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Prolog
Oh, how she wished this was some sort of cruel April Fools’ joke. But it wasn’t. She really was walking to her mother’s gravesite, following the six pallbearers; four men who served with her on the bishop’s committee at their little Anglican storefront mission church, along with Brad, and her boss, Josh Sutherland.
She felt the tears flow down her face and dashed them away. Be strong, Gerianne. Momma would have wanted you to be strong. You can get through this.
The church had been full of people this morning. Momma had been a woman well and truly loved. And most of those people had come out now to the cemetery. Momma had asked for memorials to the church in lieu of flowers. Most of the people had abided by that.
Lost in her misery, the burial liturgy was over all too quickly.
“Geri has had a light lunch buffet prepared at her home,” Father Small, the mission church’s priest, said. “All are welcome.”
Brad’s cell phone sounded. She looked at him.
He shrugged and looked at that device. “I have to take this call. My secretary wouldn’t call today, unless it was an emergency.”
She sighed. “Of course.”
He stepped away and answered the phone.
Less than a minute later, he came back. “I have to go get a client out of jail, Gee. Can’t be helped.”
Geri nodded. “I know. Come by the house when you’re done.”
“I drove you. Can you get home?” Brad asked.
“I’ll take her home,” Josh volunteered.
Brad smiled. “Okay. Thanks, Sutherland. I really have to go, now.”
“Be safe, Brad,” Geri urged.
Josh and Geri sat in the back of his Lincoln, Josh’s driver and bodyguard in the front. The privacy glass was closed between the driver and the passenger compartment.
“You really don’t have to stay for lunch. I know you’ll want to get back to Amanda,” Geri said.
“Mandy doesn’t know I’m there or not. It won’t be long now until we’re doing this for her. She’s not going to recover.”
“I’m so sorry, Josh,” she said as she patted his hand.
“I know. Me, too.”
Geri’s phone rang. She looked at it and saw the number was suppressed. Lord, not another crank call, today of all days!
“Are you going to get that?” Josh asked as the phone rang for the third time.
“No. It can go to voicemail. I don’t recognize the number.”
A minute or so later, the phone rang again.
The number on the caller id was once again suppressed.
“Dedicated buzzard, isn’t he?” Josh observed.
“You have no idea.”
“What does that mean?” Josh demanded.
“I’ve been getting crank calls. This is probably another one of those,” Geri admitted as the call went to voice mail.
Another call came a couple of minutes later. Geri answered this one.
An electronically disguised voice said, “Good thing you bought several cemetery spots. You’ll need one soon.”
Chapter One
Geri rubbed her neck and did a couple of neck circles. Her workstation monitor said the time was 10:03 PM on this first Friday in September.
Her gaze lingered on the small solid brass globe Josh and his late wife, Amanda, had given her for Christmas several years ago. Geri smiled, remembering how Josh had said he would like to give her the world.
The phone rang. Automatically, she picked it up. “Erikson.”
“You are going to die, soon. I’m going to enjoy your death, Bitch!” the all-too familiar electronically disguised voice grated. As she hadn’t heard from this man in well over ten days, she’d hoped someone might have put him out of her misery.
Geri slammed down the receiver. Her heart raced. Normally, he called her on her cell phone. Now, he had her direct line into the office as well.
She heard decidedly male footsteps coming down the hall. Had he gained access to the offices?
After drawing her stainless steel Beretta 92F semiautomatic pistol from the case in her purse, she quickly checked it. The clip was loaded and a nine millimeter round was in the chamber. As the steps drew nearer, she raised the weapon, took it off safety, and trained it on the door. If this maniac was coming for her, he’d not get close enough to hurt her.
Josh Sutherland, the corporate CEO, popped his head in the door. “Geri, you should have been…” he began in a happy tone.
She lowered the weapon. The expression on his face changed from elation to intense concern. She put the safety on. Then she placed the weapon on her desk, pointing away from him.
“EXACTLY what IN THE SAMHELL is this about?!”
“I’d rather not talk about it. Please don’t push me for answers. I don’t want to talk about this, with you or with anyone else.”
He demanded, his tone more gentle, “Just what is going on, Gerianne Evelyn?”
The only people that she had talked to about this had been the police, her pastor, and her cousin who was also her lawyer. But she knew Josh well enough to know nothing beside the whole story was going to be a sufficient explanation of why she’d pointed a pistol at him. And if the situation were reversed, she’d want to know as well.
So, she began, “You know I’ve had some crank phone calls.”
“You wouldn’t react this extremely over a few crank calls,” he said as he crossed the room to sit in the chair on the other side of her desk. He unbuttoned his tuxedo coat as he sat down. Tension and concern radiated from him in almost equal measures.
“No, I wouldn’t…It’s been considerably more than calls. After Momma’s death the harassment escalated.”
“Escalated how?”
“He killed Mister Snuggles, Momma’s cat, and left the carcass hanging from my doorknob. There was a vicious note.”
His worried expression deepened. “What else? Killing of a pet usually leads to far worse things.”
“Gifts. Sick gifts.” She heard the pain in her voice and knew he had to have heard it as well.
“What kind of gifts?” Josh demanded.
“Terrible things,” she dismissed, not wanting to go into this with him, at all. But she knew she was going to have to.
“Gerianne. What kind of gifts did he send you?”
“You’d really be better off not knowing.”
“Tell me anyway.”
She sighed. “You won’t let this drop, will you?”
“I need to understand why you had to have that pistol at work. Tell me about the extent of this harassment.”
She sighed. “After the cat, there was a big box full of used hypodermic syringes with a typed note saying that they were all infected with AIDS.”
“Good God! Were they?” he demanded, clearly aghast.
“According to the crime lab, yes, they were.” She didn’t like the anger in his eyes or the set of his jaw at that confirmation.
When he spoke, his voice was tightly controlled. She’d heard that tone only on the rare occasions over the years of his being extremely angry. “You said gifts. So, that’s not the end of it, is it?”
She sighed at the anger she heard in his voice. She didn’t want to continue, but she knew him well enough to know he wouldn’t let this rest until he had the whole story. “I wish it had been. Next came an ax blade with dried blood all over it. The blood was human and my type, by the way. It came with a note saying all people would find of me was a puddle of blood once he was done chopping my body up.”
“Sick bastard. Is that the whole of it?”
“I wish. Those are representative of the kind of threat this has been. Just one thing after another. Unrelenting. Vicious.”
“What else? Tell me the whole of it.”
“No. You really don’t want to know. There’s been something every couple of days. Some of it was threatening on its own face. And some of it was only an implied threat. But it’s all been almost too awful for words. Anyway, it’s all sitting in an evidence locker with the Houston P.D., waiting to be used in trial if they catch the fellow.”
“What else did he send you?”
“Leave it alone, Josh. Please. I really don’t want to go further into this.”
“You could have said something to me about this before now.”
“No. I couldn’t. You’ve had your own personal hell to live through with Amanda’s final illness and death, then putting your life back together. You didn’t need my troubles on top of that. You still don’t. I’m sorry you’ve been pulled into this, now.”
“I’m not. I’m here to help you.”
“I appreciate the offer, Josh. But it will be much safer for you to stay as far away from this as possible. I probably ought to have just taken a leave of absence, gone to ground, and found this idiot.”
“And done what to him when or if you found him?”
“The only way to handle a mortal threat is to eliminate it.”
She saw surprise, then respect, cross his face.
He sighed and nodded. “Yeah. I believe you would.”
“Any other questions?” she asked.
* * *
“Why haven’t the police done something about this?” he demanded in a much harsher tone than he had intended. Anyone else but Geri would have been a basket case by now with this intimidation. Instead, she was outwardly calm and functioning, not giving any hint aside from the gun that anything was in any way out of the ordinary. He found himself jointly admiring that strength and wishing she had trusted him enough to come to him earlier about the harassment.
“They’re doing what they can,” she said. “They created a case file and assigned a detective. There are quite few items sitting somewhere in an evidence locker just waiting for the man to be caught.”
“Who’s the detective?”
* * *
Geri gave him the name of the man who was put in charge of the case.
Josh picked up his cell phone and punched a speed dial number. She listened to his side of the conversation. “Sis, hi, I need to speak to Dave… Dave, one of my senior people, Gerianne Erikson, has been receiving threatening phone calls, her cat has been strangled, and she has gotten threatening letters and macabre gifts. Your Detective, Leo Matthews, has been on the case for several months and she is still being threatened. What can we do about this?…Thanks, Dave, I appreciate it. Sure, she’s right here.” He handed her the receiver, “It’s the Houston Chief of Police, David Black, he wants to talk with you.”
“Chief Black? Geri Erikson.”
Then she listened as the Police Chief promised that whatever could be done would be done.
“Thank you, Chief. I realize the department has done what it can do in this matter. Detective Matthews has been quite thorough in the investigation. I didn’t ask Josh to make this call. I have no complaints about the way the investigation is being conducted. But you know Josh.”
“Yeah, I know Joshua. I’m sure Detective Matthews is doing all he can do,” the Chief, Josh’s brother-in-law, said.
“I know that. I’m not complaining. Goodnight, Chief.”
She looked at Josh after she disconnected the call. “I wished you hadn’t done that. Can you imagine the heat the detective is going to take tomorrow over this? I’m sure he’s already done whatever can be done within his ability. Going outside of channels is a bad thing with police departments. A profoundly bad thing. You’ve done the man a huge disservice when all he did was his job.”
He shook his head, dismissing her comments. “Whatever heat the detective takes is not my problem. When a senior member of my staff is so frightened that she is carrying a sidearm and is prepared to use it, that is my problem. It becomes my problem if she shoots herself in the foot with an illegal weapon.”
