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To Shaina:
Keep moving beyond the
glass ceiling of gender
The sky is your limit
I'm proud of you, my daughter
Mom
PROLOGUE
Aramis Gravier placed the white gloves on his hands and moved to his pre-assigned position. He kept his eyes forward as he walked toward the pavilion. The cadence of a snare drum was the only sound heard along with their footsteps. Even in death, this was Ashton Hamilton's hand still on things to the very end. Standing beside the five others, Aramis looked forward into the sea of black and sober colors. From through his Giorgio Armani sunglasses, he surveyed the crowd wondering if she was somewhere in front of him.
The crystal clear clarity of the sound of a trumpet playing Taps forced him to bring his full focus back to the reason he stood in formation. Reverend James Williams uttered the last words, and then with military precision and accuracy, two ROTC cadets folded the American Flag to perfection. The official words of condolences from the office of the United States President were uttered and the flag presented to Scarlet, Ashton's widow. Scarlet lovingly clutched the flag to her chest the moment the female cadet placed it in her hands. The cadet slowly executed a salute in reverence to the colors presented. The funeral director came forward and gave closing remarks and final instructions to the friends and family gathered to say a final goodbye to Ashton Hamilton. Only the word poignant seemed appropriate for the scene before his eyes.
Aramis followed his parents, David and Corena Gravier, to the waiting limousine. Ian Hamilton took the flag from his mother to allow her to give Aramis a hug. After a long embrace, Aramis looked over Scarlet's shoulder to meet the pair of eyes he knew were in the crowd. He quickly turned his full attention away for a few seconds to say goodbye to Scarlet. Aramis looked up again and found that just as quickly as she stood there--she was gone. This coupled with the fact that they were in a graveyard gave him an unnatural feeling and caused him to wonder if his mind was playing a trick on him.
“Let's roll...we have just enough time to get you to Metro to make your flight,” Brian Aaron said when he came up behind Aramis. Instead of answering, Aramis continued to survey the crowd one last time before going over to say goodbye to his parents. Aramis followed Brian to the vehicle purposely left near the front gate of the Port Hudson National Cemetery.
Brian gave Aramis a few minutes of quiet as they made their way out of Zachary, Louisiana en route to the Baton Rouge Metropolitan Airport. Eventually, Brian asked, “So, why do you have to get back to Quantico so quickly? Couldn't the country spare you for a few days?” Aramis didn't answer immediately. He knew the direction Brian was attempting to steer the conversation. “Nope.”
“How long, man?” Brian asked.
“Not long enough,” Aramis replied.
“You’re as bad as she is,” Brain said.
Aramis was quiet for another few seconds. “She's never where she is supposed to be. Her place today was beside Scarlet and Ian.”
“…And who the heck named you CEO of her life. I don't want to speak bad about Ham, but he had no right to delegate you as her protector. Besides, she was there and Ian was at Scarlet's side. In her own way, not your way or Ham's, she said goodbye. Ham couldn't control her while he was alive, and for damn sure he can't control her now.”
“It's not about control. It was her place to be next to Scarlet.”
“That's a typical Gravier response.”
Aramis sighed before asking, “What do you mean by that?”
“As long as Ms. Scarlet understands...the rest of the world needs to back off. It means that all families aren't as functional as the mighty Graviers,” Brian responded succinctly.
Aramis looked at his oldest friend. That remark coming from anyone else would have been received as an insult. He met Brian's stare momentarily. He still didn't understand completely, but his instincts told him that Brian knew more than he was willing to admit. Involuntarily Aramis asked, “Meaning what?”
“Semper fidelis only exists in your world.”
“What are you trying to say?” Aramis asked again.
“That some families are comfortable loving each other from a distance.”
Brian, she should have been there next to Scarlet.”
“Should have and could have don't exist. All there is in this universe is what is and what was.”
Chapter 1
Ashleigh Hamilton applied the final touches of makeup to her cocoa brown skin before returning her frameless eyeglasses to her face. She walked up to a full length mirror, turned and smiled. The festive red floor length gown that was tastefully sprinkled with beading on its bodice, made her proud to be a member of the Delta Sigma Theta Sorority. The dress was conservative, yet revealed the fact that she worked hard at maintaining control of her body. To give herself a boost, she pushed her own chin up. A swarm of butterflies fluttered inside of her stomach as she hurried downstairs to wait for Brian Aaron. They decided to attend the fund raiser together-- since neither of them was involved with anyone at the moment. Ashleigh's sorority sister, Cassandra “Casey” Gravier, was the chairwoman for the lavish evening. The Delta Sigma Theta's Valentine’s Dance had grown from a small event at a local entertainment venue, to an event of hundreds at the Baton Rouge River Center. The cost of the tickets alone would help to guarantee that dozens of students could continue their college education.
Ashleigh opened the door to her condominium and Brian Aaron opened his eyes wider at the sight before him.
“Close your mouth Aaron!” Ashleigh said. To avoid Brian's stare, she quickly went back upstairs to retrieve her handbag. When she returned, he held her hand and twirled her around.
