’t sure I should be doing this but...  
 

“Where are we going?” I whispered.
 

“Shhhh, just follow my lead...come on.” He tugged on my arm one last time and as I got on my feet, he switched his hold, standing behind me with his hand on my waist. His massive body was behind me and I could feel the heat radiating from his chest when he guided me down the aisles. With one slick maneuver, he opened the lavatory door and pushed me inside, crushing on top of me in the small space.  
 

I felt his body press up against mine, his swollen manhood demanding attention. The moment I felt him I knew restraint was a lost cause. I wanted to rip his shirt off and revel in his virility. Grabbing my hair in his hands, he possessed me with his mouth, ramping up my excitement like one of his motorbikes. I clawed at his shirt, pushing my hands up under it to feel the heat from his skin. I was a river of pure emotion aching for a release.  
 

Placing his strong hands on my waist, he hoisted me on the edge of the small countertop. Pushing both hands up under my thin pink T-shirt top, he whisked it up over my head. I raised both arms to accommodate his action and as I lowered them to prop myself up with my arms behind my back, he caught both of my wrists in the T-shirt, cinching my wrists behind me. I was forced to arch my back thrusting my heaving breasts into the air, my deep purple lace bra pushing up the creamy white crests of my breast. His tongue blazed a trail down from my mouth to my breasts, working me into a combustible fusion of emotions. He let go of the shirt binding, cupping a breast in each hand, those long locks of hair falling down into his eyes and he adeptly pushed a nipple out of the bra cup to meet his mouth.  I groaned with delight as I felt the flicker of his wet tongue send sensations racing down my body, priming me for more action.  
 

As he buried his face in my breasts, I grabbed that head of hair, long locks still falling in his dark burning eyes and forced his kisses on my mouth with reckless abandon. God he was so good and I didn’t even care that I was doing something I had never done before, acting out a fantasy desire. I pulled his shirt off over his head and was rewarded with a visual masturbation, his tight hard abs creating contours that were stimulation to the eyes. I traced my fingers over his chest and out his arm over the tattoo. It covered most of his right pec and continued out his arm. It was magnificent, he was magnificent. Young, strong handsome and sexier than...well than any man I had ever seen.
 

“I’m gonna get you off now baby,” he said in a low deep voice and he opened his jeans releasing his cock. Kneeling down in front of me he slipped both hands down my sides, then caught up the bottom of my skirt and pushed it up, running his hands along my outer thighs, until my skirt was hiked up around my waist. He released my panties to dangle from one of my ankles while pushing the palm of his hand up my inner leg.  
 

“Oh yea...” he hissed as his fingers found my wetness and the scent of my arousal filled his nostrils. “I want to taste you.”
 

“Oh God Jesse...”
 

I could tell that he gripped his raging cock in one hand, by the rhythmic pumping motion that gently rocked his body, and the warm moistness of his mouth met my sensitive swollen bud. Oh it felt so good. Waves of pleasure rocked my body as I felt the muscles contract and blood rushed to further engorge my clit.  His tongue licked and swirled magically, while I felt the rhythm of his pumping accelerates. His rising intensity aroused me to new heights and I could feel my body winding up, rising to the top before the explosion.
 

“Oh you are so wet,” he growled in a hoarse whisper.
 

He splayed the lips of my labia open and his fingers burned into my tingling skin. While stroking himself with his hand, his tongue flicked and tantalized my pulsing fiery hot ecstasy. My muscles tensed the length of my thighs and his dexterous manipulations stoked the furnace within me.
 

“Oh yes, right there...” I pleaded. “Right there baby...” and with the last delicious flicks, I found the top of my orgasm and released the explosion. Urgently grabbing his dark curls, I clutched at his hair with both hands. He stood up and grunted a deep guttural sound through clenched teeth, releasing his cum all over my bare mound. Panting, he looked down at it with satisfaction, pushing the head of his cock back and forth through the creamy white evidence of his manhood lying on my skin. 
 

The plane floor beneath my feet veered and shifted. The door vigorously rattled as if endowed with the weight of fifty men. At first I thought it was just our zealous actions but soon the realization that we were not alone sunk in. The stewardess was rapping on the flimsy restroom door. Apparently, we were experiencing turbulence and that meant everyone would have to return to their seats.
 

“You’re hot...that was hot.” He mouthed out the words against my lips in one last kiss, cupping my face in his hands.
 

“I...I don’t usually do things like this,” I grimaced like a man stung by a bee. “I mean it’s the first time in a restroom.” Another “first” I thought to myself, fumbling for my shirt while he put himself back together. A second impatient round of rapid fire knocks jiggled the door as we pitched violently to the left. A voice filled with urgency called for us to return to our seats from the other side of the pale beige door. Scratching at the lock, my fingers refused to cooperate. Jesse reached over, the epitome of cool and calm, encircling his arms around me to effortlessly slide the bolt open.
 

“Here let me...” he murmured as his lips brushed against my ear and he gave me little nuzzles that coincided with the click of the door.
 

Smiling like a Cheshire cat, we stepped out of the restroom to meet the stern face of the stewardess, a frown furrowing her brow, and her arms folded under her breasts. I rolled my eyes and glided back into my seat in the soft hush of the sleeping cabin, with Jesse following me like a puppy.
 

We ordered another round of drinks and leaned back relaxing in our seats. Well, I ordered a drink and apparently, Jesse had worked up quite an appetite and ordered a steak. Needless to say, this flight had turned out quite differently than I had imagined. I envisioned myself casually replying to Ryan’s “How did you sleep?” question when we got off the plane with a wave of my hand, and that I couldn’t sleep much because of all the...turbulence.
 

“Is that filet mignon?  I asked peering over at his surf and turf order.
 

He smiled a smug smile and said, “First Class baby,” as he popped a portion of speared meat into his mouth. My eyes watched his lips close around it as I thought to myself, oh what those lips could do to me!
 

“You know…maybe we can hang out in Paris. Give me your number and I’ll hit you up,” he said between bites.
 

As devastatingly good looking as he was, I knew in my heart that our fling in the restroom was just that and nothing more. Though I didn’t know his exact age, he was too young for me. I was resigned to the fact that, a day or two after we were on the ground, all thoughts of me would vanish into thin air as the dawn of each new day would bring countless young Mademoiselles flouncing across his path, turning his head and his attention away from me. 
 

“You can give me your number. Here…. punch it in on my phone,” I said as I fished my cell phone out of my tote bag and opened a new page in the contact list. He made a little frown at me but tapped his number in anyway.  
 

“You know, I really do want to see you. I’m not just feeding you the same old line,” he said with a sidelong glance in my direction.
 

“I know,” I said, “But a girl can’t be too careful these days, you know. Just a precautionary thing I do.” I lied and turned to look out the window into the blackness of the night sky. I would probably kick myself in the morning.
 

The weight of my eyelids was getting to be more than I could bear and I excused myself for a long overdue “power nap”. Jesse was a sweet guy and I was feeling guilty about being so evasive to his request to meet up in Paris. I reclined my seat all the way flat to the sleep position and drifted off to a fitful sleep, nursing a dull and melancholy mood.  
 

***
 

“Hey gorgeous.” The timbre of a gentle voice rustled the fog of sleep from my consciousness as I became aware of the luminescence of daylight filtering in the windows of the aircraft. My eyes focused on a gleaming white smile surrounded by full lips beaming down over me.  
 

“What time is it?” I mumbled, pushing my long amber hair out of my face as I realized Jesse had been watching me sleep next to him.
 

“Damn, you look good even first thing in the morning,” he said as he plied me with compliments.
 

I snorted and sat up, the blue airline blanket falling down to my waist.  
 

“It’s breakfast time.” He replied preparing his tray for the food delivery. “How’d you sleep?”  
 

“Pretty good,” I said gingerly rubbing the sleep from my eyes with my pinkie finger, trying not to rub all the mascara into my face. Oh shit! I needed to brush my teeth. Who put this fur coat on my tongue? 
 

“You were snoring,” he smirked.
 

“Whaaaa...?” I protested. “I don’t snore.”
 

“Just kidding, you didn’t snore,” he placated me. “But you made cute little gurgling sounds in your sleep,” he teased. I swatted his muscular arm in a mock slap. I was sure I didn’t make noises in my sleep but I enjoyed his teasing despite it all.  Jesse made me feel comfortable, considering I had just spent the night with a stranger, a hunky buff, handsome young stranger.  After a few minutes, he stood up and excused himself to find an available restroom.
 

The cabin suddenly brightened further and as I strained to look over the row in front of me, I realized with a smile, that we were almost in Paris. Next to the restrooms, I could see a fifty year old woman with gray hair straight down her back, wearing a dull burgundy sweatshirt, waiting to use the facilities. I decided to gather my toiletries and watch for a break in the line when I looked up and saw Ryan standing in the aisle. It was a good thing he chanced to come by while Jesse was away from his seat. That was one “awkward moment” bullet I had dodged.
 

“Hey Chloe, good morning,” Ryan said cheerfully.
 

“Good morning. How was your night?” I guess it won’t be much longer until Paris, I spouted. The excitement was twirling like a baton in my stomach and Ryan could see how it affected me.
 

“That’s right,” he chuckled. “After breakfast we will prepare to land. I’m just going to duck into the can for a minute to freshen up. See you after breakfast.”
 

Jesse returned and slid into his gray leather seat, running a hand through his hair, those same disobedient tresses falling over his dark eyes and that well developed bicep muscle calling my name.
 

“What’s on the menu for breakfast? I’m hungry as a horse,” he said, slapping his hands on his massive thighs.
 

I snickered at his enthusiasm for food. Jeez, he acted as if he just came in from plowing the back forty.
 

“Er...uh...griddle cakes and grits?” I asked mockingly with a smile.
 

A delicious breakfast of strawberry crepes and whipped cream was served, making the last hour zoom by and before I knew it the plane was landing in Paris.
 

Reloading my body with my “homeless lady” fashion attire, I made a graceful exit from Jesse, full of empty promises to meet up with him in Paris. Still feeling a little sheepish about our tryst, I was relieved to fall in beside Ryan as we filed out of the airplane, putting a little physical distance between Jesse and me.  
 

***
 

At the baggage carousel, Jesse came striding over, loaded down with a bulging duffle bag and a rolling bag in tow, that sexy hair bouncing in his eyes as he approached.
 

“Hey Chloe, what’s up?  Gotcher bags?” he said, his smile showing his gleaming white teeth.  
 

“Looks like you have all your bags,” I smiled sincerely.
 

“I guess I’ll be heading off now. Gotta make the soccer game at the local bar before it ends. I try to keep an eye on the sports over here.” His eyes were burning holes in me.
 

“Sure Jesse, it was fun.” I winced. That sounded really lame. “Good luck with your Motocross race here in Paris. I’ll be watching the sports news to see when they announce you as the winner,” I replied nervously. “My bags have been taking forever.” I turned and waved in Ryan’s direction. He stood a few feet away, fixedly monitoring the trail of luggage as the conveyor crawled along filled with bags that looked like bumper cars smashing into one another.
 

“That's cool, that’s cool. Hit me up then and good luck to you too with your gallery gig.” He ran his hand through his disorderly locks his dark eyes burning through me and leaning over, gave me a chaste kiss on the cheek, then turned and headed for the exit. I was all a flutter, my knees weak from the adrenaline rush, I nervously glanced around me, as if everyone in the crowded baggage claim area could hear my accelerated heartbeat.  
 


 

***
 


 

It was about midday, when we finally cleared out of the airport after having collected our entire luggage and filtering through Customs and Immigration, which was notorious for long lines and convoluted by slow-moving senior citizens. Once outside on the street, Ryan hailed a cab for us. Standing at the curb, the warmth of the sun penetrated my skin as if welcoming me to the city of love. 
 

“Do you like it? Are you in love yet? It’s Paris you know,” Ryan teased as we fell back into the small cloth back seat of the taxi.
 

I laughed audibly, “Ryan, I just got off the plane. That’s pretty quick to fall in love, and who would I be in love with this soon...the cab driver, Pierre?” I shot back, furrowing my brow. I improvised and made up the name Pierre, making a joke to deflect any inkling of a hint about the connection Ryan may have noticed between Jesse and me. As the cab careened around the narrow streets carrying us towards our hotel, the Castille Paris in the center of the city, I stretched my neck to absorb every sight of Paris I could possibly view from the tiny window of the taxicab. 
 

“Ryan, look at that building,” I pointed as we drove past the cafes. “Look at the architecture, I love it, it’s so old world charming, so much artistry in the brickwork and facades, and history just oozing from the storefronts.”
 

“I’m glad you are enjoying it so far. Just wait Chloe, this is only the beginning,” he smiled as he pitched into my right shoulder from the last sharp turn.
 

“Do they always drive like this in Paris?” I laughed as the cab recovered the straightaway.
 

“S'il vous plaît monsieur, aller petit à petit,” Ryan spoke in a loud voice to the driver asking him to please take it easy. Feeling spunky and courageous I decided to speak a little French also and threw in a “yes” and a “please”. 
 

“Oui. S’il vous plait,” I barked. Leaning forward I spouted two of the most basic words that anyone who has ever had the slightest interest in the French language would know. I was so proud of myself.
 

Ryan had already filled me in on how we would move forward with the plan before we had left New York. Time was of the essence and basically we had to hit the ground running if we were going to get this gallery open on schedule, so we wasted no time settling in to our hotel. Ryan had booked us in the Castille Paris with connecting rooms. I was to stay in Paris for six weeks and help prepare the opening of a contemporary gallery featuring an eclectic combination of European artists, mostly those working in modern oil paintings, not so much sculpture. The gallery was located near Rue Bonaparte and Rue Saint Sulpice where a mix of funky galleries, cafes and boutiques drew fashionable freethinking types. Ryan was an expert at finding the best locations for his galleries.
 