“Like I’d shoot myself in the foot!” she dismissed.
“I know you hit where you aim with a rifle,” he allowed, his voice gentle. “I remember how you took down a big elk from one hundred yards on the corporate hunting retreat the first fall you worked here. You’ve always managed to take something on every retreat that we’ve gone hunting since. But, sidearms are different.”
“I don’t miss my target with a sidearm either,” she said. “And, for your information, the weapon is legal. I have a perfectly valid permit for concealed carry of the weapon.”
“I don’t think it is safe for you to be living by yourself, whether you shoot well or not.”
“And just where am I supposed to live? The only family I have in the area who could take me in is just one cousin,” she challenged. “I wouldn’t endanger him anyway, even if he wasn’t out of state on business this week.”
“For tonight, you are coming home with me.”
“Oh, no, I’m not!” she denied. To be in that close of proximity to this powerfully attractive man would be a dangerous level of temptation she wasn’t at all sure she could manage to withstand. The last thing she needed was to give him the faintest inkling of her unrequited passion for him. She didn’t want to make a fool of herself. She didn’t think they could continue working together if he knew she loved him. She liked the job. At least she did most of the time, except at annual report time.
* * *
“Relax. There are ten fully furnished bedrooms at my house. I wasn’t suggesting you share my bed,” he stated in amusement. As he made that statement, he knew that he was not being fully truthful. He wouldn’t throw her out of his bed if she came to him. He wouldn’t throw her out at all. In fact, he knew in that moment he would probably do everything in his power to encourage her to come to him.
* * *
She felt her face grow warm and knew she was blushing, probably quite boldly. Sharing Josh’s bed, sharing his life, were the things she wanted more than she wanted anything. Well, except for catching the idiot who was harassing her.
He smiled. “This is the first time I’ve ever seen you blush.”
She took off her eyeglasses and rubbed her brown eyes. “I believe it was Mark Twain who said, ‘Man is the only creature who blushes, or who has to.’”
“Sounds like Twain. Why do you have to blush?”
“It’s been a long day. I’m going home.”
“Since it’s past twenty-two hundred, and I know that you were here when I came in at seven hundred, I’d say that was a good description,” he said. “Did you even leave for dinner?”
“No. I grabbed one of my canned diet shakes from the refrigerator in the break room.”
“Oh, that sounds tasty and filling,” he dismissed with disdain. “What are you dieting for, anyway? You can’t weigh more than one twenty-five.”
“When I’m under stress, I tend to eat for comfort. And I put on weight fast. So, I’m trying to take off the eleven pounds I gained after Momma’s funeral. I’ve only got a couple of more pounds to go.”
“So buy new clothes,” he dismissed. “You have a good salary.”
She looked at him in vexation. “There is a little thing called living within one’s means.”
“Woman! You have a good income. You can afford some clothes.”
“I have clothes. I just need to keep myself the right size so they fit correctly.”
“Geri, no one values hard work more than I do. But, are you putting in the hours here just so you won’t have to be alone at home, so you won’t have to be vulnerable to attacks?”
She heard the concern in his tone. “There might be something to that. However, I did have work to do. I just finished the draft of the R & D department’s part of the annual stockholder’s report. It’s ready after another pass through for minor editing to send to legal for approval. It isn’t half-bad, even if I do say so myself.”
He smiled. “As usual,” he said indulgently, “you do single-handedly in an evening a project that I would have assigned a committee to do over the course of a couple of weeks.”
“Well, I don’t waste time arguing with myself. Practically no one knows R&D here as well as I do. And what I don’t know, I can access on the computer network,” she said. “Besides, it’s peaceful here on Friday evenings. The security in the building is good. And I feel safe enough to work.”
“Oh, yeah, you feel safe, all right. That’s why you had this,” he said as he picked up the pistol. He looked the gun over. “Beretta. How does it shoot?”
“Well enough to do what I need to do with it. I’m comfortable with it.”
“I can think of other makes of small arms I might prefer.”
“Perhaps. Yet, that pistol does what I need it to do. May I have it back, please?”
He nodded as he put the gun back on the desk. “Come on. I’ll put you up for the night.”
“I can’t stay with you, Josh. Your offer would be seriously misconstrued by people.”
He picked up the phone again and punched in another number from memory. “Kathy, Josh Sutherland. I need to have a 24/7 guard put on my right hand gal… Starting tonight… Well, if that is the best you can do… Fine. Tomorrow morning then.”
“You have no choice. You stay with me tonight. Tomorrow, you can go back home with a bodyguard,” he said firmly after he hung up the telephone.
“Why are you doing this?”
“I take care of my people.”
“People will talk if I stay with you.”
“We’re both single. What’s the worst they could say?” he dismissed.
Oh, yeah, he was single. Very recently single. Amanda, his wife of more than thirty years, had died only weeks after Geri’s mother had passed. Josh had gone into a tailspin after her death. It had only been the last few weeks he had seemingly been back to near normal. He had stopped drinking so heavily. He hadn’t missed a day of work in the last seven weeks.
Geri shrugged. “What’s the worst they could say? They could say I slept my way into my position in the company. While I don’t care what anyone says about me, I do care about your reputation.”
“No one who knows either of us would think that.”
“Rumors aren’t usually started by people who know the people in question.”
“Be reasonable. You need help.”
“You can’t afford that rumor. It could establish a precedent in the rumor mill that could open you up to similar allegations being made in law suits. I won’t protect myself at your expense.”
He picked back up the telephone and punched in another number. “It’s Josh. Could you put up one of my senior people for the night? Yes, the one I spoke to Dave about. You know her, Geri Erikson. I don’t want her to be alone tonight. I can’t get bodyguards on her until tomorrow. And she refuses to stay with me…She’s worried about both our reputations…Yes, I rather think she has. Thanks, Sis. I’ll bring her over.”
“You rather think I have what?”
“An old-fashioned set of values.”
“You aren’t going to take ‘no’ for an answer, are you?”
“You have a choice. You can stay with me tonight or with my sister and her husband. Make your choice.”
“I have other options. I could sleep on my office couch, then get a shower in the morning at the employee’s gym. Or I could simply go home.”
“If you go home, I’m sleeping on your sofa.”
“My home is an efficiency apartment,” Geri said, as she unsuccessfully fought back a blush. “The sofa is where I sleep. I don’t think you’d find it very comfortable.”
He looked puzzled. “Since when are you living in an apartment? Last I knew you owned a very nice house. You had us all over for a party two years ago at Christmas. Mandy really liked your eye for color and design. You were still living there when I took you home after your mother’s funeral in April.”
“I sold the house the week after the funeral. Besides, I’m never home long enough to need more than what I have. It’s just a place to crash. It was different when Momma was alive.”
“There’s more to it than that,” he demanded. “Out with it.”
She sighed. “If you absolutely must know, Momma’s final expenses were well over two million dollars. I signed her into the hospital and guaranteed payment. Her health insurance policy didn’t have an annual out of pocket cap.”
“She was the widow of a Marine. Didn’t she have military insurance?”
“Momma was covered for the first year after Nate died. Then, because she had medical coverage at work, she didn’t see the point in paying the premium to continue the military insurance. When she was too sick to keep working, she maintained her medical coverage as long as she could. Even then, her insurance coverage expired months before she died.”
“So what was the bottom line?”
“After all the insurance came in, there was just over five hundred thousand in bills between the doctors, the hospital, and the funeral home.”
He nodded. “Which is why you no longer have a house and why you now drive a small, ten year old, Ford instead of your BMW?”
“It gets me where I need to go. I sold everything I easily could sell except for my grandmothers’ and mother’s jewelry and a few small family heirlooms. I liquidated all of my investments except my 401K and my IRA. Virtually emptied out my savings account, keeping a little back for reserves. I streamlined my life to the barest essentials. Debt service takes most of what I don’t absolutely need to live on. With luck, I should have the debt paid off completely in another three years.”
“You could have come to me,” he offered, a hurt undertone in his voice. “I would have gladly helped you.”
“No, I couldn’t have done that.”
“Why not?”
“Because I can manage this by myself. So, it involves a little hardship. Big deal! It was the last gift I could give my mother. I owe her that much.”
He smiled and nodded. This was very much in keeping with the woman he knew her to be—loyal, honorable, and self-sufficient. “Okay, let’s go by your apartment, and you can pick up the clothes and things you will need for tonight and tomorrow.”
“If it makes you feel better, you can follow me,” she allowed as she picked up her keys. “But, I am not going to sleep anywhere but my own bed tonight.”
As they walked out of the building, she pressed the button on the remote starter for her car.
Geri had rigged that remote out of sheer paranoia her tormentor just might get desperate enough to plant a bomb. Tonight, her paranoia transformed into simple judicious caution. The car went up in an ear shattering explosion and fire with the first electrical impulse of the starter.
Chapter Two
He pulled her to the sidewalk during the explosion, shielding her with his own body. “Stay down,” he demanded on a hoarse whisper as he scanned the area for any sign of the assailant. He didn’t expect to see anything. People who planted bombs tended to do so because they wanted to kill from a distance. Still, cowards could be dangerously sneaky.
At this moment, Josh would have gleefully strangled whoever was terrorizing her. Of course, he had wanted to do so since she had told him what was going on. He had wanted to have serious words with her about friendship meaning people could actually ask for help. There wasn’t another person on the face of the earth who would have gone through this without giving any outward sign of stress or without asking for help. There was such a thing as being too self-reliant. She would hear about it if they either one survived this.
At the moment, he wasn’t sure what he wanted to do more— yell at her or kiss her senseless. The depth of desire he felt for Geri surprised him. He wasn’t quite sure what to do about it. She was seeing someone fairly steadily—a barracuda of lawyer named Bradford Bennet. Yet, before he could do anything about this desire he felt for her and which he suspected was quite reciprocal, they had to survive the next few moments.