“Girl, girl, girl...what a difference a day makes. Well, well...I didn't know you knew how to clean up like that?” Brian teased.
“Hey, Brian! What you trying to say?”
“All I'm saying is that since you've been working at the vineyard, you kinda...well, you know what I'm talking about...working out there...way behind nowhere... has messed with your fashion sense.” Brian's mind took him back to the last time he saw her in a full length gown. She was a bud of a beauty then, but tonight, she was the full blossom of womanhood personified. This was however his first time openly enjoying her beauty.
Ashleigh placed her hands on her hips, stepped closer to Brian and looked up into his deliciously dark chocolate and handsome face.
Brian easily saw past the pretense of annoyance and wanted to see her eyes without the ever-present eyeglasses. Without asking for her permission, he removed them from her face. “You won't be reading anything tonight. You've already selected your entrée and you told me that your presentation will be impromptu.”
“But, I like my glasses. I need them!”
“Why?”
“Hmmm...to see out of.”
Brian stared at Ashleigh for a moment before he gently touched her cheek with his forefinger. “Dr. Ashleigh Hamilton, would you do me the honor of joining me tonight at the Delta's Valentines Ball?”
“That's where we're headed...remember? Brian...hello!”
“No, not as your buddy, as your date.”
Ashleigh hesitated a moment before nervously continuing, “Bri...Bri...Brian Aaron!”
A barely detectable smile eased onto his face as he joked, “Stop that Doc! That's what you're supposed to whisper after the date.”
Ashleigh tilted her head, squinted her eyes, then took a breath before responding, “Have you been drinking already? Do I need to drive?”
Brian openly smiled and placed his hands around her petite waist before saying, “No. Of course I haven’t. I just know the site of a beautiful woman when I see one. Allow me to enjoy the pleasure of escorting an enchantingly beautiful woman into the ballroom as my date.”
The unexpected compliment made Ashleigh nervous. It had been a long time since she thought of herself as beautiful. For the past few years she poured most of her energy into her work. Gregory Gravier, the owner of the Gravier Vineyards and Wineries, awarded her shares of stock as the business expanded. The fact that her efforts would result in more dividends motivated her more than the salary she earned. Several times Gregory literally threatened to lock her out of her laboratory if she didn't--get a life--outside of work.
Brian's compliment also reminded Ashleigh that she actually did need a life outside of the vineyard. She turned away from him, opened the closet door and stared at the fur coats before her eyes. Her mother delivered them from cold storage during the week. Brian saw Ashleigh's uncertainty and made the selection for her. She gave him this liberty, then stepped back to allow him to help her get into the luxurious garment.
“Now, this makes it official,” Brian whispered before he placed a lingering kiss on Ashleigh's lips. The soft efficacious gesture startled her. Brian held her eyes with his as he challenged her to accept the next inescapable caress. Ashleigh's heart pounded as Brian captured time and space as he leaned down again and drew her closer to him. The attractive force between them overwhelmed her and the unexpected caresses took her breath away along with the scent of his very masculine and exotic cologne. Instantly, Ashleigh realized that she didn't remember the last time she'd been kissed. And never in her entire life with such sublime finesse; Brian's gentleness was artful as well as thrilling. Dormant feelings were awakened as she enjoyed the unfolding of the experience. Although, she'd been attracted to Brian for a very long time, to have him show this type of affection to her seemed surreal and fascinating. For years, she had watched as very refined women from all over the country vied for the attention of one of the most eligible bachelors in Louisiana.
Ashleigh looked up again at Brian's face and her heart overflowed with unanticipated joy. Suddenly, she felt the need to somehow be cautious. She removed her eyeglasses from Brian's tuxedo jacket and out of habit returned them to her face. He lifted the wireless pieces of glass again, then placed them on a nearby credenza. “I'll keep you secure tonight...more than that sable you're wearing.”
* * *
Aramis Gravier watched as the senator came into the ballroom. The ever consummate politician knew it was show time each time he stepped outside of his doors. But tonight, it shocked Aramis to see U.S. Senator Brian Aaron entering the ballroom with the woman-who Aramis barely recognized as Ashleigh Hamilton securely attached to his arm. Like two celebrities, they wove their way to the head table making a spectacular debut. Aramis became so distracted that his mother found it necessary to ask him three times to look at her camera. Reluctantly, Aramis turned his attention back to his mother, Corena. She captured picture after picture of him as he stood next to his brothers; Phillip, Cyprien, and Demetri.
Aramis and his brothers were all above average height. Their skin tone varied in glorious hues of brown in the brilliant spectrum provided by the mixture genes from their mother and father. In addition, each brother was undeniably and strikingly handsome. To bystanders, this must have looked like the photo shoot for a magazine or spread for a calendar. Two brothers stood on each side of their father, David-who was now coerced into the next round of pictures. Each man was impeccably dressed in a classic black tuxedo, but each man's suit possessed a distinctive difference. Just when the Gravier men thought they had a reprieve, Marcus Dijon, the tailor who kept the men dressed so stylishly, joined the impromptu photo shoot. He insisted upon another round of pictures for his haberdashery's portfolio.