Without skipping a beat, I pulled out my cell phone, opened my MacBook on the table in my room, as Ryan and I delved into scheduling meetings and contacting the commercial property manager to pick up the keys to the gallery. The gallery had an office space but until the next business day, we would have to work out of the hotel rooms.
 


 



Chapter 5



It was Monday evening and along with feeling the effects of jetlag, Ryan and I were seriously starving. We decided to check out the neighborhood and look for a nice restaurant before allowing ourselves to crash for the night. We struck out walking from our hotel, intent on letting the first curious cafe that caught our eye be our choice for dinner. The streets were alive with people, tourists and locals, as we meandered down the narrow sidewalks. The vision of the street crowd searching for entertainment on a Monday night filled me with a newfound vibrancy. There was a dispute of some kind raging on the steps of a market, while at the next shop there was a man leaning with his back against a café wall, with a face as gray as an army blanket, sincerely smoking a thin dark cigarette. Couples huddled like lovers under table umbrellas, nursing their espressos. It was magical. 

“I love this city, Ryan. Everything looks like a picture postcard. So different than New York,” I said excitedly.

We came upon the Cafe de Flore on St. Germain Blvd. when Ryan stopped short. “This looks like a good place,” he said with a wave of his hand.

A busy waiter was passing near the entrance. “Bonsoir,” he said with a friendly smile.  

“Bonsoir Monsieur,“ I replied with the little French I knew and before the waiter had a chance to continue speaking in French, Ryan interrupted, “A table for two, please.” 

“Ah, Americanos,” the waiter said. “Come with me and I’ll find you a crappy table...ah, just kidding,” he teased. “I’ll find a good table for you and your sweet girlfriend.”

Ryan and I raised our eyebrows at each other as we trailed after the quirky Parisian. I guess that even in France we can find waiters who aspire to be comedians.

“Are you two here on your honeymoon?” he asked as he seated us at a small square table, fitted with a crisp white linen tablecloth.

“Oh, no, no, no. We are not married, just friends...well working friends.” I explained wondering if the culture differences caused a misinterpretation.

We ordered a Bordeaux red wine 2006 to pair with our chop of veal, smothered in a classic Madeira sauce. I sniffed the wine, then swirled it in my glass, noting the pattern it made as it ran back down the side of the glass.

“Ryan, the food here is to die for. We have been here barely a day and already Paris is everything I had dreamed...well, except for all the smoking. Did you  notice how the sidewalks are dotted with cigarette butts?”

“Yea, you know, smoking is a big part of the culture here. Frenchmen are stubborn and they don’t give up their vices easily,” he frowned.

I had finished most of the delicious veal chop on my plate, when Mother Nature called and I excused myself to go powder my nose. I headed to the bar area in search of the ladies room. 

Belly up to the bar, was a good looking hunk of a guy, loudly conversing with a friend, while gesticulating with his hands about, who knows what, probably the latest soccer goal of the day, when suddenly his enthusiasm got the better of him and he motioned with his glass still in his hand. At that very moment, I attempted to pass by his extended arm, wine and all, but with my hand to eye coordination being as poor as it is, I couldn’t duck away from his airborne glass in time and my white silk covered breasts crashed into his glass of red wine. Actually, it was more like his wine hit my blouse, but who’s keeping track anyway? All I could remember was watching a crimson stain grow to the size of a watermelon all over the front of me.

“Oh Shit! What the hell?” I shrieked as I instinctively jumped back, frantically pawing at the red stain, as if that would do any good. Godamnit. It was red wine...no chance of getting that out.

My high-pitched squeal broke the concentration of his tale tale and he turned in my direction. “Pardon, I’m so sorry, Miss...did I get you wet?” he apologized as he stood up from his bar stool to face me. I was prepared to spew forth every expletive in the book but instead I gasped. I was rendered speechless by the most intoxicating set of sea-green eyes that had ever gazed at me. He had sandy blond shoulder length hair that fell down around a slender face, and a sharp jaw line with a masculine dimple in his chin. From the looks of him, and his accent, I could surmise that he was probably Spanish or maybe Northern Italian.   

“Well.... yea...isn’t it obvious?” I said pointing to my wine soaked blouse.

“I’m sorry...again...so sorry. I get so clumsy when I drink.”

“Well, maybe you should quit drinking,” I said curtly as I pushed past him and made my way to the ladies room to clean up. I soaked several paper towels in water and rubbed at the stain in vain. Flabbergasted, I threw the towels in the trash and stomped out.

Retracing my steps through the bar, I noticed the crazy Spaniard was gone. I fluffed my hair with relief and adjusted my purse over my shoulder. All I wanted was to get back to the Castille Paris and call it a night.



***



The next two days were filled with picking up keys and handling the coordination of contractors who would finish remodeling the space. The gallery was magnificent. The facade was typical old world brick architecture sporting charming red awnings, accentuated with scalloped edges, hanging over the windows. The interior was mostly large open spaces with white walls, high vaulted ceilings with crown molding and a splash of accent color in the lobby. The open spaces, which were divided into smaller rooms, would soon be filled with colors of the artist’s work, each room getting a “remodel” so to speak as each showing changed. But for now, the entire place was in need of paint touch ups and general cleaning before it would be suitable for the first art show.  

Ryan had previously lined up his first artist, Francisco Parada, a promising young European who had several local top-rated reviews from the press. I hadn’t met him yet but his walk through was scheduled for noon the next day.



***



The next morning came bright as a diamond with the Parisian sun shining again, as I donned my clothes for work. This time, not the typical skirt and heels, but the kind of work clothes I could spill white paint on. Fate had thrown a wrench in the works and Ryan’s paint contractor’s wife had gone into labor the night before, so I volunteered to help paint and keep the project on track.

Arriving at the gallery, I quickly logged on the computer, re-checking the agenda for the day. I hadn’t counted on needing grubby clothes in Paris, so the most casual pants I had were my skin tight black yoga pants and a simple pink T-shirt.

“Good morning Chloe,” Ryan said as he popped his head in the office holding out a cup of coffee for me. “You look very sporty today sweetie. Listen, our first client is coming at noon. I’m so excited that Francisco is coming. Are you ready Chloe?“

“Why are you so nervous? It will be fine Ryan,” I said.

“I think you will know when you meet him. He is just...so yummy.” 

He practically squealed and I chuckled. “Ha, so he’s gay?” 

“I don’t know. You tell me when you see him.”  

I shook my head and got busy painting. I realized it was important to Ryan for the gallery to make a good impression and my job was to help him in any way I could.        

Right around noon, like clockwork, I heard a noise from the front lobby where Ryan anxiously paced, waiting to greet Francisco. I had my back to the hallway that led in from the front lobby, and I was painting over a large discolored patch on the white wall. Just as the two of them entered, I bent over to dip the paintbrush in the bucket on the floor, exposing my hind end as an unintended greeting to Francisco.  

“Chloe, our client is here...Francisco is here,” he announced to my butt.

“Oh great,” I said as I spun around covering my hiney with the back of my hand like a child about to get a spanking.  

Ohmygod! It's the loud hunky Spaniard who ruined my blouse.

“Well, hello. We meet again,” he said with a charming smile as he extended his hand. “How is that blouse...I hope it's not ruined. I’m sorry for spilling my wine all over it.”  

Ryan’s jaw dropped. “You’re the guy who spilled wine all over...Oh my God. What a coincidence,” Ryan gasped.

“Yes it is. Usually I do most of my artwork on a canvas, but in this case, I preferred the front of a beautiful young lady as my medium,” he smiled wryly.

I was still a little ticked off at Francisco, “the wine spilling artist” but it was difficult for me to stay mad at Francisco, “the freakin’ super-hot artist”. I could feel my heart soften towards him, despite his indelible first impression. 

Ryan showed Francisco around the gallery with a flirtatious buoyancy in his voice, talking business, yet finding excuses to brush up against Francisco, or touch his arm as they walked. I continued painting, wondering how this was all going to play out. Francisco was very charming, very “European charming” and sometimes that could send confusing signals to us Americans, who are used to the hard-charging rugged type of men. I wasn’t one hundred percent sure if Ryan had a chance here, but damn, he was good looking.

About an hour later, after agreeing on the optimal placement for his various art pieces, Ryan offered to take all of us to lunch at a charming cafe right down the street from the gallery.



***



We made our way towards the cafe and as we sat down to indulge in yet another delicious meal here in Paris, I couldn’t help but notice how much Ryan was enamored with Francisco. There was a definite gleam of interest in his eyes. Poor Ryan... I could tell by the way Francisco raked his eyes over me, that he was definitely not gay. Whenever Ryan spoke, Francisco absent-mindedly ignored him and placed all his attention on me, shooting my heart rate to the moon, as he continued to bathe me in his diligent scrutiny.

I had never met a man like Francisco before. He was so different, so worldly and very creative. My senses were flooded with new words, and new cultural nuances that all added to his appealing mystique.

“Chloe, tell me more about you? Where did you grow up?” Francisco inquired.

“Well, I grew up in Iowa, er, that is if you are familiar with American geography. It’s located in.... let’s just say the middle of nowhere.” I threw a sidelong glance at Ryan and found him pouting at the fact that Francisco was giving all his attention to me. Ryan picked at his food, aimlessly pushing a piece of potato around his plate with a fork. The disappointment written on his face was all too noticeable as the realization became obvious that Francisco was not interested in him.

“Chloe, I feel badly about your blouse. Please, allow me to buy you a new one. I know just the place to get it.” Francisco continued, “Ryan, would you mind if I steal Chloe for a couple of hours this afternoon?” He leaned one elbow on the table, stroking his lower lip with his fingers, as his green eyes burned holes in me and said, “A man must make right, what he’s done wrong.”

Ryan threw his napkin on the table, like he was throwing in the towel. “Yes, that’s okay. I have a meeting anyway in about half an hour. Go ahead Cinderella, go to the ball,” he said sarcastically, but still managed to smile.

“Thanks Ryan, you’re a doll,” I smiled back, giving him a little peck on the cheek. “See you at the gallery later.”

If our eyes are the windows to our soul, then I had just spent the entire lunch, window shopping in Francisco's eyes. After scrutinizing him from head to toe, I discerned that his sex appeal was quite different from the hot guy on the plane. Jesse was gorgeous, but Francisco had him trumped with his panty-dropping foreign accent. When he spoke, he gave even the most mundane words, like “hello” and “Chloe” a sensual appeal, melodiously stretching each syllable until he practically sang my name. It sent chills riveting through my body and when the words were attached to those aqua green eyes, it was nothing short of spellbinding.

Francisco graciously escorted me out and we parted ways with Ryan to go in search of one of the many chic boutiques found in this section of the city, where one could find the perfect mix of bohemian and upscale, just right for shopping and cafe hopping. Along St. Germain Boulevard there were copious amounts of boutiques to pick from, including such standouts as Louis Vuitton, Ralph Lauren and Sonia Rykiel. Even the side streets like Rue de Four and Rue des Sts-Peres held flagship boutiques for Paris-based labels. The choices were overwhelming, but he finally decided to take me to Le Bon Marche, the quintessential Parisian department store to shop the couture collections.

Francisco was a true artist at heart, appreciating all things that involved the use of color, texture and form in the fashion world, as well as in his own world of paints and canvas. His passion and appreciation for any art form was a pleasure to watch, as I tried on blouses for his approval.  

After taking a couple selections with me into the dressing room, I paraded out in a soft white blouse with a flouncy ruffled edge. It fit my shape perfectly and complemented the curves of my breasts, where the neckline scooped low in the front. 

“Ah, hermosa mujer. Beautiful!” He smiled extending his arm in emphasis with an upturned palm. “You are the picture of beauty. You fit in splendidly in this city of lights, as a beautiful diamond, shining brightly among all the classics of the past.”

Once again, as he spoke, the blood flushed to my face, a familiar shiver of awareness rippling my skin, as his eyes lingered on my visible form. 

“Thank you Francisco. Do you like this one? Does it fit me well?” I asked turning side to side.

As he stepped closer, I could feel the heat of his body and smell the musky scent of his cologne. My skin prickled pleasurably. He looked intently and mystically over my breasts and then at my face. He reached out to touch a strand of my hair running his fingers along its length, as if he was studying the texture through his fingertips.  Our eyes, locked in an intense gaze, as he rolled my hair between his fingers and in a low voice said, “Chloe, you are magnificent. You have a face of exquisite proportions. Perfect, like a painting of one of the masters... a true masterpiece.” 

I could feel my pulse quicken and my breathing became rapid. His hand trailed down my cheek and I felt an invisible magnetic pull drawing me closer to him. I was rendered speechless by his steamy maneuvers, his Spanish accent singing out the words like a melody. Suddenly aware of the heat index of the moment, I got nervous and took a step back to retreat to the dressing room. If he had stepped any closer, I would have spontaneously ignited. 

“Oh...well...um...I guess I’ll take this top then.” I pivoted and slipped into the dressing room, fanning my crimson face, to change back into my own clothes. 

Wow, I could not believe my life these days. First, a fantastic opportunity of a lifetime to work and stay in Paris, then meeting a total hunk on the plane and now Francisco. I was on a roll. I couldn’t lose a hand if I tried. If I’d played the lottery, I’d probably win and the fates were certainly smiling on me, or maybe the fates were just horny these days, who knows. I sighed deeply and tried to pull myself back together. 