* * *
Geri reached for both her pistol and the cell phone. She dialed 9-1-1 as she scanned the parking lot. It amazed her how much light a burning car could produce. She gave the dispatcher her plea for help and address.
They re-entered the building. It was the first time that she had ever gone into a building on her stomach. But, then again, tonight seemed to be a night for firsts, all the way around. It was the first time she had ever pulled a gun on Josh, the first time she’d let him know just how deeply she was in a financial hole, the first time she had ever given him a hint of how she felt for him, and the first time that she had ever seen a car explode—in person, at least. Of those firsts, she wasn’t quite sure which would prove the most destructive in the long run, but she had the strong impression that it might be the hint of her feelings for him she had given to Josh. More than anything else, that could rearrange her life. She hated to think about leaving the corporation. But, she wouldn’t stay here and see pity in his eyes.
They entered the first office they came to, the human resources office. Geri settled in on a sofa facing the door. The pistol remained in her hand.
It didn’t take long for the fire department to arrive.
The Fort Bend sheriff’s department rolled out promptly, as well. The night security staff directed the deputy to the office. The deputy was somewhere in his early sixties, a bit pudgy, but not really overweight, and bald as a cue ball.
“Ms. Erikson,” he said in a tone that was half way between gruff and downright abrasive. “Seems you’ve had some excite-ment tonight.”
Geri forced a cynical smile. “Excitement like this, I can do without, thanks anyway, Deputy.”
Josh placed his hand on her shoulder as he stood just behind her. “Take it easy, Gerianne.”
She turned her head and looked up at him. “I don’t want to take it easy, Joshua. I’m angry, and I have every right to feel this way.”
Josh nodded. “Yeah, I’d feel the same way. We’ll get him. Trust me.”
She smiled at him, touched by his selfless offer. That was so like him, she thought, to make the troubles of others his own. But, this was just too dangerous. She knew that she shouldn’t let him involve himself. Yet, knowing him, the only way to stop him from getting involved would be for her to simply disappear. That wouldn’t even be in the realm of practical solutions. Oh, she could go to ground. That wasn’t the difficult part. Hiding from Josh, if he decided to find her, that would be difficult, if not utterly impossible.
“You were obviously anticipating something like this?” the deputy asked.
“I couldn’t rule it out. Look, why don’t you just get the file from Detective Matthews at the Houston P.D.? It covers all of this,” Geri said, her voice too weary, too defeated, to be really angry. “The long and the short of it is that I am being stalked.”
“So, you installed the remote starter on your car because you were frightened?” the deputy asked.
“Yes. Of course, there are at least a dozen different ways to detonate a bomb on a car. The ignition is only one of them. But, I couldn’t figure out a way of remotely checking all of them without making the car fully remote controllable. That would have been entirely too dangerous, Deputy. I wouldn’t have wanted to have a car someone else could have seized control of while I was driving. That would have been just too dangerous.”
The deputy was quiet for a long moment. “How long ago did you install the remote starter on the car?” Deputy Jones demanded.
“April third,” Geri said.
“Just how did you know how to make a remote starter?” the deputy demanded.
“Oh, for Heaven’s Sake, Deputy! Kits to do this sort of thing are available at most auto parts places. It’s really not brain surgery. Besides, I do have a doctorate in electrical engineering. There’s not much with circuitry I can’t figure out.”
“Easy, Geri,” Josh warned.
She stood. She made certain the pistol was on safety, then she put it in her skirt’s back waistband. “I don’t want to take it easy, Josh. Haven’t we covered that before? Excuse me, I need a few minutes alone.”
Geri looked at her face in the mirror over the sink in the ladies’ room. Lord, she was a mess. And apart from that, her knees sported abrasions.
Her pantyhose were a total waste, having been shredded by impact with the pavement. She pulled them off and cleaned the road rash on her knees. There was some antiseptic cream in the medicine cabinet. After checking the expiration date on the tube’s crimp, Geri applied the cream to the scrapes. And then she bandaged the slight wounds. At least, now, she felt marginally more in control.
She washed her face and took down her hair. She brushed her hair and braided it, letting the braid hang down her back, not wanting the pressure on her head of twisting her hair into the businesslike knot she almost always wore it in. She had to relax before this threatening tension headache completely robbed her of any ability to function. Heaven knew she couldn’t afford to be knocked out for as long as her headache pills would put her out for. Not with the threat level having escalated as it just had. Taking the pills tonight just wouldn’t be a safe move.
Returning to the outer office, she saw Josh appeared both tired and worried. She went to him. Placing her hand on his arm, she said gently, “Don’t worry so. There are only three possible resolutions: A) He’ll get to me; B) I’ll stop him permanently; or C) He’ll bother someone else who will put him out of both of our miseries. I’m not fond of option A. But, options B or C, those I could easily live with.”
He rewarded her with a smile. “Sit down and answer the rest of the deputy’s questions.”
“You never had any problems with the remote before tonight?” the deputy asked when she had resettled onto the sofa.
It’s not the Deputy’s fault he seems to be an idiot. Things like this just don’t happen here. Naturally, it was a lot for the man to absorb. “It was a bomb, Deputy. He planted a bomb in my car.”
“You seem awfully sure of that,” the deputy said.
“Here’s what I am sure of, Deputy. Someone tried to throw a substantial fear into me. He wasn’t trying to kill me, just get my attention. If he had been trying to kill me, he wouldn’t have put it on the starter. The bomb would have gone on the brakes or been triggered by a certain gear on the transmission. But he saw the remote starter and put the bomb on the starter anyway.”
“Why do you say, ‘he’?” the deputy queried.
“The threatening phone calls have been made by a man’s voice,” Geri answered. “Granted with the electronic disguising, it could have been a woman, for all I know.”
“It would be a good idea if you kept people who you trust around you,” the deputy advised.
“That’s what I told her,” Josh chimed in.
“Rather than hurt the corporation, I’ll tender my resignation, effective ten minutes before this happened,” Geri offered.
He shook his head negatively. “There’s not a chance I’d accept your resignation. You are too valuable a member of my executive team. I can’t afford to lose you either by resignation or by letting this animal harm you. Is that clear?”
Deputy Jones rose from his chair. “I can arrange for you to go into protective custody, Ms. Erikson.”
“I don’t think so, thank you anyway, Deputy.”
“She has round the clock bodyguards beginning tomorrow morning,” Josh stated.
“That’s good,” the deputy replied. “I’ll be talking to the bomb squad people and the ATF and FBI will roll out on this as well, I’m sure. Someone will let you know what they find out when they’ve had time to go over your car.”
“Thank you. I’ll be here at work on Monday.”
The deputy nodded.
Josh looked at Geri. “Come on, Geri. I’ll take you home to get some things, then you are going to my sister’s house.”
“I’m up in Montrose, right near downtown.”
He looked at her and shook his head. “You can afford better than that.”
“No, I can’t. And that’s the truth. I’m only there to sleep and shower anyway. What difference does it really make where I live? The place has a roof that doesn’t leak, four walls, and a floor. I don’t really need anything else.”
They sat in the back of Josh’s big Lincoln, ten minutes later. Geri wasn’t used to being driven about by anyone. But, she understood why Josh always traveled with a driver and a bodyguard. He was a wealthy man who could easily be a target for kidnapping or worse.
“Okay,” he said, breaking into her thoughts. “Let’s go over your finances. I know what I pay you. Talk to me about your mother’s final expenses.”
They discussed her financial situation for better than a half-hour, even though she would rather not have had him involved. But, she knew him well enough to know that he wasn’t going to take no for an answer.
* * *
“You’ve done a good job with this. It’s not everyone who would have honored their mother’s debt,” he said after they had discussed the ins and outs of the situation.
“She was my mother. It’s up to me to pay her debt.”
“You didn’t have to do this all by yourself.”
“Yes, I did,” she told him. “It’s my problem. I’ll fix it.”
“Stubborn woman!” He was more disturbed by this than he wanted to admit. She was depriving herself of so many things, reducing her life to the barest of essentials, just so that she could pay off her mother’s medical bills. It was so like her. She was going through all of this, and she had not given even a hint to anyone about it. She hadn’t complained. She had simply gone about her business with the same quiet grace that she handled everything with.
As they approached her neighborhood, Josh asked in disgust, “Couldn’t you have found a worse area, Geri?”
“Actually, I could have. This isn’t so bad. Not really. I’ve lived in much worse areas. So, don’t be a snob.”
“When?”
“When I was an undergrad, in grad school, and working on my doctorate. Trust me, this really isn’t so bad. It’s a working class neighborhood. But it’s reasonably safe.”
“If you say so,” he dismissed.
About four blocks from the apartment complex, the driver announced, “There’s something going on up here. The police have a roadblock set up.”
Looking ahead for the first time in minutes, Geri saw flames and smoke. She feared her building was on fire. The butterflies in her stomach became elephants.
After hearing her identify herself and stating her address, the police officer at the barricade said, “M’am, your building isn’t there anymore.”
“What?” she demanded, her voice way too soft as the reality of the situation sank in.
“There was an explosion, followed by fire. The emergency crews are still trying to contain the damage. I can’t let you in. You’d just be in the way.”
“What time did the building explode?” Josh asked.
The officer said, “About ten thirty. Leave me a contact number. I’m sure a detective will be getting back with you.”
She reached for her cell phone as they drove away. She punched one button on speed dial and then he heard her say, “Detective Matthews, this is Geri Erikson. Do you remember my case? Yes, it’s the harassment. It’s become somewhat more serious tonight. My apartment building has been bombed, as well as my car… Yes. I’ll meet you at the station, Detective.”