“Now, let's have couples...come on ladies,” Corena, said to her daughters-in-law. Holding their wives served as enjoyable consolation prizes to both Phillip and Demetri. David Gravier hurried back to the table followed closely by his sons, Aramis and Cyprien. The three of them joined Gregory Gravier. Gregory somehow successfully dodged the latest photo opportunity. He couldn't help but to smile at his uncle and cousins.
Cyprien whispered, “This is your fault, Aramis Gravier. Momma has us looking like we have our own personal paparazzi with us everywhere we go!”
Aramis defended himself, “No, don't blame me! Blame our old man. He’s the one who said Momma was getting on his nerves! I thought the photography class would give her something to do with her time.”
David Gravier muttered just loud enough for his sons and nephew to hear, “It sure has. I bet she has these photos posted on MingleCity, FaceBook and BlackPlanet by six a.m. She'll be twixing…twee...oh heck...you know what I'm talking about on that new iPhone. Look out for the blasted ever-loving email alerts! And if Demetri allows her to enroll in his film production classes, I'll disown his brown biscuits! Hell, I feel like I'm on a reality television show. Somebody better come up with a plan B & C before I dye the hair on my head, shave the ones on my chest, fake my age and re-enlist!”
Cyprien struggled to keep a smile off of his face as he whispered to his father. “Hmmm...sounds like an exit strategy to me.”
“Cyprien, where is Desirae?” Corena asked over her shoulder. Cyprien couldn't reply. He and Aramis were still struggling to look serious in front of David, who was continuing his hilarious ramblings.
Corena turned around to stare at her sons. “It's Valentine’s Day. Talk about missing a clue! Did the two of you come here without dates?”
Aramis and Cyprien looked at each other, but still didn’t answer Corena, because they were struggling to keep from openly laughing at their father. David spoke directly to his sons in a tone saturated with sarcasm, “I know very well that you two hear your mother. Answer the woman!”
“Yes, ma'am,” Aramis and Cyprien responded in unison. Although they were both in their thirties, they felt like teenagers, still living under Corena and David's roof.
“Well, you two shouldn't have come here alone! Both of you are much too handsome not to have beautiful women at your sides. And on a night like this--what is wrong with you two? I'm not getting any younger. I want grandchildren. Plenty of them!” Corena returned to the table to join her family with her smoking digital camera in hand. She allowed David to assist her in sitting again. David met the eyes of the woman who he'd spent over forty years of his life with and lovingly brushed his lips against hers.
Aramis watched as his parents, as if by magic, shut out the world and saw only each other for a minuscule moment of time. He'd witnessed the mesmerizing affect his parents had with each other for years, but it still fascinated him. Suddenly, an odd and smothering sense of emptiness momentarily overcame Aramis.
Corena looked away from David when she saw her nephew, Johnathan “Nate” Gravier, approaching. “Now, here's another one coming in here without a date! David, what's wrong with these men?”
“My mother must be giving lessons,” Gregory whispered to Aramis and Cyprien. Gregory's mother was the notorious matchmaker of the family. David Gravier hid his smile from his wife as he stood to shake Nate's hand.
Cyprien, Aramis and Gregory stood at the same time and pulled a surprised Nate along with them and away from the family's table. Nate asked, “Where are we going?”
“We're going to mingle. Don't ask...just keep moving,” Gregory said as he guided his younger cousin away with him.
David thought, Y'all better run before she slaps a GPS on your behinds.
* * *
Aramis kept an eye on Brian and Ashleigh as they sat talking casually at the head table, from his new vantage point. No less than four years had slipped away since Aramis last saw Ashleigh. Even then, he didn’t get a good look at her. Tonight, she looked totally radiant. He overheard someone saying that they didn't know that Senator Aaron was married. Overhearing those words, that he knew weren’t true, somehow disturbed him. But, it was a mistake anyone not knowing Ashleigh and Brian, would very easily make. Ashleigh looked quite comfortable with the attention she received in front of the hundreds of guests present.
Gregory watched the peculiar look on Aramis' face for a few seconds before interrupting his thoughts, “I couldn't believe my eyes either.” Gregory laughed lightly then continued, “Man, I had to do a double take!”
“So Greg, what's going on between Ash and Brian?” Aramis asked.
“Hmmm...nothing…that is to my knowledge. I'm glad to see her get out though. If anyone deserves a night out, Doc does. She puts in more hours than I do,” Gregory responded.
“Doc?” Aramis asked.
“Yes, remarkable beauty and brains....that's right, it's been quite a while since you've been back home. She finished her graduate work at LSU. Ashleigh started out with us as an intern and we hired her immediately after she graduated.”
“Really? How is it that this is the first time I'm told about this?”