Sheepishly stepping out of the changing room, I sauntered over to meet Francisco at the cash register. I had been very meek, but now my face flushed and he quietly looked into my eyes with a “do you forgive me” expression. He had the sales clerk wrap up the blouse and handed it to me like a gift. 

“I hope this will make amends my sweet lady.” An easy smile played at the corners of his mouth.

“Thank you Francisco. Yes, this is more than enough.”

“You won’t hold a grudge then?” He said and cocked his head to one side, his long hair falling into his green eyes.

“All forgiven,” I sighed with a smile, as he walked me back to the gallery. 

Once at the front entry, he bid me adieu. His glance was fixed upon the door of the old building, as beautiful to him as the portals of heaven and me, an angel perched on the threshold. Taking my hand in his, he pulled me towards him, leaning in close, only an inch from my lips and paused. With half hooded eyes he said, ”You are a ripe little tomato I must pick.” He turned my head, planted a chaste kiss on my cheek. He left me there, heart pounding, weak in the knees, with an undeniable magnetism growing between us and I wondered when I would see him again, as I slipped through the doors. 



Chapter 6


 

The sunlight, falling brightly on the carpet in the familiar lobby, was the medium so suitable for a romance in Paris. I was lost in a meditation, standing at the front window of the gallery, coffee in hand, inhaling its strong rich aroma. I contemplated the sequence of events that had transpired the night before, with one arm folded across my chest and the elbow of the other resting upon it, holding the smooth brown paper cup. 

It was the next day and I had already been working at the gallery for a couple hours when my thoughts pulled me away from work duties. Staring out the window, I pondered the possibilities of my future. There was no mistake that Francisco was taken with me. I couldn’t deny that. I allowed my imagination to play the “what if” game. What if this turns into something more serious? What if we fall in love? What if he’s the one? It was exciting to think about, but despite Francisco's good looks, charm and velveteen accent, no one really compared to Patrick. I just couldn’t forget him. The connection I had felt was an immediate and total attraction. My heart still ached for Patrick, but I feared that any romance with him was a lost cause. Now I was in Paris and I couldn’t let the opportunities at hand be wasted. Carpe Diem - Seize the day. Francisco was here and Patrick wasn’t. It was time to stop feeling sorry for myself, start being an adult and get on with my life.

“Chloe,“ Ryan’s steady voice broke my reverie and I turned to face him. “Francisco is here with his paintings. He’s unloading them from the truck. Can you come help us?”

“Sure thing Ryan,” I put my cup down on the front desk in the lobby and followed him, not sure what kind of help I could be in my high heels and pencil straight skirt. My long auburn hair was up in a ponytail for the summer heat and I was wearing the top Francisco had purchased for me the day before.

The metal roll up door was open, letting the summer heat roll into the cool space as Ryan and another man wrestled a large 9 x 12 foot painting off the truck, while Francisco was yelling in Spanish for them to be careful. Well, at least I figured that’s what he was saying. The other guy was sweating profusely and yelling back in French. 

I put my head down and stifled a grin as I walked across the back loading area towards them. Once Francisco saw me his whole demeanor changed, the dark anger faded from his eyes and they lit up. He left Ryan and the Frenchman to finish moving the large painting on their own and strode towards me with a smile. Ryan frowned, not entirely pleased to be left with Frenchie to wrestle the large pieces of artwork off the truck, like he was some kind of hired labor.

“Ah, Chloe, most beautiful lady. How are you today?” he said taking my hand and pressing it to his lips.  

“Oh Francisco, Good Morning. I see you have brought your art pieces to be hung today.” 

Francisco’s charm was enigmatic. It oozed out of him like maple syrup from a tree, but I have to give the guy credit, it worked and I felt a little butterfly flutter in my stomach.  

“What can I help you with? Um...I can hoist that nine foot painting while you pound a nail,” I said totally sarcastically. There really was no way I could be of any help where physical labor was needed. These were big heavy pieces and besides, they had hired the Frenchman to hang the paintings. I was sure Ryan had just asked me to come to the loading area because he wanted me to know Francisco had arrived.

“Ah, I would never want your lovely hands to be bruised or dirtied,” he said as he took my fingertips to his lips and lightly kissed each one. The heat of his lips on my fingers was pleasantly arousing and I thought I might have let out a puppy dog whimper.

“I will go back to work so you can finish unloading the truck. Let me know when you are done hanging all of your pieces. I am excited to see your work. I guess I will be seeing it for quite a while but I want to get the entire effect, just like the customers, so come get me in the office when you are ready.”

“Ah, yes. That would be lovely. I want to personally escort you on your own private showing,” he said his eyes lighting up, a soft enchanting laugh floating from his smile.

I returned to my office, impatiently trying to get some work done, while I waited for a “first look” at his art. I was responding to emails when Ryan came in from the loading area, wiping the dust from his hands on his pants.  

“I can’t believe that guy,” Ryan said frustrated.

“Who, the Frenchman?”

“No, Francisco. He has a temper like a Spanish bullfighter.” He furrowed his brow.

“What do you mean? Really? I think he is quite charming.”

“Yea, I bet you would. Just be careful with these artist types. Especially those from the southern part of Europe. They have all this passion and sometimes that shows in other ways. You should have seen him yelling at the handyman I hired. The guy almost quit right there on the spot. I had to tip him extra,” he grumbled. 

I pursed my lips and twisted them to one side. “Well, Francisco was probably just worried about his artwork. You know, they are like his babies. He put all of his life into those,” I said. Ryan was probably just rebuffed because Francisco wasn’t gay after all. Surely, he was overreacting.  



***



Hours later, after meticulously overseeing the hanging of all the pieces, Francisco and Ryan came to fetch me from the office. 

“Allow us to present to you, Galerie Du Lumiere,” Ryan said proudly.

We stepped out to the front area to start our gallery walk from the perspective of the customers. The final effect was amazing. It all came together. The gallery space, the art and the lighting that spotlighted each canvas. I was proud of our work together, but mostly I was proud of Ryan. He was the mastermind behind all this and now I knew that everything Patrick had said about him was true. He really was a genius at finding unique artists and putting together a productive gallery. 

We finished our perusal of the artwork and returned to the loading area where the sweaty Frenchman stood, loading his tools into the truck. Ryan approached him to discuss a few small details about adjusting some lighting that wasn’t to his liking. It gave Francisco the opportune moment to corner me out of Ryan’s hearing range. The afternoon heat was sticky and sweltering. I had learned to dress lightly and keep my hair up off my neck, as air conditioning couldn’t always be counted on.

“Do you really like it?” Francisco pried.

“Oh my God. I love it. You are so amazingly talented. I could stand here and admire your pieces for hours. The details and expressiveness of each piece are mesmerizing. Every time I look at them, I see something different.” 

“Thank you mi reina, my queen. That makes me truly happy to hear you say that. I feel like celebrating. Come, have dinner with me tonight.”

“Sure, I would love to, but...what about Ryan?” 

“I believe he mentioned seeing a friend of his, besides I want to talk to you alone about something.” 

Aye! I suppressed a squeal as a zing of excitement raced down my spine. “Oh, now I’m curious. What is it?”

“Patience, mi querido. My sweetheart. All in good time,” Francisco teased.

“Dinner sounds wonderful, but I need to go change first. Can you pick me up at my hotel later?”

“Of course. I will be there at seven.”

“Perfect.” I had to bite the inside of my lip to bridle my actions lest they reveal my emotions. I was ecstatic for the chance to spend time alone with the handsome artist from Spain and as he had hinted, Ryan did have other plans. I was glad that Ryan was seeing people in Paris. Lately, he had been venturing out on his own, making friends with some of the local artists in the infamous Left Bank area. Maybe the City of Love would produce a romance for him also.  





Chapter 7


 

The sky threatened rain, but the evening air was warm as Francisco came to my hotel to pick me up for dinner. In my short time in Paris, I had learned that the weather could fluctuate between rainy and sunny. I had on a light sleeveless dress and put my hair up, leaving a couple of long strands falling down to frame my face.

“Chloe, you are radiant,” Francisco said as he leaned his elbows on the table to study my face. We had walked to Les Ombres, a swanky contemporary restaurant with modern French cuisine and fantastic views of the Eiffel tower, which was as easy to love as all the cafes and restaurants I had been to in Paris.

“Francisco, has anyone ever told you that you are very charming?” I teased. 

“Ah, well, it is my curse, beautiful lady,” he said.

This, being our first official date, I was glad to have the time to dig into this guys brain and find out what he was really like. I was infatuated with him and his creativity captivated me. I always wondered how people get to be so talented at what they do.  Like Monet, or any of the famous artists, whose paintings I had seen here at the museums. Are they born with it, or did something in their childhood contribute to their talent? 

“Tell me Francisco; were you always creative even as a child?  Or, did you have a mentor who guided you?”

“Yes, I was always creative; I find my inspiration from nature.  I look every day to find beauty. Let’s ...say...a rose for example. The design in the petals, as they lay one on top of the other, the color of the red rose that looks like velvet...these are all things of inspiration to me. I express that beauty, as it comes through me, with my interpretation, then I put it on the canvas for all the world to see.”

“Wow, that’s beautiful and so poetic,” I cocked my head to one side.

Finally, a real sensitive kind of guy that’s not afraid to show it.


I was filled with an inner excitement that I wore like a mask on my face.

“But enough about me, I want to talk about you, beautiful lady.” He leaned over and took my hand, pressing it to his lips again. My lashes fluttered as I felt his warm breath caress my hand and I bit my lower lip to stifle the sigh I wanted to exhale.

As the night went on, I filled him in on a little of my background, how I grew up in the Midwest and after college fulfilled my dream of working in Manhattan. Everything up until the part about Patrick. Then I stopped the rehash of my life story. I couldn’t bear to bring myself to mouth the words that I had met the love of my life and he betrayed me. It made me feel foolish and besides, I was here to forget Patrick and possibly find a new love. 

As we talked for well over an hour after dinner, the effects of the wine began to affect my vision, creating a fuzzy halo around Francisco’s gorgeous head. His long hair falling down around his face as he talked and those expressive eyes, all contributed to my effort to try to learn him by heart, and as he walked me to my hotel, it was obvious to me that an invisible web of attraction was building between us.

The walk in the fresh night air felt good and I was thinking more clearly by the time we reached my hotel. I knew I had to be guarded with my heart this time. Francisco was the type of man who could charm the pants off any girl, so I cautioned myself to not make it so easy for him. 

“Thank you for dinner Francisco.  I’m really glad we got together.” 

“Chloe, I’ve had a wonderful evening with you. You please me and make me glad I’m a man. I want to see you again...soon...tomorrow, every day and every night.”

“I, I, Francisco...”

“Shhh...hush. Don’t speak. Just let me absorb you...” His voice grew deeper as he learned in, taking my chin in his hand and slowly kissed my lips, his tongue swirling inside my mouth, tugging my lower lip as he pulled away. Purposefully pressing his body to mine, his nearness made my senses spin. I felt the firmness of his chest pushing against my breasts and we held each other as if the world would disappear if we let go.

My fingers traced the sturdy line of his jaw, my thumb resting in the dimple in his chin. I pulled his mouth to mine full of fire, my heart racing, my hot breath panting. I pushed my hands up into his long hair driving his kisses to my lips. He pulled away, holding me to take a long look, his eyes blazing into mine and grabbing my wrist, he raised my hand to his lips, kissing the palm without breaking his gaze. Shivers of electricity shot through my body like morse code to my loins and I felt the tingle reverberate like thunder.  

“I want you Chloe, I want to feel my hand on your womanhood, the heat of your skin, the taste of your sweetness,” he breathed in a low voice. “Let me in, let me...”

Without waiting for a response, he pressed his lips to mine and my knees went weak, as I fought to keep my wits about me. Don’t be foolish, think with your head Chloe, not with your heart. I had been down this path before. This time I needed to stick my ground.  

“Francisco...” I gently placed the palm of my hand on his chest and pushed him back. “You are amazing. I truly enjoy being with you but I don’t want to rush things. You understand.” I brushed a stray strand of hair back behind my ear and took a breath. My heart was pounding and all of my senses were turned on, but I stayed focused. “As much as I would love to invite you in, let’s take it slow and let’s say… save it until next time.”

I knew that if he came in, we would be one tangled twisted mold of human flesh all over the bed. I was sure of that. Francisco had eyes that could melt a girl faster than ice cream in the summer sun and now I knew his kisses. Oh my, his kisses. They roused fire from the depth of my being and glancing down at my breasts, my budding nipples were aware of it too. 

My heart was singing, filled with excitement, as he reluctantly let me go, promising to be back the next day.

***

The rest of the week passed quickly, exuberantly with Francisco taking me to the Eiffel tower and the summer Jazz Festival, whenever we could fit it in between my work and his painting. My favorite sightseeing trip was to the Musee Rodin Museums and Galleries, housed in the very home, which Rodin used as his home and studio during the final years of his life. The museum had a sculpture garden with Rodin’s famous sculpture, “The Kiss”.  As we viewed the sculpture, Francisco explained to me that the man and woman kissing fell in love while reading the book of Lancelot and Guinevere, a story of romance. Unfortunately, as the story goes, she fell in love with her husband’s younger brother, that’s who she is kissing in the sculpture, and upon discovering this, her husband killed the both of them.  The book can be seen in her hand in the sculpture. How romantic is that?


Paris really was living up to its reputation as the city of love and I sighed, as we turned away from the sculpture to finish our tour of the gardens. We continued walking with our arms encircled around each other’s waist to the end of the museum.