“After talking to the police, you’re coming home with me,” Josh told her after she disconnected the call. “I’m not risking my sister and her family.”
“Just take me to the police station,” she said. He heard the sick weariness in her voice and couldn’t blame her for that. Then she gave the driver the address for the police station.
* * *
Josh accompanied her into the station. She was grateful for his support, even as she worried about him making himself a target.
The detective’s office was small. It smelled faintly of old coffee and a mixture of other, far less pleasant, odors.
After the introductions, Geri said, her tone sounding to her own ears far too blunt, “There were thirty four apartments in my apartment building. Many children lived there. Did anyone get out?”
“I don’t know,” the Detective said. “I can try to find out.”
“Please?”
Josh came to sit beside her on the hard wooden bench that sat against the wall in the office. He put his arm around her shoulder and handed her his handkerchief. Geri was aware of the Detective placing a call. Josh spoke softly to her, “Gerianne, you’re alive. That’s what counts.”
Geri remembered the children she always saw playing around the apartment building. Most of those children would have been asleep when the building exploded. She found herself growing angrier than she had ever been in her entire life. Oh, she had been angry when her father died. She had been angry when one of Brad’s SEALs had attacked her. She had been angry when her graduate school roommate had been murdered. She had been angry when her mother had died. She had been angry when her mother’s cat had been strangled and left hanging on her doorknob. She’d been angry at the array of sick gifts that had been sent to her. But, none of those angers even approached the rage and sorrow she felt building within her. How dare he hurt innocent children!
“Ms. Erikson,” the Detective said. “A few people got out of the building. No one knows yet how bad the loss of life is. The building itself going to be a total loss.”
“Thank you,” Geri said, struggling to regain her control. Josh’s arm tightened around her in a gesture of support. She was grateful for his being here.
For the first time since she had known the man, the Detective smiled. “Where will you be?”
“She’ll be with me,” Josh said.
“We’ve discussed this,” she said. “It would have the appear-ance of impropriety.”
“I won’t put my sister and her family at risk by leaving you with them. So, tonight, you’re stuck coming back to the ranch with me or with going into protective custody with either the Houston P.D. or the Fort Bend County Sheriff. Make your choice and make it now.”
“You haven’t left me any choice and you know it. I don’t appreciate this!”
“You don’t have to appreciate it. You just have to stay safe. I intend to see to it. You’re coming back to my house, and that’s all there is to it.”
“Josh, there are limits to how much I have to do what you tell me. You’re my employer, not my father.”
“Geri, stop being so damned self-sufficient, starched up, and proper. I’m offering you a safe haven. A stiff drink, a hot bath, and a solitary bed. Also, some of the best security in the state. Unbend and take help from someone, for once in your stubborn life!”
“I can’t help it! I am starched up, proper, and self-sufficient, damned or not. I don’t know how to be anything else. Unbending isn’t in my nature,” she countered, hearing both fire and frustration in her voice. “So get off my back! I’m doing the best I can.”
Josh nodded and smiled. Somehow, that one smile, that little bit of respect and approval, touched her heart, deeply.
He said, his voice gentle “I know you are. But, you don’t have to do it alone. You do have friends who are willing to help.”
She rushed into speech before he could say anything more. Involving him here wouldn’t be safe, for him. “I don’t want to put you at risk. This idiot could decide that you were a good target for his rage as well,” she said. “I’ve got enough blood on my hands as it is. If anything happened to you, too...”
“You aren’t putting me at risk. I’m offering you assistance. Besides, I’m awfully hard to kill.”
“Even you aren’t bulletproof,” she dismissed. “You’ll die just as easily as any other human being. I beg you, don’t involve yourself in my problems. It’s simply too dangerous.”
“I’m already involved. You involved me when you thought I was your stalker tonight and you pointed your pistol at me.”
“I didn’t expect anyone, beside security, to be in the building that late. And they had made their rounds not five minutes before you walked down the hall.”
“You need to be more heavily insulated, protected, from this animal. I can help.”
“I don’t want to put anyone else at risk.”
“I’m hard to get to. And you will be equally hard to get to if you take refuge at the ranch. Let me help you. Please?”
“And if I say ‘No’?”
“I’m going to help you anyway. It will be more pleasant if you cooperate.”
She sighed as she looked at him. “Okay. You win. But, this is only for tonight. Tomorrow, I take a hotel room until I can find another place to live.”
“We’ll see about that. We’re supposed to play golf with the people from Tyler in the morning. I’ll call and cancel that.”
“Don’t you dare do that, Joshua Samuel Sutherland! The last thing I want to hand this idiot is any sign he’s caused me to change my day to day schedule. It’s bad enough I’m having to hide at the ranch. But, the meeting with the Tyler people is too important to scuttle and rescheduling it could mean they would cancel. We need to acquire Tyler before those two incompetents at her helm run that business completely into the ground. Tyler is a critical supply chain component. And you know it.”
Josh laughed. “At least, the fight is back in your eyes. That’s good. I didn’t like the stark defeat I saw there, earlier.”
“You haven’t begun to see ‘fight’, yet. Pray the Lord that you will never see me in a real fight.”
The detective nodded. “I certainly wouldn’t want to fight with you. You’re lethal.”
She saw the questions in Josh’s eyes and cringed.
Then, she changed the subject as quickly as she could. The last thing that she wanted to discuss with him was her past. “I’m going to need a new set of clubs, shoes, and something to wear on the golf course. My golf things were all in my apartment.”
“We’ll take care of it,” Josh assured her. “I’ll call the pro at the club and have him lay back clubs and shoes for you. We’ll get out there a little early.”
“That should work, at least for the golf.”
“I’ll make a couple of calls. I’ll see your wardrobe restocked.”
“Thank you. I appreciate it.”
“Don’t worry about anything. Right now, you need a hot bath, a stiff drink or two, and a safe place to sleep.”
“Is there anything else, Detective?” she asked.
“We’ll keep in touch,” Leo Matthews, the detective, said.
“Thank you,” she said.
“And Ms. Erikson,” he added.
“Yes.”
“Keep a low profile for a couple of days. The press is going to be out in force on this one. Two explosions happening to the same person on one day is just the sort of sensationalism the press loves. Hopefully, with the explosions happening in different parts of the area, and with you only being a renter in that building, the connection might go unnoticed by the press, at least for a little while. But, I really wouldn’t bet on it. I’ll let ATF know about this and give them your contact number and location. I’m sure both ATF and the FBI will want to talk to you, too.”
“Oh, joy!” she replied, her voice dry, as she rolled her eyes.
Then she turned to her boss, “You sure you don’t want my resignation, Josh?”
“Under no condition.”
She sighed. “You said something about a stiff drink and a hot bath?”
“After we get you some clothes.”
“Thank you for this. I appreciate it more than I can tell you.”
“Hey, I thought this was what friends were for—to help out when needed.”
Friends, Geri thought. It was precious little when she wanted so much from him. But, maybe, for now, this was safer. By accepting his invitation, she had made him a target. If there were anything more than friendship between them, he would be a bigger target. Even with the appearance of something more than friendship between them, there was increased danger to him. She wouldn’t willingly endanger him further. But, it looked as though she had no other real choice, at least for tonight.
Geri wasn’t used to shopping after midnight. But, it was amazing what Josh could accomplish with a single phone call. A very upscale ladies clothing store was open when they got there.
The prices were far higher than Geri was used to paying for clothing. But, tonight she didn’t care. She selected a pair of Capri pants and a polo shirt for golfing tomorrow, along with two blouses and a skirted business suit. Those and a few pair of jeans she could pick up at a discount store would be a good place to start rebuilding her wardrobe.
But, obviously, Josh had other ideas. She had to admit his taste was excellent as she looked through the pile of garments he selected for her while she was trying on the suit.
* * *
“I can’t afford these,” she protested.
“Don’t you worry about that,” he told her. “You need clothes. This was Mandy’s store. I still own it. Don’t worry about the cost, it’s a lot less than the price tags.”
“You will let me pay for them?”
“If you insist,” he agreed.
“Fine. You just make sure I get the bill, okay?”
“It will take a little while to figure out the costs. So, we’ll take some of these things tonight and the bill will come in a few days. Okay?” he said, fully intending never to give her the bill, or at least not to give her the true bill.
This was the least he could do in return for her having virtually single-handedly kept the corporation together and running smoothly after Mandy had died. He owed her more than he could say for her having snapped him out of the self-destructive binge he had gone on in his grief. He owed her his life. What was a few thousand dollars worth of clothes and feminine fripperies in comparison to that?
Besides, he was rather enjoying watching her look at the clothes, especially watching the almost wistful look she had on her face as she looked at the more feminine, less conservative, pieces. She had always been profoundly conservative in her dress. But, he was seeing her softer, more feminine side. And he had to admit that he liked it.
She had made her way in a traditionally male field of engineering. Somewhere along the line, she had obviously decided she had to downplay her own femininity in order to get ahead. Josh decided that had been a major mistake on Geri’s part. She was a beautiful woman who deserved to be admired for her body as well as for her mind. Josh added several more quite feminine garments to the stack.
* * *
“Josh,” Geri protested as he placed a gorgeous gold silk brocade jacket on the pile with several evening and cocktail dresses. “I seldom socialize to the extent I need this many dressy dresses, especially not now.”
“They will all look very good on you,” was all he said in response to that complaint. “Go get hose and underwear. Don’t forget pajamas.”
Geri shrugged. She couldn’t bring herself to tell him that she never slept in any sort of clothes, couldn’t stand the feel of clothing bunched around her as she slept. That would be just too personal.