“C'mon, Aramis! I send you all the reports quarterly. Don't you take the time to read any of them? Aramis, you really are taking that silent investor thing to extremes...don't you think? I know you've been out of the country during the last board meetings, but the very least you could do is read the employee roster from time to time. We've gathered a dynamic and impressive team.”
Aramis took his attention away from Ashleigh and Brian before responding. “Gregory, I promised you and Grandpere that I'll take a more active role now that I'm out of the Marines. Just have my office ready by next week. I hope to enhance this impressive team and I'm fully prepared to take over for a couple of months.”
Gregory met Aramis's stare before he cautiously added, “Just keep in mind that Doc already has a handle on things. She really should have been the one left in charge, but I refuse to burn her out. She’d probably sleep in the winery to prove that she’s competent. Ham really did a number on her and from what I remember, you two have always been like fire and ice.” Gregory didn't like the smirk on Aramis's face.
Aramis mused, “Yes, Ms. Ashleigh Hamilton is certainly high-strung, isn't she? It’s going to be a very interesting two months, cousin.”
“Oh, Hell No! Don't ya bring that bull crap to the vineyard with you. I don't want you to come in and run her away. Aramis, we’re lucky to have Dr. Ashleigh Hamilton with us and we want and need her still employed with us when I return. The woman could have worked anywhere in the country with her credentials, but she chose to stay with...,” Gregory hesitated a minute then continued, “... me after she graduated.”
“Really? The last thing I remember about her is that she wanted to get as far away from Louisiana and especially as far away from the Hamilton household as possible. I still don't know how that girl ever got her mind back together and moved back to Louisiana.” Aramis watched Gregory's face and immediately detected that Gregory knew details surrounding Ashleigh's return to Baton Rouge. Gregory also realized that he was perking Aramis's curiosity too much. “That was then. The situation was very complicated. She never--,” Gregory stopped before completing his thought.
“Never what?” Aramis wanted to know what Gregory was so hesitant to say.
“Well, the good thing is that she's home now.”
Aramis returned his gaze to Ashleigh, but still pushed for more information. “I'm still curious, Greg. I thought Baton Rouge, not to mention working out in the boondocks with you... would be the last place you could find Ms. Ashleigh Débutante Hamilton. The pace is so slow here.” Aramis laughed then continued, “It was foolish of her not to take her degree and do something with it.”
“What the--! Excuse me for hiring the best. I sent you the summary of the stock options along with her hiring agreement. Didn't you...never mind--I could have sold the entire company and you wouldn't care!”
Aramis looked away from Ashleigh and directly at Gregory. “I remember my accountant starting to question your all too generous proposal to someone fresh out of college... but, I told her that she had no right to question anything... and that she should just make sure that it increased my bottom line. Hmmm...she never gave me a name though. No offense Greg, but keeping my men alive in a war zone took precedence. I knew you and the family had things under control.” Aramis again changed the subject and turned his gaze back to Ashleigh. “With a doctorate in...what?”
Aramis's bull dog inquiry became annoying. Gregory exhaled before he quietly answered, “Chemistry.”
“Man, chemistry! She must be smart enough to write her own ticket to anywhere in the world!”
The last comment got under Gregory's skin, as well. Gravier Vineyards and Wineries was somewhere very special to him. “Well, I never thought of a PhD as a ticket to leave my home state. It's fortunate for all of us that all the smart people weren't exported out of Louisiana. I'm grateful that some of us smart people love living in Louisiana.” Barely audibly Gregory said, “This team is second to none.”
Aramis finally detected the full irritation in Gregory's voice. “Man, I didn't mean to offend you. Greg, you know where I'm coming from. I'm just surprised, that's all. You've done an outstanding job in moving the business forward.” Gregory accepted Aramis's hand as a gesture of apology and appreciation.
Aramis was one of only a few people aware of how financially successful Gregory Gravier had become. Gravier Vineyards and Wineries was a local producer and distributor of specialty wines, but also moved into national and international markets in recent years through strategic on-line marketing efforts. The company was hard pressed to keep up with the growing demands.
* * *
Cassandra “Casey” Gravier moved to the microphone. “I must thank each and every one of you for playing a part in our scholarship campaign. Give yourselves a hand.” After the applause ceased, she continued, “I would also like to thank the many corporate sponsors, who are too many to name. To present the Platinum Level of Recognition, please help me welcome to the stage, Soror Dr. Ashleigh Hamilton.”
Brian stood and assisted Ashleigh with her chair. Once Ashleigh reached the podium at center stage she began, “Before I present this award to our top corporate sponsor, I would like all of you to join the Deltas in recognizing a very special soror.” Casey, who now returned to the table, looked at the printed program to make sure that she didn't miss anything. Ashleigh continued, “Please help me in thanking the Sweetheart of this Ball. Through her vision and leadership, we are now able to assist not five, but twenty five students in pursuit of their dreams of higher education. Delta Sigma Theta Sorority is proud to honor our Sweetheart of this Ball... our very own chairwoman of this event, Soror Cassandra Gravier.” Grant Gravier, Casey's husband, escorted his very pregnant wife back to center stage. Brian observed how Grant and Ashleigh exchanged private and strained smiles as several women joined them on stage to present Casey with an assortment of gifts. The stage became besieged with the flashes of the cameras from the sorority sisters who all were excited to capture the moment Casey Gravier didn't expect.