We spent every day together and our relationship was blossoming like a flower. I found myself teetering on the brink of falling for this guy, wondering if this could be the one to make me forget Patrick once and for all. Maybe it was the city, maybe it was the newfound liberty, I had given myself, to be vulnerable and open again after the heartache of Patrick. All I knew was that the mixture of everything coming together was magical and exhilarating. I felt alive again; the fog of the dark shadow of the Baroness and the Hamptons were finally lifted. 

The clickety clatter of my high heels on the polished cement floor of the gallery would soon become muffled as guests, prospective clients and even tourists, began arriving for the opening night of the Galerie de Lumiere. Francisco was the featured artist when launching Ryan’s first international gallery. I scurried around the gallery making sure there were enough program leaflets for people to pick up at strategic locations throughout. The brochure included a bio of Francisco with his picture and a complete portfolio of the pieces for sale. There would be some VIP’s in the art world coming tonight and this section of town was well known as the most popular hangout spot for the artsy type.

“Bonsoir, my lovely,” Francisco sang out as he made his way to my side of the room and gave me a peck on the cheek.

“I’m excited Francisco.  How about you? Opening night jitters? Or is this old hat to you?” I asked noticing how striking he looked tonight. Who wouldn’t want to buy his paintings once they saw how devilishly handsome he was?  

“A little, but I am pretty well known, at least among the local artist and critics. Tonight will prove to me how well I am accepted by a larger audience,” he said confidently. 

I turned to re-arrange a stack of flyers, wrinkling my brow. I had a momentary inner twinge as a reflex reaction to his last remark, but brushed it away quickly. “I’ve also alerted the local community cultural affairs press. We will see if someone shows up.” As if destiny was listening in on our conversation, I spotted a man carrying a satchel, enter the lobby area. He stopped to speak with another gentleman and I could tell from their gesturing and pointing that the man with the satchel was asking for me. He came forward and I heard a voice at my elbow. “Excuse me, are you Miss Swanson?” the man with the stachel asked.

“Yes, I am.  You must be the reporter....”

“Yes, Victor Clemount. Pleasure to meet you Miss Swanson. I am here to meet Ryan Barrick and Francisco Parada. I would like to interview both of them for a piece in my newspaper.”

“Of course. “ I nodded and with a palm up gesture of one hand, introduced the two men.

“Monsieur  Clemount, allow me to introduce you to Francisco Parada. Francisco, this is Monsieur Clemount, whom I told you about.” The two shook hands as if sizing each other up. “Excuse me gentlemen. I will go find Ryan, I mean… Mr. Barrick. I’ll be right back,” I said and clicked off to locate Ryan through the small crowd of people who had drifted in from the wet weather outside. I was pleased to see that the groupings of people lingering in front of each piece of art seemed to be taking a genuine interest in the paintings, studying them for long periods and talking excitedly about each one.

When I brought Ryan back to Monsieur Clemount, Francisco was deep in conversation with the reporter. He seemed excited, and kept going on about himself, while Monsieur Clemount frantically scribbled on a small pad of yellow paper. I could barely find a break in the conversation to introduce Ryan. Finally there was a brief pause as Francisco came up for air, and I blurted out, “Monsieur Clemount, allow me to introduce Mr. Ryan Barrick, the owner of the gallery”. Francisco seemed annoyed at the interruption and gave me a stern look, but once again, I brushed off his arrogant behavior to opening night jitters.

Most of the night, Francisco and Ryan were chatting up the arts crowd, Ryan making sure to butter up the patrons and Francisco eagerly charming the pants off anyone, who looked like they had a fat wallet. He certainly was good at it; he could schmooze and paint. At the end of the evening, as Ryan locked the door behind the last person, he turned around and proclaimed the opening a grand success. Everyone had left the building, everyone except one sharply dressed young blond man, whom Ryan had had his eye on all evening. When Francisco suggested we get some champagne and go back to his place to celebrate, I was glad to have an excuse to leave the two of them alone.

As I picked up my purse from my desk and shut off the lights in the office, Francisco pulled me close to him and kissed me hard. I could feel his hips rocking up against my pelvis as he claimed me with his tongue.



“Let’s get out of here. I am so happy about tonight. Now I want to make the night even more special, with you, Chloe my beautiful lady.” His grip was rough and he pressed me hard against his body, running both hands up into my auburn hair loosening the pins, so it fell down around my shoulders.

Releasing my mouth from his possession, he swept my hair aside, exposing my skin as he trailed a path of feather-light kisses down my bare neck, sending chills up and down my entire body. 

“You are an exquisite beauty. That thought ran through my mind, the moment I laid eyes on you, Chloe. I want to paint you...allow me paint you,” he said in a lowered voice.

I dropped my head and rolled it to one shoulder. I couldn’t resist. He was a master at the art of persuasion. “Mmmm...yes, let’s go.  I’ll grab a leftover bottle of champagne and we can get out of here,” I murmured.

“Your skin is so soft,” he mouthed into my neck. I could feel the heat of his breath softly palpitating my body and sending my heart rate sky high. “I love the taste of your skin. I want to taste all of you. I want you to give yourself to me tonight...all of it. Every part of your body will be mine tonight.”

Every muscle inside me was taut with lust so it was a very easy decision, “Let’s just get the hell out of here.” We hurried out the door like a whirlwind, past Ryan who was talking and leaning even closer to his new friend. We were like two teenagers, raw with hormones.

His flat was open and free, just like Francisco. It accommodated his studio also, a place where he could live and work at the same time. The furnishings were sparse, most of his studio took up the open space, but it was warm and inviting in the living areas. There was a large creamy white tarp, with random color splats of paint spilled all over it, lying on the floor near a soft brown couch. I briefly had an image of the two of us rolling around in those paint splatters, but shook it out of my head. Brushes, paints and all the other painting paraphernalia were housed on shelves on the adjacent wall.

“Sit. I’ll get some glasses for the champagne.” He motioned to the soft looking couch.  

“Francisco, this is just like I had pictured an artist’s flat,” I said as I scoped out the room with a 360-degree visual sweep. “Do you enjoy working in the same place you live?” Strangely, I felt a little unnerved being here alone with him, his intense passion around me at every turn.

Coming over to the couch with the glasses, he sat next to me, gazing at me with his sea-green eyes, his long strands of sandy blonde hair bobbing around his face. It was obvious that he didn't want to make small talk and he continued the focus of the conversation on me, planting a light kiss on my lips, as he handed me my glass. 

“When you are in front of me, I can’t think of anything but you. You are divine, a feast for my eyes,” he murmured. “I want to paint you, like I said. I want to capture your beauty.”

I giggled like a school girl, flattered that a famous artist like Francisco found me so beautiful. “No...really? Me? I’m sure you can find better and more stunning models than me here in Paris of all places,” I objected and looked away.

“But you are my sweet lady. The most beautiful woman in Paris tonight,” he said and stood up, taking my hand to lead me to his studio area. “Here. Come sit here.” He pulled me to a red velvet Louis XV chair sitting on the creamy paint spattered tarp.

“Oh...no...no...I don’t think...” I protested.

“Here, sit like this.” He put his hands on my shoulders, gently pushing me down to the chair and arranged my arms and legs into a striking pose as I sat.

“I feel silly. What do I do now?”

Standing over me, he looked down and took my face in both of his hands, giving me a short kiss on the lips, without taking his focus from me. Stepping over to the shelves, he picked up some brushes and paints and positioned a canvas already mounted on an easel, where he could get a proper view of me.

“Just sit there and look pretty, my lovely lady,” he said as he began working with the paints. He studied my form, his eyes drinking in my figure. 

“Turn  your head a little to the right. ” Cocking his head to one side, he furrowed his brow and pursed his lips. “Hmm. I think something is wrong.”

“What? What’s wrong? Should I turn...?” He set down his brush and moved towards me, stopping just in front of my body.

“You have on too many clothes. I want to paint your true form,” he said as he walked around the chair, running his fingers up my arm and across my shoulders. His fingers stopped at the strap of my dress, as he slowly slipped a finger under the strap pushing it off. I could feel the heat of his body behind me.

“Oh, yea, well, I don’t know...” I knew he was teasing and playing with me a little, though I found it kinda hot. I figured two could play this game. “You take something off first,” I prodded.

He laughed lightly as he caressed both of my shoulders with his strong hands. “Okay. You win,” he said as he walked back around in front of me. He stood there looking outrageously sexy with his long hair falling in his eyes and pulled his shirt off over his head throwing it to the side. The muscles of his bare chest rippled beneath his skin and we both gave a little laugh at his Chippendale move.

“Woo hoo!” I sang out.

“Now it’s your turn, sexy lady,” his voice deepened as his eyes begged for a look.

Slowly and seductively, I pushed the other remaining dress strap off my shoulder, teasing my top down lower and lower, until it fell down around my waist and I stopped. Sitting there in my bra he cocked his head to the side again, pouting his lower lip and said, “Ah no, the bra must come off too.”

“Wha-a-a...no way,” I mocked.

“Fair is fair, I am bare chested and so must you be, my lovely,” he smiled flashing his charming smile. How could I resist?  

“Ugh! All right,” I groaned reluctantly and I could see the pleasure in his eyes as my soft curvaceous breasts bounced out from their restraints.

“Ooooo, you’re so fine,” he hissed through his teeth. Licking his lower lip, he picked up his paint brush and began painting, but it didn’t last long. He paused and raising an eyebrow, he set aside his tools, then walked forward towards my chair again.

“Now what?” I asked, puzzled by his abrupt change in mood.

“It needs more. Something more graphic and exciting.” 

Despite the fact that I knew this was all part of some kind of sexual role play, my interest was piqued.

Once again he circled around my chair until he was behind me. I felt the soft touch of his fingertips, then his hands on my shoulders, sending tingles reverberating through my body.  

He slid his hands, palms flat, down my front over both of my breasts, squeezing and massaging, one breast in each hand. I reached up with my arms over my head, running my hands up his tight muscular arms, arching my chest, filling his grip with my breasts. Sensual pleasure vibrations raced to my loins, as his warm hands raked over my budding pink nipples. I tipped my head back in submission and he leaned over kissing me from his stance, his fingers pinching and rolling each firm nipple, his soft tongue aggressively swirling against mine. Breathlessly he pulled away, saying, “This is what we need...”

I heard the jangling sound of his belt buckle being unfastened and before I could speak, he wrapped the belt around both my upper body and the chair, pinning my arms to my sides. He strategically positioned the belt just under my breasts so they were pushed up, leaving the nipples exposed, fastening it behind the back of the chair.

“I’m not sure about this...” I tried to speak, but he put a finger over my lips to silence me. I wasn’t certain where this was headed, but I realized that I wasn’t really restrained, it was just for effect, for erotic purposes, so I played along with the fantasy. I opened my mouth and took the finger he had placed on my lips between my teeth, gently biting it, and then sucked on it hard. He exhaled a whimpering pleasure sound and using his now wet finger, he rubbed the moisture along the edges of my lips. 

Suddenly, he grabbed me by the throat. I was shocked by the impact of his grip and a wave of apprehension swept through me. I wondered for a second if he was going to choke me, but he didn’t. Instead, he pushed his hand up my neck to just under my chin, forcing my head back and my lips to part slightly. God, that was an erotic move. I seemed to be more afraid of my enjoyment of it, than of him and it left me panting, as I gazed into his fiery eyes, his long hair falling down. Tossing the long locks out of the way, he smothered my mouth with breathless kisses. 

When he pulled back, my head was spinning with bewilderment, but my body ached for more. A storm was rising inside of me and his teasing seduction continued to torment my senses. My awareness was blurred by the pleasure chemicals pulsing to my brain and in what seemed like a second, he reached for his crimson paint and brush. Kneeling in front of my chair, with my arms pinned and my breasts squeezed up, he whispered, “Close your eyes. Feel this...makes you feel so fine...it’s such a rush.”

I obeyed and tipping my head back, eyes closed, deliriously I waited for a tactile sensation to flood my senses. The anticipation of not knowing when I would feel it acutely heightened my arousal. Soon, I felt a cool soft swirling sensation around my right nipple. I smiled softly. The delicate boar’s hair bristles fluttered and tickled my already erect nipples, first one and then the other as he gave ample attention to each. I opened my eyes and saw Francisco painting me.

He set the paint on the floor and standing up he unzipped his pants removing all clothing he had left. He was a magnificent sight, standing naked in front of me, gripping his massive cock at full erection in one hand while rubbing his groin area with his other. Mentally, I caressed his qualities and bolts of electricity shot through my body, shaking and rattling my nerves to the core.

“Your turn, my lovely,” he murmured, his eyes burning like fire, gently stroking himself as he sublimely evaluated me.

“I can’t...you have me all tied up.” I was running hot and deliberately took control. “Do it for me,” I commanded in a seductive low voice, my lust-filled desire matching his fire.

Stepping forward, he knelt down again in front of me. He took a moment to savor the sight, taking in every inch of my body with his hawk-like eyes. He ran his hands up under my dress along the inside of my thighs, gently pushing my legs apart. My mind reeled with ecstasy, as searing tingles surged through my body. Eager to feel my wetness, he pushed a thumb on my clit giving it an electrifying swirl. I arched up against his touch, the sexual tension of my whole being, building and rising inside of me like a summer storm.

Using both of his hands, he slowly pulled my summer dress down. It felt good to be free of it, and I wiggled my hips to assist in the unveiling. He ran his hands along my inner thighs again and then he looped his arms under my knees and buried his face in the lace of my panties, inhaling long and hard. I felt his warm breath through the fabric and saying his name, my body and mind begged him to touch me. I didn't know what I was dealing with, as I felt this thrilling feeling, this carnal healing.