Somehow, she would pay for this. It might take forever. But, she would pay him back every dime. Even with that resolution, she almost gagged at the thought of spending eighty dollars for single a pair of panties. The bras were even higher priced. She settled in her own mind on buying a single pair of briefs from here, just enough to get her by until she could hit a discount store.
But, he stopped that intention with his order to the clerk, “Give her a dozen sets of underwear, Mary.”
“Have you considered I’m not made of money?”
He just smiled at her in that all too sexy way of his that was profoundly annoying as he obviously had no idea what his smile did to her. Then he said, “They’re just clothes, Geri. Go finish trying on those last few outfits. It’s getting late.”
Josh pulled out three outfits, including the capris and polo she’d picked out for golf. “We’ll take these tonight. Send the rest around to the ranch in the morning.”
The clerk eyed Geri speculatively.
Geri wanted to sink beneath the floorboards. She was so embarrassed. The clerk obviously thought Geri was Josh’s mistress. Geri’s found herself blushing at the notion of being his woman. Her hand lingered on a silk negligee. It was just the thing she would wear if she were going to seduce Josh.
Now, there, Gerianne, is a truly dangerous thought. I doubt I’d know how to even begin.
* * *
Josh watched her as she looked at the nightgowns. He was uncomfortably aware of how she would look in that negligee. The mental pic ture of her in that, with her blonde hair hanging down, was stunning.
“Go try on those last few outfits,” Josh instructed in a sharper voice than he wanted to use. “It’s late.”
“I know. I won’t be long. Thank you,” Geri replied as she rushed off to the fitting rooms.
* * *
Geri blinked back tears as she stood in the fitting room. She’d become a duty, an unpleasant duty, to him. That hurt, on top of everything else. But, maybe, she told herself it was safer this way. She wasn’t sure that she could survive the pity in his eyes when he realized she loved him. And it would be pity she’d see because he didn’t love her in return.
* * *
Josh took advantage of her being in the fitting room to pick out three negligees for her, including the one she had wistfully lingered over, and put them with the pile of other things. He placed the one she’d lingered over in the pile of things to be taken to the house with them. The clerk, Mary, folded that and placed it in the bag.
Mary said, “She seems distraught.”
“Her house burned to the ground tonight.”
The clerk nodded. “Poor woman.”
Josh walked away and stood by the front display window. He was lost in his own thoughts. He’d never been a man to run from the truth, regardless of how much it shocked him. He wanted Geri. He wanted her rather badly. He resolved that he would keep her safe, even from himself.
Chapter Three
Josh’s home represented a level of wealth and privilege Geri couldn’t even begin to understand, even with the number of years she had known him. The antique grandfather’s clock that stood along one of the marble lined walls was worth her salary for at least six months. There was so much wealth represented by this single room of his house that it boggled her mind.
Yet, Josh moved through this environment as he did through any other. He was always the picture of calm efficiency, accepting whatever his surroundings with equanimity. He was as comfortable here as he was in the wilderness.
She had seen him in both settings. Most years since she’d been with the company, there had been a week long corporate retreat, primitive camping style. Some years, they’d gone out hunting for game, on horseback, usually in the mountains of Utah or Montana, with just a pair of mules to haul group supplies and equipment. A year ago, they’d all gone white water rafting down the Colorado, floating through the Grand Canyon in early June. Every year, the trip was different. Every year that team building trip was the highlight of her year. That team building trip had been one of many things lost in Josh’s grief, this year.
Most people had been delighted the team building exercise hadn’t happened this year. Out of all of the engineering and management staff, only she and Josh really had a good time on any of those excursions. For the rest of the people, judging by the murmurs she always heard around that time, the trips were dreaded.
Josh’s housekeeper, Mrs. Henderson, a woman in her late sixties, met them at the door. The woman wore her robe and house slippers, but was at the door waiting when they walked in.
“Good morning, Josh, Miss Erikson,” the housekeeper said formally. “Can I get you coffee? Or a drink? Something to eat?”
“Miss Erikson is staying indefinitely, Betty. We’ll put her in the blue room.”
The older woman looked surprised for a moment. Then the surprise in her eyes turned to approval. “Of course. Miss Erikson, your bags?”
Josh interjected, “Her home was destroyed by fire earlier this evening. We’ve stopped off and gotten her a few replacement clothes, and a few more will be delivered tomorrow. The bodyguards will bring the bags in.”
“Oh, you poor girl,” Betty Henderson said with deep and sincere sympathy. “You take her on up, Josh, and I’ll brew up a tisane to settle her shattered nerves and help her sleep.”
“Bring up my brandy as well, Betty, please,” Josh instructed. “I’ll sit with her for a while. It’s been a traumatic evening for her.”
“Of course it has,” the housekeeper replied. “Take her on up and get her settled in. I’ll be up presently.”
They walked up the marble stairway to the second floor. He opened a door and turned on the light. “This is your room.”
She looked around the room. The walls were covered in a light blue corded silk. The floor was a highly polished light oak, covered in a plush and very expensive wool area rug. The furniture was all oak, including a large canopy bed with bed curtains. There was a large window with a window seat. She crossed the room. The view overlooked his swimming pool and she could see the tennis courts from here. “It’s a very nice room. Thank you.”
A couple of his bodyguards brought in the clothes, before handing her the bags. They left as unobtrusively as they’d come.
“The bathroom is through there. You need a long soak in the hot tub to relax your muscles,” Josh said.
After putting down the shop bags on the dresser along with her purse, she walked over to the bathroom. The bathroom was larger than her old apartment. A huge raised hot tub was accented with colorful Mexican tiles. The tub was easily big enough for several adults. Steaming water filled the tub. At the other end of the room was an equally beautifully tiled shower, a shower larger than her bathroom in the efficiency apartment.
He stood just behind her. Geri didn’t need to turn about to be aware of him.
“There are new toothbrushes and probably some combs in the center drawer of the cabinet. Help yourself to the shampoo and toothpaste. Neither of them is probably your brand. I’m sorry about that. Towels are in this closet. When you’re done with the towels, just toss them down the laundry chute here. Betty will see your personal laundry done as well.”
“This is your bathroom?”
“This is the master bathroom. My room is just through that door. If you need anything, just sing out. I’ll be right in.”
“And the room you’ve given to me?”
“Was originally intended as the nursery. But, since Mandy and I never had children…”
Is that how he sees me, as the child he never had? Geri wondered. The thought of being seen that way by this man whom she loved with all her heart made her stomach hurt.
“I don’t want to intrude,” she rushed into words, covering up her hurt.
“Trust me, this place is so empty at times I dread coming come to it. I’ll enjoy having someone else around.”
“If you dread it so much, then why do you stay?”
“Out of habit more than anything else, I suppose. The ranch is home. Besides, it makes a statement for business dinners.”
“The statement being, ‘This guy is rich enough he doesn’t need our business, but maybe if we hang around him some of this will rub off on us’?”
He laughed. His laugh had always touched her heart. Tonight was no different. “Close enough.”
“Appearances can often be much of what swings a deal,” she said, leaving the bathroom. “Thank you, for everything. I can never repay you for your kindness to me.”
“I haven’t done anything,” Josh denied.
“I think you’re wrong there. You’re putting yourself on the line for me. I appreciate it, even if I don’t fully understand why,” she said, taking a seat in one of the pair of overstuffed leather armchairs in the room. A small table with a lamp on it stood between the chairs.
“I take care of my people, Geri… You look like you are about ready to drop.” He sat down in the other chair.
“I’m terribly tired.” She yawned.
“I don’t doubt it, at all. The hour is well after oh two hundred. I know you in the office early this morning, even before I arrived. Have you had a decent night’s sleep since this harassment began?”
“No. Not really.”
“No wonder you’re tired. Go ahead. Take a hot shower, then soak for a while in the tub. If you can force Betty’s tissane down, it will help you sleep. Mandy used to swear by it.”
“Why are you doing this for me?”
“I told you, I take care of my people.”
“No, business is important. However, it doesn’t warrant risking one’s life over. Giving me shelter right now is doing precisely that. Why have you put yourself on the line for me?”
“Do you remember the day you first came to the offices?”
“Of course. There was a whole reception room full of applicants for three engineering jobs you had open.”
“My nephew, Davy, was playing in the room. Elaine was keeping an eye on him. Sis hadn’t been able to get a sitter and had dropped him off at the offices while she had to go to her doctor’s appointment. He was supposed to be in the employee’s day care, but he had managed to sneak away. He’d broken the launcher on his toy helicopter.”
“He was so upset over something that could really be fixed rather easily,” Geri recalled, shaking her head.
“You went over to him, sat down on the floor, letting him sit in your lap at the coffee table there, and fixed the toy for him, letting him ‘help’. You were so involved with that repair you ended up asking Elaine to call you later, because you were busy at the moment.”
“I couldn’t have left the little fellow in the lurch. When Elaine called me for the interview, the launcher was in pieces on the table. It really was a simple fix. Yet, it was in process. Davy would have been utterly broken hearted if I had left it in that state. I’d promised him I would fix the toy, and that was exactly what I intended to do.”
“I had to see this for myself, so I came out into the reception room. There you were, your tool kit spread out on the table. I stood there for a couple of minutes watching you.”
I remember being watched. But I hadn’t dared turn around.
“I liked your take charge attitude, your having carried a useable, and obviously well used, tool kit with you, and your willingness to carry through with a commitment even when it could have possibly meant losing the job. That was a major factor contributing to why I hired you in the first place.”
“I thought it was my resume and transcripts.”