After the stage cleared, Ashleigh continued, “Several years ago, Cassandra Gravier came to our city because of a major corporate venture brought to Baton Rouge. The economic impact this company has had upon our community has been nothing less than outstanding. Premier at Baton Rouge is one business that refuses to participate in the recession. Permanent jobs have been created and the majority of the construction companies participating in the project are based out of Louisiana. The chief project developer, who is a native of Norwood, Louisiana, came home to take care of business. Please stand as you help me to give a rousing round of applause to our top corporate sponsor. Premier Entertainment has not only assisted in the underwriting of this event, but has contributed the greatest cash contribution toward the scholarship fund. To accept this award for Premier Entertainment is our very own, homegrown... Johnathan Nate Gravier. And sisters, wouldn't you know it...he's a Que!”
Nate Gravier walked up to stage and accepted the glass trophy. He knew immediately that a piece as exquisite as what he now held in his hands was custom-made. Seated on the floor very near the front of the room was Larry Aaron, the designer of the piece. The two men exchanged nods before Nate gave his brief and gracious words of acceptance.
* * *
Brian escorted Ashleigh off the platform. She had joined a few of her sorority sisters and he joined his brother, Larry Aaron.
Larry asked, ”When Ash comes back why don't you two join us on the dance floor?”
“No way! I don't want to compete with my brother in a dance off. I know the way that you and Erica like to show off! You two have been dancing together since you both were children,” Brian answered.
“What's wrong with enjoying a dance with my wife?” Larry asked.
Brian gave a stern response. “You two don't just don't dance. You two make La Grande Finale!”
“Come on! Man, let's give em' something to look at,” Larry insisted.
“No!”
Larry continued to press Brian. “Come on! The Graviers have been staring at our women all evening. Even Grant Gravier seems to always have his eyes focused our way. Hmmph! Of course, I understand, we do have the best looking women in the place on our arms tonight.”
Brian looked away from Ashleigh for a brief moment to glance at Larry. “I came here tonight to enjoy my date with Ash...not to piss off a Gravier!”
Larry laughed, “Too, late for that big brother. Your best friend, Aramis Gravier, went beyond the point of pisstation when you walked into the room with Dr. Ashleigh Hamilton on your arm. He looked like he was actually ready to puke or excrete body fluids from another body part when you two came in together. The Incredible Hulk couldn't have turned greener.”
Brian looked behind his brother's shoulder to meet the stare of Grant Gravier. He pulled his eyes away from Grant and replied, “Larry, you have such a way with words. Being married to an author has definitely increased your...way of describing things.”
Larry interrupted him, “Hey, wait a minute...you told me a few days ago that you and Ash were only friends.”
“We are just friends.”
“Sure, you are.” Larry observed the way Brian kept watch over Ashleigh as she spent time with her sorority sisters. The subtle smile of possessiveness didn't get past Larry. He interrupted Brian's focus when he whispered, “Carpe diem.”
“What?” Brian asked, giving Larry a surprised look. Larry normally was a very quiet man.
“My brother, you've had feelings for Ashleigh Hamilton for years. Don't let this moment slip away. I'm telling you...if there's a serious shift in your relationship with her, it's up to you to pursue it. Man, I see something different about you tonight. I see it in her when she looks at you. I've never seen her look at anyone the way she's looking at you. And it's definitely different from that school girl's crush she used to have--.” Larry stopped abruptly.
“What school girl's crush? On who? ” Brian interrupted.
Larry quickly took control of the conversation by saying, “Well, somehow it got past you in that never-ending shuffle of all the women coming around you to audition for the spot as the senator's wife. But man, I didn't see this coming!”
Brian shook his head before asking, “And what is that you didn't see coming, my very wise, articulate and wanna be clairvoyant baby brother?”
“When Ash looks at you... I sense that she actually sees who you are and not what you are. God knows she has her own money and she doesn't need yours. The growth of Hamilton Worldwide has been...Brian...Brian...don't you hear me talking to you?”
“What?” Brian asked with annoyance in his voice. He and Ashleigh were staring at each other at that moment.
“Man, oh man, y'all got it bad! Whoa, there is definitely interpersonal chemistry between Brian Delatorious Aaron, Esquire and the gorgeous Dr. Ashleigh Hamilton.”
Brian attempted to avert his brother's observations. “Larry, you can tell all that simply by watching us tonight?”
Larry patted his brother's back and laughed, “Brian, who do you think you're trying to fool?”