He released his arms and slipping his fingers under the waistband of my panties, pulled them down to the floor and out of the way.

“Ah, my lovely Chloe, you are so delicious. When I’m near you, I lose control,” he said as he examined my bare mound with approval. “I like it shaved. I am going to taste your sweetness now.”

I felt the familiar contraction of muscles in my lower abdomen at the mere suggestion of the erotic pleasures I was about to experience, and looking down at his head between my legs, sent new frenzied spikes of pleasure jolting through my veins.

Out of nowhere a clean dry paint brush appeared and he began feathering it up my inner thighs. Up one side and around the outer edges of my pussy, he twirled the bristles, teasing me close to my engorged bud. I arched my hips out as far as I could in my restraints, biting my lip to stifle my pleas to just do it...touch it...rub it...tweak it... just give it to me. Finally, the soft swirl traced straight across my clit in a light enticing sensation, that was further heightened, when he raked his moist wet tongue across its surface in alternating sequence of, first the brush, then his tongue, then the brush again. My upper arms were pinned to my sides but I could still move my hands. I grabbed hold of his long sandy hair, pulling his face into my crotch hard making it difficult for him to breathe. He sucked my clit into his mouth, flicking and swirling me into madness, a sea storming inside of me. Stronger and stronger, I could feel the rush, he kept it coming, and he did it right. I couldn’t stand it much longer, I needed to feel the release. I was capsizing and I exploded with a long husky moan.

As I released my grip on his head he pulled back and said, “Aw, lovely lady, you taste so good.” He stood up licking his lips. Gripping his granite shaft, he flicked it across my nipple and thrust his cock in my face.

“Suck it,” he demanded. “Open your mouth and suck it hard for me.”


I wondered for a moment how I was going to do this since my arms were still bound, but I was so turned on, I simply rolled with the flow and looking up into his eyes, I opened my mouth taking as much of his length as possible. He leaned into me, straddling my legs, gripping the back of my head, while fucking my mouth, releasing deep guttural groans of pleasure, as I sucked him off.

He pulled it out and claimed my mouth, now with his tongue. Pressing his wet cock close to my chest while pushing my breasts together hard with his hands, he caught his erection between them and fucked my titties, as I watched the bell shaped head, gliding up and down in my cleavage. This seemed to get him off even more, groans gurgling deep within his throat as his breath was breaking unevenly. In one quick gesture, he loosened the belt and cast it off to the floor. Sweeping me up in his strong arms, he carried me behind the room divider and laid me on the bed.

“I’m gonna take you from behind,” he said in a low husky voice. The command in his orders unnerved me and yet aroused me at the same time. I found his forcefulness titillating, pushing me to a kind of eroticism I had not known before. He rolled me over with firm directing hands and said, “Get on your hands and knees my lovely.” His eyes were dark and compelling. “You have such a nice ass.” He could tell that I had never experienced this degree of aggressiveness before. “I’m going to fuck you from the edge of the bed. It brings me pleasure that way.” Reaching for a pillow, he ordered, “Take this, hold the pillow and get down, but keep your ass up...and look at me. Turn your head sideways, so you can look in my eyes.” 

I hesitated a moment but did as I was told. I supposed he was just talking about sex from behind and not anal. I hadn’t done that before and was concerned at this new forceful side of his nature that was now showing, but I reminded myself he hadn’t done anything to hurt me, so I continued.

“Just go easy there lover boy...I don’t want my pooper shooter parted like the Red Sea.” Well, that sounded very unromantic. Nervousness always brought out the bad jokes in me. He seemed to understand and kept his attention in the area of my now dripping wet opening. He held his steel rod in one hand, smoothing and caressing my ass cheeks with the other. The swirling, smoothing pressure of his hand felt good as he caressed my left cheek. Guiding the tip of his cock into my wet slit, he slowly teased it in and out, lubing up the length of his rigid shaft, before the first hard thrust. My intense wetness hardened his erection and tossing his head back like a wolf howling at the moon, he let out a growl. I gripped the pillow and let out an audible gasp as the familiar stretch sent pleasurable signals to my brain. He reached around and stimulated my clit, rubbing and tugging, winding me up like a cyclone. Then he pulled back a little and placing the palm of one hand on my buttock, he maneuvered the tip of his cock just inside my vaginal opening, pressing his thumb into my anal opening. All my senses came to attention as I experienced a new sensation I had never felt before. He massaged around the puckered opening with his thumb pushing it in and out, while flicking the tip of his penis near his thumb. 

“Keep looking at me,” he ordered. “You have a tight little asshole. Don’t worry, I won’t hurt you,” he crooned as he continued his maneuver.

Just about the time I did worry about it, he said, “I’m going to fuck your asshole, my lovely. Just relax and breathe,” and he thrust the head in. Razor sharp pain signals raced to my brain and won the race over the pleasure signals. I instinctively pulled back with a reflexive jerk. Hello, Mr. Hyde. “Oh no...I’m not ready for that.” The words jumped out of my mouth before I could stop them.

“It’s okay. We don’t have to do that tonight,” he said in an even toned voice. Back to Dr Jekyll, I thought. 

He smoothed his hand over my ass again, tracking each movement with his eyes and rolled me over onto my back. I was game for exploring new territory, but I wasn’t sure what I thought of his approach and if there were consequences that I would have to deal with later. However, for now, looking at him hovering over me with his hair falling into his eyes, all logical thinking went out the window. My body ached for release and I was mesmerized by his virile nature, and his Spanish accent. It all made for a heady cocktail in my brain and I reached out to run my fingers down his finely chiseled abs. Grabbing each leg behind the knee, he pulled me towards him, positioning with my ass on the edge of the bed. Grabbing the pillow I had held onto earlier, he shoved it under my hips elevating my pussy like a treasure on a platter for him to devour.  

“I will have you my lovely lady. I’m gonna fuck you hard,” he said and he strategically placed a thumb on my firm clit, circling and running his fingers around the edges of my opening. His touch moved my internal tension up a notch. It was like tumblers clicking in a lock. Click, click, click, each swirl of his fingers advancing the sequence forward almost to the brink of unlocking my orgasm. 

Digging his fingers into my hips, he drove his steel rod into me, and the stark black holes of his pupils of his eyes made my heart skip a beat. My awareness of the room was fading into an ocean of erotic pleasure, as I matched his urgency with my own lusty, unsated needs. The feeling of his full girth inside jolted me. His hand raced up my body to grip my breast, he fondled one small lobe, its pink nipple marble hard. He fell over me, his long hair, feathery light, sweeping across my breasts, little moans of satisfaction erupting from his throat. He rocked me, thrusting rhythmically and forcefully. Strong hands gripped my legs behind my knees, pinning be like a sumo wrestler, with my legs up to my ears, slamming into me, driving my intensity to greater heights. Just as I was wound to the top, he released my legs and swirled his magic thumb on my swollen clit. Sending me over the summit, as if knowing a secret combination to my ecstasy, my orgasm was released for the second time that night.

“Jesus Christ!” I heard my own voice unrecognizably, guttural and raw, spew forth the words. I grabbed his arms, digging my nails into his smooth skin as he pulled me fully onto his cock, his granite and in a final opus, that quivered his release deep inside me, he bellowed out an unrecognizable Neolithic howl.

Exhausted and spent, Francisco fell onto the bed next to me, rolling to my side, our bodies intertwined amongst the blankets and pillows. As our breathing stilled, he reached over, placing tender fingers on my cheek, in the dim light of the room, lit only by soft candlelight he had placed out earlier. Silently, our eyes met and he gently pressed his lips to mine in a sweet soft kiss, as we relaxed into the smooth grooves of the mattress. 

“Sleep now, my lovely lady. You need your rest. I will want to take you again in the morning. You will need your strength,” he smiled and gave a soft little kiss to each of my eyelids, then rolled over onto his back ready for sleep.  

In like manner, I rolled onto my back, clutching the sheet up to my breasts while thoughts of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hide filter through my mind. Long shadows from the dim candlelight played tricks on my eyes as I swept the ceiling with my gaze and soon the rhythm of his breathing shifted into a slower pattern, indicating that he had fallen asleep. The last time I was with a man in bed was with Patrick. I remembered how tenderly he held me after our last night of lovemaking. He was a cuddler. I smiled to myself in the darkness, but the smile evaporated from my face and I could feel heat rising in my cheeks, and moisture welling up in my eyes. With a knot forming in my throat, I rolled away from Francisco onto my side, hot tears spilling onto the pillow, as my body turned. My heart still ached for Patrick.






Chapter 8

            

The next day at sunrise, Francisco was up, out of the bed before I was and I noticed him hunkered down over a newspaper at the small wooden table in the tight kitchen space. Maybe he wasn't Susie Sunshine in the morning, but he was gorgeous there, barefoot, no shirt and just jeans. Any headway I thought I’d gained with him the night before, seemed to elude me the moment he curtly directed me to his coffee machine with the wave of a hand.

“You can make us coffee,” he said, his eyes directed at the paper.

“Good morning to you too Mr. Grumpy Pants,” I said sarcastically. I wasn’t going to be intimidated by him and I bounced out of bed wrapping the sheet around me to go in search of my clothes, which had taken to flying like acrobats the night before, flung randomly around the room. In a desperate attempt to pierce the silence, I tried to make small talk. “So, what’s on your agenda for today Francisco?”  

“Um, that’s nice,” he said still focused on the paper. 

I twisted my mouth into a frown and wrinkled my nose. “I said, a meteorite just hit the earth and we are all going to die.”

“Uh huh, that’s nice,” he mumbled again, still not looking up.

“Francisco, you haven’t heard a word I said,” I exclaimed with exasperation.

He stood up, as if coming out of a coma and blinking a bewildered look, said, “Hm?  What? Que paso?”

I ducked behind the room divider and slipped on my panties, bra and dress. He moved away from his reading table and went to his paints and brushes at the work shelves, seemingly hyper focused on his work for the day. “I said, what’s on your agenda for today?” I called out as I poked around the kitchen cupboards in search of coffee grounds for the machine.

“I have work to do, my lovely.” His blank stare broke for an instant and he turned to look at me as if noticing me for the first time. “Today I must work on a piece I’ve been commissioned to produce.”  

I clinked and clattered the cups together that I found on a shelf, inspecting each one for cleanliness before setting them out near the coffee maker.  Digging in the drawers, I found a suitable spoon exiled among a tray of mismatched silverware. Wiping it with a dingy dishtowel, I surveyed the high ceilinged loft as I waited for the coffee to brew. I could get a better look at it now in the light of day and this was definitely a bachelor pad if ever I saw one. Sparse furnishings, a few decorations and the eternally desolate refrigerator, barren of any inhabitants, save a few moldy residents lonely as a deserted island. I waited for the coffee to finish brewing, standing with my weight shifted onto one foot, one hand on my hip, impatiently tapping my toe.

“This is a nice place you have here. Very open and airy,” I lied, struggling for a compliment. Francisco was completely absorbed in his own actions, moving around his work area, preparing the canvas. I was relieved when the coffee finally finished, poured him a cup and took it to him at his easel.

“Thank you my lovely,” he said taking the cup from my hands and kissing me on the lips.  

“I hope I’m not in your way.” I peered up trying to read his face for a clue to his mood. He seemed either cold and uninterested or just busy and absorbed in his work.  I was hoping for the later and he sensed my confusion.

“I’m sorry, if I seem preoccupied,” he said shaking his head as if he was trying to clear the fog from his brain. “I have a lot of work to do and I am very focused when I work.”

“Oh that’s okay, I understand...you gotta catch the creative juices when they flow,” I said, trying my weak attempt at humor again.

He set his coffee cup down on a low glass top table near the easel and encircled his arms around my waist. My arms automatically slipped up around his neck, our foreheads touching together, as he spoke in a low smooth voice, “Chloe, you are beautiful and last night was amazing. I still want to paint you completely, a full nude painting.” 

I smiled at the thought of Francisco painting away for hours, as I would sit in the red velvet chair completely naked. Then, when he finally turns the canvas around to show me the finished piece, it’s me as the Mona Lisa, with that famous little half smile, dressed in 1500’s attire. I giggled to myself at my warped sense of whimsy, that only I was privy to in my own mind. “Francisco, I would love that but I'm sure your talent would be better spent on other kinds of painting. Not one of me as the Mona Lisa.”

“Mona Lisa?  What are you talking about?”

“Never mind.” Mentally, I chastised myself for my feeble attempt at humor. “I’ll finish my coffee and get out of here. I can see you have lots of work to do.” He stroked long strands of my hair, pushing them off my shoulders while running his hands up under it, cradling my head and pulling me in for a telling kiss. He sent me off for the day, affirmed in the notion, that maybe this relationship could turn into something more.



***



It was Monday; the start of a new week and Ryan had kept me busy the last two days with more preparations for the next artist who was to be featured in the gallery. Anxiously drumming my fingers on the office desk, I was up to my ears in work, yet cognizant, as one hour melted into the next that Francisco hadn’t called. Not a text, not a word. I made a mental note to myself, as I checked my watch for the hundredth time. He was more the phone calling type than texting anyway, a little old fashioned in that sense, somewhat chauvinistic at times, and a little rough in the bedroom. However, I brushed it off as being a cultural difference and something that could be improved, if this relationship were to go deeper, keeping in mind that he was the sensitive type and he was oh, so charming with those sexy green eyes. I had to press my legs together to stop the tingle that erupted down between my thighs.

As if my craving had summoned him, Francisco appeared leaning against the frame of my door, arms folded across his chest, his eyes were hooded like those of a hawk. He stood there, handsome as ever, silently waiting to see my reaction. “Well, hello there stranger. Where have you been? You didn’t call....” I sighed leaning my elbow on the desk, resting my chin in my hand. 