“Your resume was impressive. It was obvious you were not only brilliant, but also well acquainted with painstaking work. You had several years working summers and part time during the school year for a demolition company as a blaster. That said you had a profoundly calm disposition, and you were capable of doing work of careful detail under pressure. You were number one on the short list of candidates just based on your resume and credential file. But, that willingness to stand by your promise even when it could have cost you the job was the deciding factor in why I actually hired you.”
“I really like my job.”
He smiled at her. “You do your job and you do it very well. Hiring you was one of the best business decisions I ever made.”
Geri sighed. First a child and then a business decision. Not exactly a promising chain of developments. She resolved not to spend more time under this roof than was absolutely necessary. It would be far better to leave on good terms than to ever let him know how deeply she felt about him when it was clear he didn’t feel anything more than friendship for her. She couldn’t bear it if she ever saw pity in his eyes.
A knock came at the door before she could say anything. Betty Henderson came in carrying a silver tray containing a teacup and saucer, a bottle of brandy and a crystal brandy snifter, and a teapot. The tray also contained a plate of assorted sandwiches and another plate containing an assortment of homemade cookies. Placing the tray on the table between the chairs, the housekeeper began, “Miss Erikson.”
“Please, call me Geri.”
The housekeeper smiled. “Miss Geri,” the housekeeper continued, “I thought you might be hungry.”
“Thank you, Mrs. Henderson. That was considerate of you.”
“I’m Betty. I’ll send your suit out to be cleaned and pressed, if you will leave it outside your door.”
“Thank you, Betty.”
“Good night, then,” the housekeeper said.
“She’s something else,” Geri said after Betty had gone.
“That’s an understatement. I’m going to miss her when she retires in a week,” he answered. “Take one of the sandwiches. You have to be hungry.”
“Actually, I’m not in the least hungry.”
“Well,” he said as he picked up half a roast beef sandwich, “I am.”
“Help yourself.” Geri poured brandy in the glass and handed it to Josh before pouring herself a cup of the tissane.
“You might want this instead,” he warned.
* * *
She took a sip of the tea. He watched her reaction to the brew. She looked at the cup as though she had just sipped liquid manure. Personally, he’d always thought the brew smelled rank.
“Terrible stuff isn’t it?” he asked.
He’d never understood how anyone could choke that brew down. But Mandy had sworn by it.
“Not the world’s best,” Geri agreed easily as she carefully set the cup back down. He dumped the cup of tea back into the pot. He went into the bathroom and rinsed out both the cup and the pot. When he returned, he poured a little brandy into the teacup.
She sipped the brandy. “Makes me feel like a Victorian dipsomaniac, hiding her drinking by using a teacup.”
He chuckled before he sipped some of the brandy as well. “You need to put some food on your stomach if you’re going to drink. Otherwise, the alcohol will hit you way too fast.”
She took a half of sandwich and bit into it. “This is good.”
“Betty spoils me. Have a cookie.”
“I can’t afford the calories.”
“Enjoy life while it lasts, Gerianne,” Josh urged her. “A sandwich and one cookie isn’t going to hurt you.”
“Enjoy life while it lasts because it could end tomorrow?”
“I didn’t mean it that way, but it’s appropriate, given the circumstances,” he allowed.
He watched her take a larger drink of the liquor. “Why are you putting yourself in the line of fire now, for me?”
“After Mandy died, you covered for me, kept the corporation running smoothly, and gave me the several kicks in the pants I needed to get my act back together. You weren’t afraid of me, even though my mood was as black and dangerous as midnight. You didn’t tiptoe around me. You were virtually the only one from management whom I didn’t intimidate.”
“I don’t intimidate easily,” she replied.
“Obviously. You stood your ground and made me take a long look at what I was doing to myself. All the while you were pulling me through my crisis, you were dealing quietly with your own far more serious crisis. You never once let on to me or anyone else around work that you were having any kind of trouble. I will never forget that. I owe you more than I can tell you.”
“You don’t owe me anything, Josh. You would have pulled yourself up by the bootstraps sooner or later,” she dismissed as she finished the cup of brandy. “You’re too driven to have done anything else.”
“You’re a fine one to talk about being driven, Woman,” he replied, putting a little more brandy in her cup.
“Aren’t I, though?” she answered before she sipped more of the brandy. She could feel the effects of the alcohol.
“You’ve never been afraid of doing whatever it was that you needed to do. And you’ve never complained, or even talked about how hard it was. You’ve simply seen what had to be accomplished, rolled up your sleeves, and gotten the job done. I admire that in a person.”
“I’ve been afraid far more often than you might think. There are times I feel positively like a gutless wonder,” she admitted after finishing her half sandwich.
“That’s the last phrase I would attribute to you,” he asserted. “You are a strong, capable, intelligent, and beautiful woman whom I would trust to do anything you would set your mind to accomplishing. Have some more food.”
“With that description, you’ll have me looking for a red S painted on my undies. I’m not superwoman,” she protested, feeling the effect of the liquor on her nearly empty stomach.
She didn’t normally drink. Oh, there would be the occasional half-glass of wine with dinner. She would nurse a single white wine spritzer or glass of champagne throughout a business cocktail party. That was about the extent of her social drinking. Tonight, she didn’t care. Any avenue of escape, however temporary, was welcome.
If she had been alone tonight, she wouldn’t have been drinking. Yet, Josh was here, and he would keep her safe. She knew that as well as she knew her own name. She wouldn’t ever be in danger as long as he was around. At least, she wouldn’t be in danger from outside sources. She could well be in danger of making a complete fool of herself with him. But, at the moment, she really didn’t care. Many things could be later dismissed as drunken ramblings or as the aftermath of a danger induced adrenaline rush.
* * *
He shook his head. “No, you’re not superwoman. Every once in a while, we all need help. When I needed you, you were there for me. I want to be here for you now.”
“I won’t stay here longer than necessary.”
“I always thought you’d have married and have had children by now,” he said. Smooth move, Joshua. She’s looking at you like you’ve sprouted horns and a tail. Well, in for a penny… “You’ve always been so good with kids. I thought you’d have started raising some of your own by this point in your life.”
“There’s nothing in the world I’d like more than a family of my own. But for me, children have a prerequisite of marriage. And marriage proposals have been non-existent in my life. It seems I intimidate a lot of men.”
“Boys. You’d intimidate boys,” he corrected. “A real man isn’t afraid of a strong woman. There’s nothing more amazing than the partnership between a man and a woman who is his equal. Only an insecure boy would be intimidated by a real woman.”
“Then there are an awfully lot of thirty, forty, and fifty something year old boys in the world who falsely believe that they are men. I believe I’ve run into more than my fair share of them,” she said before she finished her second cup of brandy. “Could I have some more please?”
Josh poured her another quarter cup of brandy. “You might want to go easy on that,” he advised. “You aren’t exactly used to spirits.”
“Tonight, I need it,” she replied as she took another sip. “I need it, rather badly.”
“You’ll pay for it in the morning,” he warned.
“Tomorrow can take care of itself. I’m just concerned about making it through the remaining dark hours tonight.”
“Speaking of your intimidating boys, that lawyer you hang out with doesn’t seem too intimidated by you,” Josh stated, changing the subject. He could have easily suggested several pleasurable ways they both could get through the night, together. Yet, she was under his protection and under the influence of alcohol. He wouldn’t take advantage of her while she was so vulnerable. It wouldn’t be right.
“Brad?” she asked in clear disbelief.
“Bennet. You’ve brought him out here several times as your escort for company events. He hardly seems intimidated by you.”
She giggled. It was a thoroughly inebriated sounding giggle.
He smiled at her. She had just drank more alcohol in a short period of time than he had ever seen her drink at one sitting, anytime during the ten plus years she had worked for him. She was drinking on a relatively empty stomach. At least, she would be able to sleep. That was more than he would be able to do knowing she was just here in the next room. Lord, of all the women in the world, why was it Geri who managed to bring me back to life? And why now?
“I can’t even begin to imagine what it would take to intimidate Brad. Maybe the entire third fleet, with their guns turned on him. Maybe. But, he’s always been absolutely unflappable. He’s a rock. An absolute rock. His name should have been Peter, as much of a rock as he is. I’ve often envied him that soul deep confidence of his. That’s part of what made him a good Naval officer and what makes him such a terribly effective lawyer.”
“You’ve known him for a long time, then?”
“Yeah, I’ve known him forever,” she replied as she poured herself another partial cup of brandy. “I have,” her voice broke, “I guess I now have to say I had, a picture of him at my Christening. My prints are all gone now.”
“I’m sorry. Losing everything has to be a terrible feeling,” he said as he watched her drink down yet more brandy.
“Yeah, I’m sorry, too. But, I’ll handle this.”
“I know that you will. If there is a woman on the face of the earth who can handle this, it’s you,” he said in a reassuring voice. “You just don’t have to handle it alone.”
“Thanks. I do appreciate it. I’d scanned most of my photos and saved them to a remote server. So, I should be able to have them reprinted with no problem.”
“Tell me about this photo of Bennet at your Christening.”
She smiled softly and yawned. “He was barely tall enough to see over the baptismal font. He was missing his two bottom front teeth. He would have been just six at the time. Typical Bennet, he was right in the middle of things, hogging the spotlight. He hasn’t changed much since then, not really. He’s always been very much the same person.”
“What secrets of yours I’m learning.”
She shrugged. “There aren’t a whole lot of secrets in my life, one or two. One could argue that a film made of my life would put people to sleep,” she confided as she poured herself yet another cup of brandy.
“I wouldn’t call your life boring,” he replied with feeling. “Especially at the moment.”