Brian changed his focus from Ashleigh and finally put his full attention on Larry. He thought that he'd hidden his interest in Ashleigh for years. This was especially true because of his deference to Aramis. She was Aramis's god sister and Aramis took the role much too seriously, in Brian's opinion. Aramis gave Ashleigh pure hell during her teenage and college days every chance he could get. Brian also knew that Aramis got pure joy out of getting Ashleigh irritated at him.
* * *
While dancing with Ashleigh, Brian noticed the group of Gravier men perched on the balcony overlooking the activities below. Brian found it strange that Aramis hadn't come over to say hello. Cyprien Gravier obviously snatched glances at Erica, Larry's wife. Cyprien had never gotten over the fact that Erica fell in love with Larry. Gregory stood smiling and enjoying his evening out solo. If he was interested in any specific person on the floor below, he was much too suave to let it show. Brian saw for the first time that Aramis was definitely focused Ashleigh. This quickly became disconcerting. A single dimple appeared on Larry's face as he gave Brian a knowing smile. Larry tilted his head toward the balcony. Brian looked up to see that Aramis and now Grant Gravier were both obviously staring at them on the dance floor. Larry gave Brian an additional silent prompt to provide the Graviers something to look at.
Ashleigh enjoyed the feeling of dancing in Brian's arms as a male singer performed a Luther Vandross ballad to perfection. Brian whispered against Ashleigh's ear, “You know what I want us to do right now?”
“No,” Ashleigh breathlessly whispered back as she floated on the invisible zephyrs of this surreal moment.
“Dance.”
Ashleigh almost sighed in relief. “Brian, you've been...well, different all evening. We are dancing.”
“Ashleigh, I need you to flow with me,” Brian said as he discretely and softly stroked her bare shoulder sending sensations through her body that caused her heart to race.
“Flow?” Ashleigh asked as she enjoyed the delicate movements of his hand and fought to keep her breathing steady.
Brian moved away slightly and looked directly into Ashleigh's eyes, “Yes, Darling, I'm going to spin you around just like I did at your home. You will so gracefully and eloquently allow me to do just that.”
“I will?” Ashleigh was caught up in the hypnotic pull of his gentle and charming commands resonating from his deep baritone voice.
“Yes, you will. That will be followed by the dip you'll allow me to perform to absolute divine perfection...to be followed by seconds in sensual intrigue. Then, you will wait until my lips are planted ever so lightly on your moist and luscious red lips. I promise not to smear them too much when I take complete and total possession of them.”
Ashleigh, couldn't believe the words coming out of Brian's mouth. She stared up at him for seconds, shivered, shook her head then snickered. “Oh, for a moment I thought you were serious. Okay, that's it! I'm driving us home! Brian Aaron, you must have been drinking before you got here!”
“Why would you assume that, Darling?” Brian said as he pulled her closer and placed his face only inches away from her--forcing her to look up and directly at him.
”Because...because...,” Ashleigh couldn't come up with an answer. Again, the look in Brian's eyes caught her completely off guard. Before she could offer another protest, Brian twirled her around. After that spin they locked eyes. Ashleigh's heart pounded as the anticipation of Brian's full and moistened lips being planted upon hers consumed her total being during those indelible seconds he easily suspended her in his arms. To her disappointment his lips came very close but, did not touch hers before he brought her back to an upright position. Brian smoothly pulled her close to him as they continued to dance.
All night the special connection Aramis detected between Ashleigh and Brian perplexed him. But, not more than this very second as Brian moved down to seemingly place a kiss on Ashleigh's lips in the middle of the dance floor. Aramis wondered how much truth there was to what Gregory told him about the relationship between his best friend and his god sister. Watching Brian hold Ashleigh in his arms gave Aramis a feeling that he never felt before. Envy. For a few moments, Aramis was tempted to go downstairs to cut in. But, he knew that after the last blowout with Ashleigh, she'd refuse and probably give him an Ashton Hamilton cursing out for lagniappe. Her father, Brigadier General Ashton Hamilton, was known for his Zorro-Like tongue before he died. Aramis also was cognizant that the way Brian held Ashleigh's gaze, the intrusion wouldn't have been appreciated. This definitely wasn't the time. However, Aramis knew that he would have to see Ashleigh Hamilton alone before Gregory left for France.
Aramis looked away from the floor to meet Gregory's grin and he couldn't resist asking, “Gregory Gravier, what in the world was that?”
“I call it the swoop! But, your best friend has definitely taken the move and upgraded it. Man, I knew I should have put a patent on it. Can you believe you--Grant, my very own twin brother-- stole my move when you made your very first play for Casey? And we can see the shape she's in now. Hah!”
Grant's face remained expressionless as he walked away and returned to Casey's side.
Chapter 2
Imani Onezine was more than Gregory Gravier's housekeeper. Over the years, her duties expanded from merely keeping his house spotless to unofficially serving in the capacity as his personal assistant and confidante. Gregory's only regret was that Imani knew that he once carried the title of the Parish Playa. However, lately when he combed through the recesses of his mind to search for the type of woman he'd want to settle down with, there wasn't a name... yet, there was always the image that he couldn't shake off. One that now began to creep into his dreams more and more often.