“You look beautiful as ever my lovely one and I’ve been busy working. When I work, you see, I throw myself completely into it. I told you I had a commissioned piece, besides, I don’t call women, they call me.” He winked with a grin.  

Damn him.  He did it again. Twinkle, twinkle, a charming smile and my pants fell off. “Actually, I’ve been busy too...swamped with marketing your paintings to the locals so you owe me big time buddy boy,” I said tilting my head and raising a brow.  

Dropping his arms, he stepped forward to my desk, and planted a sweet hello kiss on my lips. As he drew back, a long strand of sandy blond hair fell in his eyes and I raked my teeth across my lower lip as if to suck in every last taste of him. Day-um! I wanted more of Mr. Fancy Pants! “When can I see you again?” I heaved breathlessly as the musk of his cologne filled my nostrils.

“Ah...bella...I would love to spend every minute of the day, enraptured by your beauty, but I must work,“ he purred into my ear, as he traced the edge of my jaw with his fingers. A delightful shiver ran up my spine, but while registering it, I saw Ryan standing in the doorway. Francisco hadn’t noticed him and continued, “We can see each other as soon as I’m finished with the commissioned piece. I have a friend, Julian, who plays in a band at Le Viper at the Hotel Plaza Athenee. We should go and hear him play on Wednesday.” His attention was all on me and he still hadn’t noticed Ryan standing there. I blushed and cleared my throat as a signal that we were not alone.

“Francisco, glad you stopped by,” Ryan piped up, his face unreadable.

“Ah, Ryan. I came by to check on how things are going with my sales. Are we making a lot of money?” Francisco said, turning to give Ryan a peck on each cheek, Parisian style.

“Yea, well, we certainly have a lot of people interested and a couple have already reserved some paintings. I hope that they will bring their checkbooks soon. Everyone loved your “Reclining Woman” piece. I have three people wanting to buy it. We need more like that Francisco.”

“Aye, but you can’t force art. You can’t commercialize real art. I am not a businessman, I am an artist...I paint what I feel. I do not like “suits”. It clouds my imagination to be around too many suits all the time. You are the suit, I am the artist.” Francisco arrogantly proclaimed.

“Yes...yes... of course Francisco. That’s the plan. You paint and I’ll sell the shit out of it,” Ryan said furrowing his brow and rolling his eyes with a “what a prima donna” look for me.

“Good… good. We make a great team,“ he said exuberantly. “I must go now, I have a hot date with a paintbrush,” he said shooting a smile in my direction.

I rolled my eyes and smirked as Francisco exited the office in a swoosh.

“He’s like a charming tornado, isn’t he?” I chuckled to Ryan. The expression on his face changed, shrouded in a dark musing. “What is it?” I looked at him thoughtfully with large eyes, as he sat down in the chair, leaning forward nervously.

“Look Chloe, you know I care about you. I think of you like a sister and I can see you are falling for this Francisco guy, after all, he is very charming and well, drop dead gorgeous. I mean, I'd do him in a minute,” he said.

“I know, I know. I saw how you flirted with him that first day.” I bit my lip to stifle a grin.

His expression stilled and grew serious. “He’s been coming on strong and I can see the stars in your eyes when you look at him. However, let me give you a little advice. I’ve heard around town from the friends I've met here, that he has a fiery temper and has been almost violent at times, if you know what I mean. Just be careful my sweetie,” Ryan said in a voice rapt with concern. 

The lighthearted glint evaporated from my eyes. I tucked my chin to my chest and furrowed my brow. I didn’t believe that to be true. There is a lot of competition among artists in Paris, and Ryan’s friends could just be blowing smoke, because they envied Francisco’s talent and success.

I pursed my lips. “Look Ry. We’re buds and all and I really appreciate what you just said...but I'm a big girl.  And I can take care of myself,” I said offhandedly. “Don’t worry about me. I’m just using Francisco to get over Patrick. As a matter of fact, I’m using him as much as he’s using me,” I said turning my nose up in the air and waved my hand as if I didn’t care. Although, inside I did care. 

“Chloe, I want you to know that whatever happens, I’m on your side girl,” he sighed as he rose to his feet. “Well, love. I have work to do.” Holding my shoulders with firm hands, he planted a chaste kiss on my cheek and breezed out of the office.

As I turned my attention back to the unread emails I had ignored, I did a little soul searching. Usually, I’m pretty good at figuring people out. I mean, I’m good at reading people, reading their intentions and when I first met Francisco, I had a deep gut reaction. Normally, intuition always has our best interest at heart. It’s a voice that can tell us who is friend and who is foe, but often gets distracted by fear. My fear was that if I didn’t find a love to replace Patrick’s, my heart would be eternally broken. 



Chapter 9


 

Tonight, the entertainment arena would be one of Francisco's favorite hot spots, and the summer Paris air was filled with expectations. For me, the city of love had brought a sandy-haired Spanish artist with a dozen lustful promises sparkling in his sea-green eyes. Couples huddled at tables, leaning in like lovers, a man with a mustache tipped his drink back, sucking the last drops of vodka from his ice-cubes. A waitress, her full breasts a sneeze away from falling out of her top, delivered cocktails to our table.  The heavy bass of the music was thumping and bumping through my body, as I lingered close to Francisco. He peeled off a twenty-Euro bill and held it up to the girl between his fingers like a cigarette. She smiled broadly; painfully aware of his handsome good looks and practically wet herself before turning to leave. I looked over at Francisco, his eyes still tracking her ass as it wiggled away. 

“Hey, I’m over here,” I said a little rebuffed by his actions.

I liked this place. I liked it a lot, but Francisco's behavior was eating holes in my self-esteem like moths on a sweater. With our arms hooked at the elbows, we leaned into each other, pushed close by groups of people crowding around the table, the flickering red tips of their cigarettes spiraling like glow sticks in the dark. The small dance floor pulsated with sweaty bodies, the summer heat impossible to escape. I had worn the least amount of clothes possible, a glittery white spaghetti strap top and a soft, stretchy skirt that hugged every curve of my rump. My long hair was swept up, with two long wisps framing my face, as usual.

“Do you like the band?” he yelled, trying to out-shout the blaring music.

“This band is ....” I could barely finish my sentence when two obnoxiously hot Parisian hotties pressed their way through the crowd, spilling onto our table.

“Francisco, honey,” they gushed at him. “We saw your works at the gallery. We love them,” they squealed fawning all over him. “Call us next time you want to party.” They gestured with their hand to their ear, like talking on an invisible telephone. “Mwah. Mwah.” They each kissed him on both cheeks, French style and trotted away, giving him a fluttering finger wave and blowing a kiss. I rolled my eyes. 

“Do you know them?” I asked, the green-eyed monster raising its ugly head.

“Argh, them? Just some groupies, roommates I use to...er...um...hang out with. But who cares. Where’s the fucking waitress?” he said exasperated and drew his lips in. “I’m going to the bathroom. You get us a bottle of wine from the bar,” he said sternly as he shoved his chair back.

“Whatever,” I mumbled. I sat there blank and perplexed as he dropped a twenty on the table and disappeared through the crowd. What’s got his panties in a bunch?

Shaking my head I shouldered my way to the bar, catching a few “check her out” looks along the way. Money clutched in hand, I sidled up to the bar trying to flag down the bartender in vain. The music pounded and the crowd swarmed the bar like bees to a hive. Good luck getting this guy’s attention any time soon. I leaned both elbows on the bar, in an effort to give respite to my aching feet from my hot pink glitter stiletto heels. Maybe Ryan was right after all. Maybe Francisco was bad news, much like the pain in my feet.      

An elbow jabbed me in the side and my first reaction was to turn around and punch whoever it was, straight in the mouth, when a pair of deep blue eyes were suddenly right in my face. “Excuse me. I was just checking to see if the front is as beautiful as the back,” he said with a gleaming white smile. “I was wrong. It’s more beautiful.”

“What? Oh...thanks...I guess.” That was a cheesy opening line, but his sapphire blue eyes made up for it. Plus, it was refreshing to be getting attention again tonight, since Francisco seemed to have lost his for me.  

“So, can I buy you a drink, gorgeous?” He asked, getting in my face.

“No thanks. I’m actually here with someone. All I need is to buy a bottle of wine,” I said looking away awkwardly, wishing Francisco would reappear from the restroom.

“Don’t be like that sweetie. I saw you checking me out from over there.”  

“Well, if you saw that, then you saw my boyfriend, so please, fuck off.”  

“Oh come on, you’re advertising those titties and you’re putting me off? He said, while he reached his hand behind me to lean on the bar, trapping me in between.

Before I had a chance to shove him off, I heard Francisco shouting, “What the hell are you doing? I can’t leave for two minutes and you are already all over some other dude?”

“What are you talking about? This guy was totally hitting on me and you say I’m to blame? Get a reality check!” I glared. My blood was boiling and old blue-eyes slithered out, before he would get caught in between the two of us.  “And furthermore, you asked me here as your date, then you totally flirt with every woman you see, while treating me as your waitress. Fuck you!”

His nostrils flared and his eyes blazed as he growled, “We're outta here.” Grabbing my wrist, he yanked me out the open back door of the bar, my small party purse doing a loop-de-loop, wildly swinging from my arm.

“Get the fuck off me, jerk!” I shouted as I felt the burn of my skin under his tight grip. I tripped along in my high heels the best I could, following him out into the alley, wondering how the hell I was going to get away from this psycho.

“You fucking whore...what are you doing talking to that loser? You should be lucky just to be with me. Every girl in that place wants me...but you, you come dressed here like a hooker trying to get the attention of every loser guy in the bar.” His eyes were dark and threatening and his words stung like bullets to my heart. What happened to being his beautiful lady, worthy of painting? 

As he dragged me further down the narrow dank darkness of the alley, fear gripped my mind. I knew he could easily overpower me if he wanted. My brain screamed, Get away! Get away! Run! But my normally agile feet lost all coordination in these shoes and my body contorted, causing me to lose my balance. All I could do was let him pull me further down the alley into the darkness, out of earshot and away from any safety as my mind raced with thoughts of an escape plan. If I said anything else, it would just egg him on and increase his anger. He was freaking flipping out. 

I shrieked out with a cry of pain, as he pulled my arm hard and threw me up against a brick wall. Razor sharp pangs shot through my head as it hit the wall with a thud. I cried out again. What little light that was visible in the shadows of the alley, grew dimmer and dimmer, as the searing pain filled my head.  

“You fucking bitch, American whore. You didn’t want to let me fuck you in the ass the other night. Every woman in Paris would be glad to let me fuck them in the ass,” he continued. A blur of screaming and yelling whirling in front of me, his face contorted into a grotesque nightmarish mask. I knew I should keep my mouth shut, but I figured if I was going to be found dead in the morning with my head smashed in, I may as well go down fighting.

“You fucking prick. I never enjoyed your paintings or your pencil dick. Why don’t you take your Euro-cock and go fuck your mother with it?” 

My speech was slurred from the head bump against the brick wall and if I had just kept my mouth shut, I wouldn’t have seen his fist coming down to meet the cheekbone of my face. My peripheral vision went black, as I slid down the wall, my purse falling out of my hand to the cold cement ground. Instinctively, I put my hands up over my head, elbows bent and pulled myself into the fetal position to protect my internal organs. Thank God for all the “duck and cover” drills we had to go through back in high school.

“You fucking bitch. I’m going to teach you a lesson. I’m going to fuck you in your ass right here and now. I’ll teach you to deny me and to dishonor my mother that way, filthy whore.”

Down on the sharp hardness of the concrete, my consciousness was fading fast. I just prayed that I would pass out before...Oh please Jesus help me! 

Suddenly the weight of his body was released from atop mine and I faintly noticed a muffled scuffling sound behind me. Something...or someone had taken Francisco's attention. I kept my head down, too afraid to look. I relied on my sense of hearing to identify what was happening. Something sounded like fast footsteps and then something being dragged across the ground. A deep groaning voice, a thud like a fist hitting skin and Francisco's Spanish accent crying out, “What the fuck...shit!” and more hurried footsteps fading away, a man’s heavy breathing, then silence.

My heart was pounding out of my chest, amped up on a sky-high adrenaline rush, but I had lost all my moxy and now I lay frozen in fear, squeezing my eyes shut tightly. More footsteps rushed towards me.

“Oh my God, Chloe! Are you alright?” A warm familiar voice released my eyelids and I looked up to see... Patrick? 

“Let’s get you out of here.”

It’s Patrick... Patrick?! What’s he doing here? What’s he doing in Paris? 

I felt his firm hands lifting my body, cradling me in his strong arms. After that, everything went black.





Chapter 10


 

Feeling the vibrations of the road and hearing the hum of an engine, I finally opened my eyes. I looked up into Patrick’s steel-blue eyes, the best sight I had seen for an eternity, as I laid my head on his chest in the back seat of the taxicab. He gently stroked my hair, smoothing it back from my upturned face. I tried to speak, but he placed a finger on my lips. “Shhh. Don’t speak, sweetheart. We need to get you to the emergency room. You look like you are in pretty bad shape.”

“No...no...not the hospital. Just take me to my room. I'll be okay.”

“Let’s get you checked out and we can go to the room after,” he insisted.

“No, I’m okay. He only hit me once. I just need some rest and I’ll be okay. Just take me home, please,” I whispered in a barely audible voice.

Speaking to the driver in fluent French, Patrick directed him to my hotel. I felt dizzy and nauseous and I just wanted to fade into the soothing comfort of Patrick’s familiar embrace. 