She yawned once more and rubbed the back of her neck. “Nope, not at the moment, nor at a few other moments in the past. My life is just like flying; hours of sheer boredom interspersed with moments of sheer terror. I could have easily done with fewer moments of terror, I really could have. But, I survived them and I’ll come through this, or I won’t. Either way, it really doesn’t matter in the long run. Everyone dies,” she offered and then she giggled again. “I think I’m getting just a little drunk to be quite this philosophical.”
“You are really quite drunk, Geri,” he agreed.
She laughed. “You’re probably right. Momma always told me never to drink alcohol when I’m alone with a man to whom I wasn’t married.”
“Good advice.”
“Why? Are you going to seduce me?” she asked.
* * *
He decided to treat it as a joke, even though the thought of taking her to bed was entirely too tempting for words. “I never seduce women who are better armed than I am.”
* * *
Geri laughed and removed the pistol from her waistband. Is that all that’s stopping him? “It’s against the law to be armed in the state of Texas when a person is drinking,” she confided. She then double-checked that the gun was on safety, then she ejected the clip and cleared the chamber before she placed the weapon, the single round from the chamber, and the ammunition magazine on the table between them.
* * *
He noted the efficiency with which she performed that operation and decided maybe she wasn’t all that drunk after all. Could she have been serious about wanting to sleep with him?
* * *
“I won’t tell if you won’t,” he teased.
“That’s a relief,” she teased in return. “It’s nice to know that my secret indiscretions are safe with you.”
“Always,” he pledged. “No matter what.”
Her cell phone rang from across the room where she’d left it in her purse on the dressing table.
“Are you going to get that?” he demanded.
She listened to the phone ring a second time. Her stomach clinched. “No. It’s probably him again. I don’t want to deal with that, right now. My voice mail will get it.”
Josh rose from his chair and walked across the room. “I’d like to give him a piece of my mind.”
“Don’t, Josh. Just don’t say anything to him. If you have to answer that, and I wish that you wouldn’t, then just listen.”
“I don’t think I can do that.” He flipped the phone open and listened to the abuse. She watched his face and wanted to sink beneath the floorboards that he should have first hand knowledge of the nature of the calls. Then he disconnected the call, shut off the phone, and put the instrument down with far more force than necessary upon the dresser.
“Don’t break my phone, please. My contract has six more months to go before I’m eligible for a new phone and I can’t afford to replace the phone right now.”
“I think I can buy you a phone. Geri, you’ve put up with that garbage for how long?”
She blinked. “Since January.”
“Are the calls always that awful?”
“It’s always an electronically disguised voice. For the last few months, the calls follow the pattern of being a death threat and some foul language. Was that what you heard?”
“Yes. Do you have any idea of who is behind this?”
“If I did, it would be over and no one would ever find his body,” she said matter-of-factly.
* * *
Her tone left him with no doubt that she meant every word. Josh digested that. Somehow, it fit her take charge attitude. Yet, it spoke of ruthlessness beyond which he had thought her capable. Then again, until tonight, he had no idea she was capable of leveling a gun at someone with full intent to fire. He still wanted to know why the police detective had so readily agreed with her that she was lethal. Had that been a figure of speech? Or a statement? Who had she killed? It had to have been self-defense or she would have had a police record. But the security clearance investigation had come back clean on her before he’d hired her, and she’d lived a rather boring life since coming to work for him. Or at least I thought she had. But this is definitely not boring. And I didn’t know about it.
“You mean that,” he stated. “If you knew who he was, you’d act against him directly and with lethal force.”
“I’d use whatever force was necessary to solve the problem, once and for all. God willing, that could be done without taking a life,” she said, punctuating her comments with another yawn. “But, first, I’d turn the tables on him and make him understand what it feels like to be stalked. Every time he trained his binoculars on me, he’d see me looking right back at him.”
“That’s a dangerous game, Gerianne.”
“Less dangerous than the one he has me playing now. At least, then, I’d have some measure of control. I don’t have any control, at all, now. I hate being at his mercy, never knowing what is going to happen next. I hate this!”
“I know that you do,” Josh said, sympathy in his voice.
Geri rose from her chair and walked towards him. “I’m scared, terrified, my stalker will hurt you. Please don’t make yourself more of a target on my account. Please!”
“I’ll defend you with my own life,” he said as he lightly touched her face. The instinctive way she nuzzled his hand made Josh’s mouth go dry.
“That’s precisely what I’m afraid of. I couldn’t bear the thought of you being harmed, in any way, because of me. Don’t put yourself further on the line for me. I don’t think I could bear it if you were hurt—or God forbid, killed—helping me. That’s one thing I don’t think I could endure. Promise me you won’t put yourself further in harm’s way on my account. Promise me!”
“Neither of us are going to be hurt by that maniac. I promise you.”
“I wish I could believe that,” she said, unable to suppress the yawn.
“You’re dead on your feet. You need to get some sleep. You’ve had a long and emotionally exhausting day,” he allowed, keeping his voice gentle. “Hit the sack and we’ll talk in the morning. Sleep well. The brandy should help you sleep. I’ll be right next door if you need anything.”
“Josh?”
He shook his head, denying her, even though he desperately wanted to take her to bed and keep her there with him. “Surviving mortal danger tends to signal all kinds of reactions in people, tending to make people want to affirm that they are still alive. The easiest way to do that is to have sex,” he said, trying to keep his voice gentle. “It’s always a mistake to act on those reactions, especially when you are experiencing diminished control. I don’t want you to have any cause for regrets, Gerianne Evelyn.”
* * *
Geri wanted to cry, but she wouldn’t. The first time she had the guts to be bold with Josh, and he dismissed it as mere hormonal reaction to danger mixed with drunkenness. Granted, she had thought about using that excuse herself. Yet, that was supposed to be in retrospect. Really, this was for the best. Or at least, she tried to tell herself that. Sex outside of marriage is wrong. You know that. It would hurt your soul, and his. Not a loving act to hurt the soul of someone you love. And it would be a sin against a potential child that could result. You know that… So, why don’t you care?
Geri wanted to say that all she needed was for him to hold her, love her, and make her forget—at least for a little while— the horrors of the day. Yet, he had already dismissed her longing for him as reaction. She wouldn’t ask a third time.
Chapter Four
Josh awoke, as he always did, at five. He quickly showered, shaved, and dressed, then looked in on Geri. Much to his surprise, she wasn’t in the bedroom.
He went over to her bed. It had been slept in. But, the bed was cold. She hadn’t slept any better than he had.
The door leading out to the balcony was open. He walked over to it and looked out. His attention was drawn to a lone figure swimming laps. Two of his bodyguards were on the deck, keeping watch. She had obviously raided the pool house for the demure black one-piece swimsuit she wore. But, then, he kept extra suits on hand, so that his guests could help themselves and enjoy the pool.
He stood there for a long moment, watching her gracefully, speedily move through the water. Josh understood using physical activity as a release for anger, frustration, and a host of other emotions, including sexual frustration. He wondered if she were as frustrated as he was.
He felt a surge of pride that she was comfortable enough here to make herself at home. But, he couldn’t help wishing she were still in bed.
Last night, she had surprised him with her blunt question about his excuses for not seducing her. It had been the combination of the aftermath of danger, alcohol, and exhaustion loosening both her inhibitions and tongue. He was afraid she would be embarrassed about her question, if she remembered it. Frankly, he wasn’t sure whether he wanted her to remember it or not. But, he knew that he wasn’t going to be able to forget the question. Leaving her alone last night had been one of the hardest things he had ever done.
A few minutes later, Josh was on the patio with his coffee and morning newspaper. But, his eyes kept going to Geri as she swam on this Saturday morning, the second day of September. On the front page was the story of the bombing of her apartment complex. Josh had suspected that it would be the major story for today. There was a smaller article about the car bombing. So far, no one from the press had linked the two attacks. And Geri’s name wasn’t mentioned at all in connection with the apartment complex. Yet. At least, this bought them some time.
One of Josh’s bodyguards came over. “Bradford Bennet is at the gate demanding to see Miss Erikson.”
Josh nodded. He supposed if it had been his woman who had been threatened, he’d be tearing up the earth to find her as well. “Let him in.”
It was only a few minutes until the attorney came storming out onto the patio.
Josh had long ago assessed the attorney as a man not to meet in a darkened alleyway. Bennet was average in height, average in looks, and lethal in the courtroom, as well as other venues. Brad Bennet carried himself with the bearing of a military man, which wasn’t surprising. The man still served in the Naval Reserves with the office of the Judge Advocate General.
“Morning, Sutherland,” Brad greeted.
“Good morning. Have some coffee, Counselor,” Josh offered.
“Where’s Gee?”
Josh looked over to the pool. Brad looked at the sole figure in the pool and smiled a smile Josh could only call profoundly relieved.
“Figures,” the attorney said, his voice relieved and indulgent, as he sat down at the patio table and helped himself to the offered cup of coffee. “The woman can’t pass up a pool. How many laps has she done?”
“I don’t know,” Josh replied. “I’ve only been sitting her for a few minutes. In that time, I’ve watched her do ten laps, swimming like the hounds of hell were on her heels. She’s really quite a strong swimmer.”
Brad sipped the coffee. “That, she is. But she’s good at almost every sport she’s ever done. As an undergraduate, she was on the golf, softball, and track teams. I really thought she’d go pro in golf. Still, she opted for grad school, and then taking her doctorate.”
Josh refilled his own coffee cup from the silver pot. “Why haven’t you done something to help keep her safe from the stalker?”
“I knew about the phone calls and the harassment, but only because I was there when the cat was found and because I ran interference with the cops when the box of cocaine arrived. Otherwise, Gee wouldn’t have told me about this. She plays her cards close to her vest. Always has. She really prefers to handle her business on her own, without outside interference.”
“Foolish. But, I suppose we can’t blame her for wanting to handle this on her own.”