Imani served as the executive housekeeper for Gregory's home and for his business property. Three other full time employees reported to her. They made sure that the house; the offices at the vineyard and winery were maintained. Gregory and Imani both shared a love for landscaping and Imani eventually became responsible for the upkeep of all the manicured properties that Gregory Gravier owned. He also gave her the liberty and responsibility of managing the recent renovations of a cabin located beside a small lake on the grounds of the vineyard. Having Imani on his staff allowed Gregory to put more attention into the daily operations of Gravier Vineyards and Wineries during this time of explosive growth.
Gregory sat at his desk reviewing the notes left for him. He'd be hard pressed to appear on top of his game each day without the other woman who kept him organized, Ashleigh Hamilton. Although his entire staff consisted of dozens of employees, without both Ashleigh and Imani, Gravier Vineyards and Wineries would not have gone to another level. It was common to have both very attractive women remaining under his roof at night. He knew that local rumors were flying because of this, but no one would have the audacity to confront him. Not even Deanna, his mother. She constantly tried to get him to settle down.
Imani led Aramis through the house. Gregory stood to shake Aramis' hand. “You're early. Didn't expect to see you until much later…say, after the sun came up. Thank you, Imani. And could you please set an extra place?” Gregory asked. Imani simply closed the door on her way out without replying.
Aramis looked around the upscale study. “Man, this room is quite impressive. “I feel like I'm a part of the Mission Impossible crew every time I come into any Gravier facility. Phillip sure has this room with all the state of the art equipment. Phew--weee! My oldest brother has definitely kept us ahead of the curve. I'm gonna love it here. So, is this where I take command?”
After giving Aramis a long solemn look, Gregory answered, “No. This is where you share command--from time to time. You'll use this office when you're not in the field office, which is where you'll spend most of your daylight hours.”
“Loosen up, Cuz! You know what I'm talking about.” Aramis said.
Gregory knew that he needed to make sure that Aramis had a clear understanding of his new role. “No, I don't. Gravier Vineyard runs on synergy. Aramis, let me make this perfectly clear--I count on the efforts and the dedication of my whole team. This ain't a one man show. Check your rank in before you go out to the vineyard. Is that understood, Colonel Gravier?”
Aramis stood taller and saluted Gregory. “Yes, sir!”
Gregory wasn't amused. “So, are you sure you're up to the challenge? It may take a while before you get up to full speed.”
“Cuz, you underestimate me. I finally took the time to review most of the information you forwarded. This really is quite an impressive operation. I sorta hate that I never took more interest in things before now. But, after looking at the resumes of the team--why is it that you didn't select one of them to head up things for a couple of months? I know you said that Ash was a workaholic, but what about Anderson, Tyler or even Reese Benoit?”
Gregory was surprised and impressed. “Hmmph...so you actually reviewed the information I sent you about our team. Each person I hired has a specialized position. I don't want things out of sync simply because I’ll be out of the country with our grandparents. That's another reason I’m choosing to leave a Gravier in charge. Make no mistake about it; the sign at the main gate says Gravier. Outside of the family, Ashleigh and Imani are the only ones on staff with the entire financial picture. I want to keep it that way. It makes my life a lot easier and it keeps the super egos at bay. I want to keep the company under the radar of the competition.” Gregory turned back to his computer, but not before saying, “Vous savez la devise de Grandpere. Graviers s'occupent de leur propre.” (You know our Grandfather's motto. Graviers take care of their own.)
Aramis saw a commanding side of Gregory Gravier. Normally, Gregory was the laid back life of the party. This morning, he was strictly business. Gregory didn't look up when he said, “I'll meet you for breakfast in a few minutes, Aramis. Make yourself at home.”
* * *
Ashleigh woke up later than normal. She came downstairs to enjoy a cup of herbal tea before getting dressed for the day. The covered terrace located in the rear of Gregory's home also functioned as a solarium. Although it was still winter, the artificial heat of the room, gave the room a very warm and tropical feel. Gregory was a horticulturist by trade and the room was inundated with dozens of tropical plants. She nursed her cup of tea as she stood watching the sun rise across the rear of the property in muted and magnificent colors through the glass wall in front of her. This was the best part of staying over at Gregory's; watching the birth of the day from this room. The floral print of the short silk robe she wore temporarily blended her body into the lush plants around her. Ashleigh heard the sound of male footsteps approaching. Without turning around she said, “Why is it that I'm always late for work when I sleep over? It's funny...when I sleep in my own bed I don't need an alarm clock.”
“Well, maybe it's because you need to be in your own bed and not in Gregory's!” Aramis said barely audibly though gritted teeth.
The sound of Aramis' voice caused her to jump. Instantly, she dropped her cup and saucer when she turned around--sending shattered pieces of the fine china over the ceramic floor. “What did you say?” Ashleigh asked. She had no idea that Aramis was back in town or in Gregory's home.