Minutes later the cab drew up in front of my hotel, my legs felt like rubber walking into the foyer. 

“Where is your key? I’ll take you to the room.” 

My shaking hands struggled to dig it out of my purse, but I couldn’t manage and Patrick gently took over and found the hotel key. If Patrick hadn’t been there, I would have needed to go to the hospital, or I would have been dead. As we passed the front desk, he spoke in French to the concierges.

“Chloe, I just asked for a doctor to come take a look at you. There’s a pretty large bump on the back of your head and I want to make sure everything is okay,” he said peering at me with a look of deep concern on his face.

The most I could manage was a feeble nod. I was too overwhelmed to speak. He took me to my room and put me in bed, carefully removing my pretty white top and skirt, now smudged with dirt from the greasy alley.  

Patrick sat with me until the doctor rapped on the door. He brought him to my bedside where the doctor listened to my heart and checked the dilation of my pupils. “You may have a concussion young lady,” was the doctor’s verdict. “Plenty of rest and water should do it. I will give you some medication that will help for the pain,” he said placing the pills in the palm of Patrick’s hand. “Don’t go on any flights for a couple of days and you should be fine.” He turned to Patrick with a look of concern and turning back asked, “Who did this to you? Do you want to file a police report?”

“No, I'm...” 

“Yes she does,” Patrick replied firmly. “The bastard who did this is not going to get away with beating up other innocent girls like Chloe,” Patrick ranted, restraining his anger through clenched teeth.

“Well, alright. I shall inform the authorities of the incident and my report will show that you were assaulted with major abrasions to the face,” the doctor confirmed. “The police will be in touch tomorrow. They will come here for your statement.”

Patrick showed the doctor out and came back with a glass of water for me to wash down the pills. I eagerly swallowed two, welcoming their effect soon to come. As I laid in the bed, holding an ice pack the doctor had made, Patrick diligently sat on the edge next to me. My hand found his, as I felt the glowing satisfaction of being in the presence of the only man I had truly loved, wash through my body like a fresh summer rain. Not only was he my one true love, but he also was my savior tonight, staving off the biggest nightmare of my life, and for that I would be eternally grateful. I had a million questions for Patrick, but those would have to wait until morning because these pills, were feeling... really... goooood...



***



When the effects of the painkillers wore off, I opened my eyes to the sight of a misshapen figure in the chair next to my bed that demanded my attention. It was Patrick, fully clothed, sitting...well half lying back... in what looked like a very uncomfortable position, a crumpled beige blanket partially covering his body.  

As I turned my head on the white pillowcase, I winced like someone stung by a bee. The smooth silkiness of the fabric rubbing against my bruised cheek snapped my attention back to the previous night’s events. An audible groan escaped from my lips causing Patrick to stir and come to attention, the crumpled beige blanket falling to the floor. 

“Good morning, sunshine,” he chirped.

“Aaah,” I moaned gingerly touching my face as I sat up in bed. Looking down at my pajama top, I realized that Patrick must have undressed me last night and put my pajamas on me. “Good morning...I guess...” I replied forcing a weak smile. My white skirt and glitter top were lying over the back of a chair, stained with black spots. I made a mental note to throw them in the trash before I checked out.

My heart swelled with the realization that Patrick had stayed with me until morning. Waking up with a bruised head, alone, in a hotel room would have been like a bad scene in a trashy B-movie. All I wanted was for Patrick to rush to me, hold me in his arms and say that everything was going to be all right. I opted instead to keep cool; after all, he had some explaining to do.

“How do you feel today? Can I get you anything?” he asked as the bed depressed on the edge where he sat.

“A new face, maybe?” I tried interjecting some levity into the situation but laughing just made it worse. “Ow...that hurt...” I grimaced. “Actually, orange juice sounds good right now,” I croaked. My throat was dry as a desert.

“Sure thing, Chloe. I’ll call room service, you just take it easy. Anything else? Do you feel like some eggs and bacon? You should eat something,” he said with a warm smile in his eyes. He was being incredibly sweet and handsome as ever, the profile of his strong jaw line accentuated in the sunlight streaming in the window.

“Ahh...well, okay some scrambled eggs would be good.” I couldn’t resist submitting to those eyes. 

He went to the phone and called for room service, while I ducked into the bathroom for a pit stop and to brush my teeth. Argh, my face. My teeth sank into my lower lip.
My hair looked like a haystack plopped on top of a bruised melon. Leaning in for a closer look in the mirror, I inspected the damage to my cheek. It wasn’t so bad. The immediate application of the ice pack had done its job, keeping the swelling to a minimum but still....shit.

I padded back to the bed, sitting cross-legged, anxiously watching Patrick move about the room as he talked on his cell phone to the police. I knew the right thing to do would be to press charges, but I didn’t want to compromise Ryan’s business in any way, after all Francisco was still his number one money making artist at the gallery.

Ending the call, Patrick turned to me and said, “The police will send someone over to take a statement today.”

“I’m not sure, Patrick. What about Ryan? I don’t want to jeopardize his business with bad publicity.”

“Don’t worry about Ryan’s gallery, Chloe. I already phoned him earlier and he agreed that you should press charges against this jerk. Trust me, Ryan doesn’t want to do business with a guy like that,” he scolded.

“Well, okay. If you think it’s the best thing to do, I will.”

A knock on the door brought our room service order and we set up the food with me eating in bed and Patrick in the chair, still next to the bed. After inhaling the eggs, I set my empty plate on the bottom area of the bed, the elephant in the room begging to be discussed. I had purposely avoided asking Patrick any questions until now, but getting some food in my stomach had made me feel better and I felt ready to launch into a long heart to heart with Patrick.

“So, how long were you going to wait to explain how you magically showed up here in Paris?” I asked, a small smile curving at the corners of my mouth.

He snorted, putting his plate down on the nightstand nearby.

“Chloe, okay, here’s the deal. Ryan gave me a call the other day, pretty wound up, saying you were hooking up with this dude who was bad news. He said he tried to warn you, that he had friends who were witness to some of his past shitty behavior, but you wouldn't listen.” He leaned forward with his elbows on his knees. “When you left me in the Hamptons that night, I was devastated. You tore my heart out Chloe. I cared for you. I still care for you, I never stopped caring. I knew you didn’t want to see me right away; that you were hurt but you don’t understand, I wasn’t with the Baroness...really I wasn’t.”

“How did you know I was in that bar last night?” I canted my head to one side.

“Ryan said he overheard you talking to Francisco in your office. He heard him mention the name of the place and... Well, I just went there, balls to the walls, like a bull in a china shop. I didn’t know what I was going to say or do; I just knew I had to find you.”

My brow drew downward in a frown. “You know Patrick, maybe I could have forgiven you about the night in the Hamptons and actually, I did forgive you, but then you went to Florida with that bitch and fucked her there too.” My voice was rising in pitch as the heat in my veins began to rise. “What was I supposed to think? She answered your goddamn cell phone in your hotel room, saying you were in the shower. Huh...Patrick? What was I supposed to think?” 

“I wasn’t fucking her in Florida, Chloe. She wasn’t even in Florida when I was down there and I had no idea how she could have answered my phone. I didn’t have my phone, it was missing the night in the Hamptons. I thought I lost it on the beach running after you, but..”

“What are you talking about Patrick? You sent me several text messages after the Hamptons. Are you telling me that you didn’t send me any text messages after the Hamptons? Then who...?”

“Yea, who do you think? It could only have been Anna. God, she is such a psycho bitch. She stole my phone. I’m sure of it. It all makes sense now.” 

I could feel the anger surfacing in his voice as he continued. “She probably took it from my jacket that night up in the library when you walked in. Later she texted you messages, that looked like they came from me, trying to make you call me. When you finally called, she answered and threw the last punch.” He flung his hands up in the air, pacing around the room, boiling with anger.

I hung my head and pursed my lips, allowing the silence to settle the negative energy in the air. It took a while for all of this new information to sink into my skull, but slowly and gently, the animosity I had felt towards Patrick softened and left my heart. If what he had described was true, it changed everything. And it had to be true... I mean, the Baroness would certainly be capable of conducting a deception like that. She had shown numerous times that she would do anything to win. It’s like a game to her and we were nothing but pawns that can be disposed of when needed. I felt like a heel; what an idiot I had been. How could I not have seen such a move coming from her? As Patrick came back to the chair next to my bed, I saw him in a new light.

“Patrick, I’m sorry, I thought the worst of you..I..I..” I moved closer to the edge of the bed near him and he took my small hand into his strong fingers. Looking into my eyes he spoke in a soft low voice, “Chloe, I have been miserable without you. Ever since I met you...ever since the first day I saw you in the office, I was mesmerized. You are the most beautiful and magnificent woman and I was so lost until I found you. Your light brought me back again and when you are near, the room lights up like the sky. I’ve never felt this way before and when you left me in the Hamptons, I feared that you may never forgive me. I thought maybe I should just leave you alone for a while, give you some breathing room and you would calm down. But when I saw your letter of resignation on my desk. I couldn’t believe it. I was crushed. I contacted Ryan and put the bug in his ear to hire you for his new gallery in Paris. That way I would be guaranteed that you would be in good hands until you...well...maybe until you could give me another chance. But I never imagined something horrible would happen to you like... like this,” he cocked his head to one side and lightly touched my swollen cheek. Tears were welling up in my eyes and a few dainty drops trailed down, dividing around his fingers.  

He lifted my hand, kissing the backs of my fingertips with his warm lips and my heart melted. He closed his eyes when he whispered, “Chloe, I’m so sorry all of this happened to you. I should never have involved you in the business with the Baroness.” He moved out of the chair, and sitting on the edge of the bed, he put his arms around me. I laid my head on his firm chest and he gently caressed my hair. With my head buried in his chest, I whispered in a hoarse voice, “I forgive you Patrick,” and mumbled in an almost inaudible voice, “I forgive everything, my love.”

He took my chin in his hand and tipped my face up, his gaze was soft as a caress and my heart was filled with bliss. I forgot all about my bruised head and cheek; all I wanted was to live in this moment forever.

He stroked my face, pushing strands of hair back behind my ear and he started a trail of chiffon kisses, delicate and gentle, first on the forehead, then on the temple and finally he kissed me on the lips, slowly, sensually, pulling my lips into his mouth, lingering to feel the tenderness of mine before drawing back.

He stood up and lifted my body, placing me on the bed. Gentle fingers removed my pajamas, laying bare my breasts and his supple lips kissed my stomach, every nerve of which softly fluttered under his touch. He drew back off the bed, hovering over me to remove his clothes and I gazed up at him, reveling in watching his actions. He looked mystical, magical, enshrouded by an ethereal glow. Looking over at my face, he and all his masculinity, with his taut chest, his steel blue eyes, he turned and breathed a sigh, as if endowed with deep satisfaction.

He lowered himself onto the bed next to me, holding my gaze, as I shuddered under his firm touch on my breast. I arched, surrendering up my nipples, aching for that raking pass of his hand to send a familiar tingle, like summer lightning to my sweet spot.

I shoved my hands in his hair, soft, brown, wavy and filled my nostrils with his scent in one long deep inhalation. Oh, the magnificence of his sublime nature.

Thoughts of happiness and joy poured over my soul and as if reading my mind his hand found my bare mound caressing my skin. I moaned feeling my tightening muscles straining for release. A hard sensation pressed against my thigh, as his straining cock rose in thunderous momentum.

“Chloe, I don’t want to rush you. I’ll stop if you’re not ready. I need to feel you, I need to be with you…in you,” his head down, whispering into my chest.

I knew Patrick didn’t just want sex. He wanted to make love. I guided his body with my hands as a response to his question, moving him on top of me and with desire rumbling in his throat, like distant summer thunder, he thrust his firmness into my wet folds. Still holding my hips as if they were made of glass, he stroked me, gently, lovingly like waves of the ocean, which rose and fell, delicately lashing the sands. Breathless echoes of ecstasy reverberated our passion for each other, as the tugging on my clit corkscrewed my emotions like a tornado. I was consumed by him, by our lovemaking, by the sum of our passion for each other.

My release rolled in like clouds heavy with their duty, unleashed by his final strokes, quivering, the deluge broke, pelting down like razor hot drops of rain.

Finding his truth in me, he cried out my name as he fulfilled himself, deep inside of me and we both fell into a light sleep, holding each other into the afternoon.

I had been dreaming of floating in a brightly colored hot air balloon, when I was rattled out of my sleep by a heavy fist pounding on the door. It was the police and they had come to take a statement about the incident of the previous night.  

“Yea. Hold on,” Patrick bellowed out and we both scrambled frantically to throw on some clothes. Patrick let the two of them in, making the necessary introductions.

“This is Chloe Swanson. She wants to press charges against her assailant, Francisco Parada,” he said firmly.

The officers turned in my direction, with an inquisitive eye.

“Yes,” I nodded. “That’s correct.”

“Could you tell us what happened Mademoiselle?” The officer with the mustache inquired.

“Well, I had been going out with Francisco...Francisco Parada for a few weeks. We went to a local bar where his friend was playing in the band. After a few drinks he started getting aggressive, you know yelling and calling me names. He pulled me out of the bar into the alley. And before I knew it, he threw me against a wall and I hit my head.” I nervously glanced at Patrick for support. He was my rock. “Then he hit me in the face, right here on the cheek.” I pointed to my wound. “And if it wasn't for Patrick, I don’t know what would have happened.” I was wringing my hands anxiously and sensing my tension, Patrick pulled up a chair for me to sit in, while the officer with the mustache scribbled frantically on his notepad.