“Gee’s never been one to lean on anyone. She’s a loner by nature. We tried to share quarters when she moved here, ten years ago. That didn’t last more than a month before she found herself a house of her own. Putting up with my idiosyncrasies on a daily basis was far more than she could bear. She hates leaning on anyone or feeling she might not be carrying her own weight.”
Josh thought about that for a long moment. It was one thing to take it for granted Geri and this man were long term lovers. It was another thing entirely to hear him talk about their living together. Josh hadn’t ever felt intense jealousy, until now. And he didn’t like the sensation, at all.
“It’s probably just as well you weren’t living together. Otherwise, you would be homeless as well, if not worse,” Josh replied as he tried to tell himself Geri was a grown woman entitled to make her own decisions about who the man in her life would be. At least Bennet was closer to her age than he himself was. But, he still knew that if she asked him again, when she was stone cold sober, to make love with her that he would have Geri under him in a heartbeat.
“Have you heard anything definite about the number of people who were killed in the apartment building?” Brad asked, interrupting Josh’s thoughts.
“No. Nothing definite. We don’t even know for certain that it is related.”
Brad sighed. “Not for certain. But, I’d lay big time money on it.”
“Yeah, I would too,” Josh agreed. “We’ll know more when the reports are in.”
“You were there when her car went up,” Brad stated, not asked. “Tell me about it.”
“Did you know she had rigged that remote starter to her car?”
“She did the work in my garage a couple of days after we buried her mother,” Brad said.
“Did you know she has a concealed carry permit?”
“She said she was going to get one. If she had experienced any problems I would have heard about it. So, I assumed she got it without difficulty.”
“I’m going to ask you again. Why didn’t you do more to take care of her?” Josh demanded. “Why haven’t you put guards on her, or taken her away from here until the idiot could be caught?”
“I paid a PI firm to keep watch on her. But, the guys were either too sloppy or she was too sharp. I rather suspect it was the latter. Gee’s usually painfully aware of everything going on around her. She saw my PI and called the cops, thinking that he might have been the stalker…She doesn’t expect, ask for, or easily accept help from any quarter. I doubt she ever will. What was I to do? Hogtie her and lock her in a closet?”
Josh sighed. “No. Although the thought is tempting.”
“She’d fight that tooth and nail. Trust me, being on the receiving end of her temper is not a comfortable place to be.”
“More than just uncomfortable, it’s lethal,” Josh replied, trying to draw the other man out.
“I really can’t imagine what kind of inducement you had to offer her to get her to take refuge here. It would have to be an inducement instead of a threat. People who threaten her don’t tend to stay healthy for long.”
“She had the option of taking shelter here or going into police protective custody,” Josh stated.
Brad nodded. “Yes. That would do it. At least here she won’t be confined to a small room. She can be quite claustrophobic, actually. Tight places are one of the very few things she just literally cannot stand. That’s the reason I was surprised she opted for that tiny apartment she rented. I know living there had to have been a major trial for her. But, she never complained. She never complains, about anything,” he stated. “Thanks for taking care of her. It means more to me than you can know.”
“She will have a cadre of bodyguards of her own starting later this morning.”
Brad looked over at the pool where Geri was still swimming. “She won’t like that. At all.”
“Tough. Further, I intend to see that she stays here, where my security can help keep her safe, until this is totally resolved.”
Brad smiled. “Does she know that?”
“Not yet. She thinks she is going to get a hotel room today, until she can find an apartment. But, that’s just not going to happen. I intend to keep her safe.”
“I would pay to see the fireworks when you tell her what your plans are,” Brad remarked with a small laugh. He looked over at the pool once more. “She doesn’t take kindly to people arranging her life for her.”
“She’s a strong woman.”
“If she wasn’t strong, she would have been dead a long time ago,” Brad replied, his voice distracted as he looked at her swimming figure. “The woman’s part fish, I swear,” he added, clearly distracted, as he looked at Geri who was still swimming her laps without any sign of fatigue. “You’d never know by looking at her that she only began swimming for exercise as physical therapy after she came out of the coma.”
“No,” Josh agreed, “you wouldn’t.” He decided to try to draw the other man out. “That had to have been a terrible time for her.”
Brad nodded once. “It wasn’t fun for any of us. The three weeks she was in the coma were terrible on Gina and Nate. Her stepfather, Nate, was a hard man. But, he couldn’t have loved Gee any more if she had been his own daughter, instead of his stepdaughter. The only time I ever saw that man cry was when he stood at her bedside in the hospital’s intensive care unit.”
“It couldn’t have been an easy time for you, either.”
“No. It wasn’t. She wouldn’t have even been assaulted if she hadn’t come to visit me that summer, after she completed her bachelor’s degree. It’s been over fifteen years now, and I still have nightmares.”
“Does she?” Josh demanded.
“I don’t know. She never talks about it.”
“She was just nineteen when she was assaulted,” Josh stated, wishing he knew exactly what had happened. Three weeks in a coma meant she had suffered profoundly serious injuries. The thought of her being hurt made him both angry and sick.
“The doctors weren’t at all sure that she’d pull through. In fact, they told Gina and Nate it was merely a matter of time until she would probably stop breathing. Delgado hurt her very badly.”
Delgado, he filed that name away, to look up later. “I’m just surprised you didn’t relieve the man of his skin an inch at a time with a very dull knife,” Josh offered.
“Trust me, if Gee hadn’t put the man out of her misery, herself, I would have been profoundly tempted to do just that. And if I hadn’t succumbed to that temptation, Nate certainly would have,” Brad said, a flinty truth to his words. “We suspected who her assailant was, because he had gone AWOL. When we found Delgado’s corpse ten days later, it was obvious she had given him lethal wounds in the process of defending herself. We didn’t know for certain until she came out of the coma and told us what happened. Still, it was better this way. At least it was clearly justifiable as self-defense.”
“Yeah,” Josh replied, hoping Bennet would continue talking. “That’s better than either you or her stepfather facing charges.”
“True. It was better for all of us this way. At least, she has the satisfaction of knowing she went down fighting and came out in better shape than the animal who raped, and tried to kill, her.”
Oh Lord, she was only nineteen.
Brad sipped his coffee and added, “You know, I really don’t need this stuff. I’ve already had enough caffeine since midnight to keep the entire third fleet awake for a month.”
Josh heard her climb out of the pool. He looked over at her. She quickly wrapped a long terry cloth robe around herself and put on her eyeglasses. Then she wrapped a towel around her braided hair, in the style of a veil.
“Any coffee in that pot, Sailor?” she asked, as she came over to the table and sat down.
“Probably,” Brad said as he poured the last of the dark brew into his now empty cup and handed it to her. “How’s my favorite girl?”
“Alive. And I don’t want your dog germs, Brad,” Geri teased. “Besides, it’s been years since I’ve been young enough to be called a girl. But, thanks for the complement anyway.”
Brad smiled at her, as he took the coffee cup back. “Fine, be that way, Gee.”
“Thank you, I will,” she countered.
Betty Henderson appeared with a service cart. A fresh pot of coffee, a basket of what looked to be homemade buttermilk biscuits, along with butter and honey, a big bowl of scrambled eggs and platter of ham slices, a platter of melon slices and whole strawberries, and tableware for Geri. After placing everything on the table, and removing the old pot of coffee, the housekeeper disappeared back into the house.
Geri poured herself a cup of coffee and helped herself to the food. He watched as she bowed her head and crossed herself, obviously praying.
“So, you’ve been talking about me,” she said.
“Now, Gee,” Brad began.
“As a matter of fact, we were,” Josh replied. “You are, after all, a subject of concern we have in common.”
She shrugged as she broke open a hot biscuit and spread it with honey. Then she looked at Brad, “I didn’t expect to see you until later today. You made extremely good time.”
“I flew back as soon as I heard. I wouldn’t have been able to find you quite so easily if you hadn’t left the message on my cell phone voice mail,” Brad stated as she tore into her breakfast as though she were starving. Josh was quite happy to see her eating. “Thank you for that courtesy.”
“I told you I was okay,” Geri replied before sipping her coffee.
“I know you did. But, woman, I learned a long time ago not to believe your own assessment of your condition,” Brad said with feeling. “You’ve lied to me before.”
* * *
Josh classified Geri’s expression as profoundly hurt. “Bradford Edmund, I’ve never lied to you, or to anyone else. Failed to complain about things that can’t be changed, yes. Spun the report to put a more favorable light on things, sure. But, I have never lied. There’s a vast difference between a lie and simply putting the best possible face on a situation.”
“Right,” Brad replied, his tone dismissive. “Anything else you want to spin out to a more favorable light?”
“So, here you come running back home to check on the blonde?” Geri asked, her voice sounding bitter.
“If you say so,” the attorney agreed. “Now, you tell me all about these explosions.”
“No,” Geri denied. “I’m not going to ruin a perfectly good day by thinking about any of that.”
“I am your attorney,” Brad said.
“I’m not charged with anything,” she stated, a defensive edge to her tone. “Nor am I likely to be. Besides, I’m sure you know as much about it as I do, if not more.”
“You know, Gerianne Evelyn,” Brad replied in a tone Josh could only call resigned. “There are times I think you are the single most stubborn female the Lord God ever put on the face of the earth.”
“Thank you,” Geri responded with a smile as tight as her tone. “It’s my overriding goal in life to be difficult, even bordering on obnoxious, especially to you, Bradford Edmund.”
“Congratulations on meeting your goal, Gee.”
The pair of them squabble like an old married couple. Somehow that observation did not put him at ease.
Geri sighed. “Just give me a little breathing space. I don’t like the knowledge those children died because of me.”
“You don’t have to do it alone,” Brad said.
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