“Yea,” Patrick chimed in. “When I saw that Chloe was in trouble, I grabbed the mother-fucking scumbag and pulled him off of her. He was on top of her, so I threw him against the wall. That’s when he probably realized he should beat it out of there and the coward ran.” Patrick’s eyes were blazing with rage. “I brought her here to the hotel room and a doctor came and examined her. She would like to press charges for assault.” Patrick came over and stood behind me in the chair, resting his hands on my shoulders.

“Yes, we have the doctor’s report and we can see there is some trauma to the face, but are you sure you want to press charges? You had a relationship with this man and...” His pen halted its scribbling in a pregnant pause, waiting for my response. Patrick stepped forward from behind the chair and shot me a glance like, “Oh, Really? Did he just say that?” and gave me a nod, like, “Go ahead Chloe. Go ballistic on his ass.”

”What does that have to do with this? He threw my head into the fucking wall.” I cried in disbelief. “And he punched me in my face.” What was it going to take for these two buffoons to understand? I huffed and turned away.

“She wants to press charges. Obviously you can see that something horrific happened to her,” Patrick said pointing to my red cheek. “You don’t look like that without serious trauma. How dare you question her motives?” Patrick steamed at him all up in his face, his own beet red veins bulging on his forehead. “This guy is going to do the same again and again to other women, if you don’t stop him now. You better get on this case now, buddy.”

I stood up, laying a hand on Patrick’s sleeve, hoping to calm him down. Officer Mustache, was not amused and shrunk back, not entirely sure of what Patrick might do.

“Well, well, easy now, Monsieur.  We just want to make sure we have all the facts. No problem. We will find him and charge him.” He put his notepad away and nodded to his partner, then directed his attention back to Patrick, “When are you planning on leaving the country? It might take a few weeks and we would need the statement in writing before you leave.”

“We don’t know yet.” He glanced at me as if to assess when I might feel well enough to fly. “Even if we have to come back for a trial we will do that. We want this guy put away,” Patrick affirmed. “We will come down to the station tomorrow if that’s what you need.”

“Oh, no, Monsieur Collins. This is fine. This will be the official statement.” I had the feeling that Officer Mustache didn’t relish the thought of confronting the wrath of Patrick a second time. He and his partner began drifting toward the door. “We appreciate your statement and will make sure this perpetrator doesn’t hurt other young ladies.” We all shook hands and Patrick walked them to the door, practically growling under his breath, not entirely satisfied with their conduct.

As the two officers exited, they practically plowed into Ryan in the hallway, as he was about to knock when the door swung open. Patrick ushered him in and he crushed me in a big bear hug, a small bouquet of fresh summer flowers clutched in his hand, bobbed against the back of my sore head.

“Hey, hey, take it easy,” I said, as I gingerly pulled back to avoid putting undue pressure on my bruises. 

“Oooo, Chloe,” he winced, sucking air in between his teeth when he saw my face. “That’s quite a shiner you got there. Gawd, I’m sorry about all this,” he frowned and shook his head. “Francisco is a douchebag and any man who would stoop so low as to hit a woman is a sorrowful coward in my book.”

“I’m sorry Ryan, if I caused any problems for your gallery. I really didn’t mean to hurt your business and I feel like a heel bailing on you like this.”

“No worries, girlie. I don’t want Francisco's type giving my gallery a bad reputation anyway. It would have been a matter of time and something would have happened, even if it wasn’t this. It’s for the best that he showed his true colors sooner than later. Just wish it hadn’t been you on the receiving end. Good riddance to that asshole.”

He profusely assured both Patrick and I that we needn't worry about Francisco’s future at the gallery. He was completely on my side, just like he promised he would be.  

The angle of the midday sun shifted across the wall to a late afternoon slant as we recounted the past few weeks, relaxing around the small hotel room table. Ryan updated Patrick with all the details of the gallery opening and soon the conversation drifted to recollections of their college days together, each one trying to outdo the other with embarrassing stories. As the door clicked shut, Patrick turned to me.

“Chloe, I know it’s been a long day, but let’s go for a nice dinner and relax. Also, I have a little surprise for you, that is if you are feeling up to it.” He stepped in front of me, gently holding both of my hands, his gaze searching my eyes for confirmation that I was feeling well enough for a fun night out. “I got us front row tickets to the Moulin Rouge show if you like that kind of thing.”

“Oo-la-la.” I raised my eyebrows in recognition of the world’s birthplace of burlesque and visions of can-can dancers in brightly ruffled skirts lit up my eyes. Fifteen years of being a “Betty Hill” dancer” (tap, ballet and jazz) back in Iowa, culminated my senior year of high school, with all of us girls performing a can-can finale for my last dance recital. I practically squealed with delight as I rose up on my tippy toes. 

 “I would love to see the Moulin Rouge show. I’m really feeling much better now. It will be fun.” 

How did he know I liked dance so much? He had an uncanny ability to tune into me like that, and I’m certain that I had never told him about my years of dance lessons.

After finalizing our plans for the evening, my concern for Ryan and his gallery pooped back into my mind. “What should I do about my work here? I’m sure Ryan is swamped, trying to find an artist to replace Francisco. I really hate to disappoint him and leave him behind. He has been so nice and sweet to me through this whole thing.” 

“I’ve already talked to Ryan about it. He told me that he had sent for another assistant from New York. She will arrive tomorrow, so don’t worry about it. There is no way you can work now, like this,” he said jutting his chin in the direction of my shiner. “You need a break...some time off. But have you given any consideration to what you are going to do when you go back to New York?” He pulled me over to the edge of the bed, to sit on one leg of his lap, twirling his fingers in my long hair, hanging down the length of my back.

“No, not really, not yet. I mean,” I sighed. I hadn’t had time to think about my next job, but just thinking about how to pay the bills, nagged at me like that annoying itch you can never reach on your back. “It all depends, I guess.” I shrugged and looked down at the invisible pattern I was tracing with my finger on Patrick’s jean covered thigh.

“You know there are not a lot of job openings right now. So, here’s my suggestion. Why don’t you come back and work for me at Meyer and Meyer? We can figure out all the details later. “He cocked his head to one side, giving me an inquisitive look. “You don’t have to decide right now.”

“Thank you, but no way,” I said in exasperation and jumped up off his lap. “I’m not working for the Baroness.”

“No, of course not. None of us are. I already gave her account to someone else in the firm.” He stood up gesturing with one hand, palm up. “I called Frank this morning and told him about...well, our conflict of interests and he agreed it would be better to assign her account to Jeff.”

“Are you sure?” I blew out a breath with relief. “Well, in that case, I guess I would love to come back and work for you Mr. Patrick Collins.” 

“Well then that’s agreed. Now, go get ready for our dinner date, ” he chuckled and sent me trotting off to the bathroom with a swat on my rear. Halfway there I turned back with a gasp. “But…what about my face? I look awful.”  

“We will fix that with some makeup, my dear. Besides,” he called after me. “You are beautiful just the way you are.”

“Aw, baby, you are wonderful.” Just give me half an hour to get ready.”

“Sure, I’ll check out some sports on TV.”

I quickly applied some concealer to my bruise and finished doing my hair and makeup. As I came out of the bathroom, Patrick was relaxing in a chair watching TV.  

“Ta-da, how do I look?” I said.

Patrick stood up and looking at me said, “Beautiful as ever. Hey, take a look at that young guy on TV? He’s American and he just won some kind of big Motocross tournament here in Paris.” He pointed to the TV.

“Really? What’s his name?”

“I don’t know, Jesse something,” he replied.

As I looked over at the TV, there he was, my handsome Jesse rider from the flight, soaking wet from champagne that was being poured over him by two beautiful Parisian women. “I wonder if it’s Dom Perignon” I thought with a smile to myself.

***

Over the next couple of hours, we escaped out into the warm summer evening in Paris to enjoy dinner at the Restaurant Le Meurice, a sumptuous Versailles-style salon, where the food was served on plates, custom designed by the chef. The dining room gleamed with crystal, mirrors, bronze and marble. In between staring at Patrick’s handsome face across the table, my attention was drawn to the antique frescos and the open wine cellars, which I’m sure held vintage bottles of wine with names I couldn’t even pronounce.

I sighed, placing my fine white linen napkin across my lap and marveled at Patrick’s presence with me. I was ecstatic that we were here, that destiny had thrown us back together again, placing our souls on the crosshairs of love.

As my days in Paris were coming to an end, I thought about everything that had transpired since my first footstep off the plane, hitting the Parisian ground.

“Paris is over-the-top when it comes to fashion design. Everything is so chic and the shops are full of ultra-trendy designs. I could easily go broke here,” I chuckled.

Patrick beamed across the table, enjoying watching my eyes dance like facets of a gem. “Did you see that tote bag in the window at the Vanessa Bruno boutique? Her mother was a Danish supermodel, you know, and her father a famous fashion designer, that’s how she got her start in the biz.” Being a fan of oversized designer purses, I had eyed a sequin-encrusted tote bag in the window, on our way to dinner, sure to put a dent the size of a boulder in my pocket book.

Patrick ‘s voice warmed as he reached over the linen covered table to take my hand. “Chloe, I love being here with you, showing you Paris, taking you out. I wouldn't want to be anywhere else. I just want you to know that I should have come to you sooner. I mean, after I last saw you so upset, I was an idiot to wait.”

I smiled and looked down as he circled his thumb across the smooth skin on the back of my hand. “I was stupid myself. Leaving the best thing that ever had come my way, stranded on a beach.” I shook my head and he leaned in clasping both of his hands over mine.

“I’m here now and I’ll be here for you forever. Chloe, I love truly you.” he whispered smoothing his hands over mine and pressing my fingertips to his warm lips.

I swallowed hard as my emotions fluttered up in my throat and my heart twisted like a lemon wedge being wrung out over a martini. I pulled his hand up to my cheek and tilted my head into his palm.

“I love you too, Patrick. I just want to stay here in Paris and for this feeling to never end.” I remembered feeling this way with him before, a spring evening, when I rolled the window down in his car, letting the warm night air whip at my hair inside his Jaguar, the night we went to Ryan's New York gallery. I was so happy the feeling had returned.

We finished our meal and headed out to the show at the Moulin Rouge, with its windmill covered in lights, to finish out the night. Every once in a while he shot me a knowing glance and said, “I’m glad you are back to your old self, Chloe.” 

We stopped for a nightcap at Harry’s New York Bar, famed as a haunt of Hemingway and the birthplace of the Bloody Mary. I just had to have one of those to pay tribute, both to the author and to one of my favorite drinks.

Leaning in closely, Patrick whispered in my ear, “Is it just me, or do you feel the same? I just want to get out of here and get you naked in the room.” 

“Hmmm… You’ve read my mind.”



***



I couldn’t remember the last time I woke up this happy. Patrick’s eyes fluttered open and his long languid look filtered across my face, like the morning light streaming in the window. Propping himself up on one elbow he said, “I could wake up next to you for the rest of my life, beautiful.”

            I blushed and said, “Aww, me too baby. How long can we stay here? When will they need you back?”
            Rolling in towards me, he lightly laughed, brushing his lips to my temple and mouthed the words, “I’m here to take care of you, for as long as you need.”

I closed my eyes to absorb his words when a noise rustled me out of my peace.

With an irritated huff, Patrick rolled over snatching his vibrating cell phone from the nightstand, a frown creasing his brow as he answered, “Hey Frank. What’s up?” I knew from the expression on his face and the recognizable name that it was Frank Meyer, part owner of Meyer and Meyer.

“You what? Hey...hold on, you’re breaking up.” He got up and went out to the balcony.

I could tell from his gestures through the window, that something was up and it didn’t look like good news. As he came back inside, he faltered in the doorway, his phone in his hand and a dark mood covering his face.

“You better start packing your bags honey. We are going back to New York on the next flight out of here.”

“W-why? What happened?”

“You won’t believe this. It was Frank Meyer. He just sold his part of the company, to none other than Baroness Anna Von Lamberg.”

“You’re kidding me.” My jaw dropped to the floor. “That manipulative conniving bitch. You know why she’s doing this, don’t you? Since she can’t have you, she’s now buying you.”

“Don’t worry, baby. I already have a plan. I promised you earlier, that the Baroness would be out of our lives, and I always keep my promises.” 

“So, what’s your plan? You know her first agenda will be to fire me.”

“Probably, but that’s the beauty of my plan. It doesn’t matter. This time we will be a step ahead of her. Trust me. We will turn the tables. She will get what is coming to her. I will put my foot so far up her ass, that she’ll be spitting my toenails out her mouth!”

I couldn’t resist anymore. I laughed so hard at his imagery that tears came to my eyes. I jumped right into his arms, wrapping my legs around his waist. He clapped both hands firmly on my butt cheeks, while I slid both of my arms around his neck. Placing my mouth passionately on his lips and pouring my soul into him, I exclaimed, 

“I love you, Patrick Collins.”



*** To be continued in Part 3 - “Chloe’s Revenge”, the dramatic conclusion of Deceived, coming March 2013***



***


 

If you enjoyed this book, please help spread the word. Tweet about it; message your Facebook friends and tell anyone else who might also enjoy it. Most importantly of all, if you could, I would love a personal review on Amazon or Goodreads by you. It really helps. 
 

I’m so excited to hear what you think about the book, so please reach out to me on Twitter http://twitter.com/evecarterbooks or on Facebook http://facebook.com/evecarterbooks. 
 

Finally, I also have a Fan page for Deceived on Facebook, where you soon can read excerpts from the upcoming Part 3 and even win signed paperbacks of all three parts once they are released. Please go to http://Facebook.com/deceivedbook and like the page.  
 

Much love,
 

Eve xoxo
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