Aramis flooded the room with light. He repeated louder this time, “I said you need to be home in your own bed, Ashleigh Hamilton!” Aramis looked Ashleigh over from head to toe as he approached her.
Imani came into the room--followed closely by Gregory's dog, Clarence. Imani insisted, “Ashleigh, don't move! Your feet are bare. Wait right there... I'll be right back to get this up.”
“Doc? Are you alright,” Gregory said as he rushed into the room.
“Of course she's alright! Why wouldn't she be? After all, she just got out of bed. Didn't she?” Aramis threw over his shoulder. The black Labrador Retriever gave a hostile growl.
“Aramis Gravier, you are just as crazy as ever!” Ashleigh told him.
“What's crazy is--” Aramis began to shout but was interrupted by Ashleigh's voice.
Ashleigh took a step toward Aramis. “AAAHHHH!” She screamed as she stood on her right leg and held her left foot that dripped with blood.
“Ash, why don't you ever listen? You were told to remain right there!” Aramis said as he easily lifted Ashleigh from the floor into his arms crushing pieces of porcelain beneath his cowboy boots in the process. Clarence charged over to defend Ashleigh. Gregory stopped the animal by grabbing his collar and commanding him to heel. Clarence continued to bark and growl frantically.
“Aramis Gravier, put me down! Now!” Ashleigh screamed while kicking her legs as she tried unsuccessfully to wiggle free.
“What in the hell is wrong with y'all? Doc, please calm down! Aramis, put her down before you drop her! Put her here!” Gregory motioned toward a nearby sofa after seeing the blood dripping from her foot.
Ashleigh grabbed her foot again when she was placed onto the sofa. Gregory commanded Clarence to stop barking and to leave the room. The dog left the room, turned and waited outside of the door frame and peered inside of the room. He remaining poised to come back in at his master's command.
“What in the world--?” Imani said when she returned to the room. She pushed both Aramis and Gregory aside. “How did this happen?” She said while removing her apron so that it could be used to put pressure on the open wound. She looked back with concern at the two men standing over her, then back at the now profusely bleeding wound. “Ash, this is bad; you're going to need stitches.”
“Stitches!” Ashleigh gasped.
“Yes Honey, stitches. We will have to get you to the hospital right now. Greg, get the first aid kit!” Imani ordered. “And Aramis! Could you please stop gawking at her legs long enough to go to her room and get her something to wear!”
“Her room! Where the heck is her room?” Aramis asked. He didn't know what surprised him more, the fact that Ashleigh had a room in the house or that Imani caught him staring at Ashleigh's legs.
“Here! Keep pressure on this while I get her a quick change of clothes,” Imani ordered.
Gregory quickly returned with the first aid kit. Aramis removed the blood soaked apron and replaced it with sterile gauze.
“Where is Imani?” Gregory asked.
“I guess she went to Ashleigh's room to get her clothes.” Aramis said with a touch of disbelief.
Ashleigh responded, “Where the hell else would she get them!?! You automatically think you know so much don't you! Well, here's a news flash Aramis Gravier--YOU never...never know....ooohhh! YOU BIG ASS JARHEAD!” Ashleigh cried out as she held Aramis's wrist.
“You're putting too much pressure. There has to be a piece of porcelain still lodged in my foot!” Ashleigh swiped away tears from her cheeks. “Ooohhh, I hate you Aramis Gravier!” Clarence growled from outside of the room.
Aramis looked up at Ashleigh and was angry at himself, for inadvertently causing her more pain. His only desire was to soothe her, but instead different words came out by their own volition. “Why is it that you never listen? Little...woman, you have the hardest head in the world! I wish your feet were as hard as your head!” Greg stood by watching with concern. When Imani came back into the room she gently tried to push Aramis aside so that she could take over dressing the wound. He didn't budge at first. After he finally looked away from the wound he saw the glaring look on Imani's face and he slowly and reluctantly moved away.
“I've been trained by the military to handle medical emergencies,” Aramis said.
Imani said, “At least the bleeding is slowing down. Greg, pull your car around to the back door,” This time Aramis looked at the faces of both Imani and Ashleigh glaring at him. He almost asked them for an explanation. Then he suddenly realized that he needed to leave the room to give Ashleigh her privacy to get dressed. Instead of exiting the way Gregory did, Aramis left through the door leading to the backyard to avoid Clarence.
* * *
Hours later, Gregory helped the emotionally distraught Ashleigh back into his home. “I can't believe I actually thought that you two could work for the same company. You two can’t be in the same room without sparks flying...or damn dishes. Great first day at work, Cuz!” Gregory tossed toward Aramis.
“First day at work?” Ashleigh asked.
“Yes, first day at work. Doc, you know that I'm leaving for France soon. Aramis will be in charge of things until I return,” Gregory replied.
“I can run things until you get back,” Ashleigh asserted.
Gregory answered, “No Doc, that won't be necessary.”
“And why not?” Ashleigh pressed the issue. Gregory allowed the remark to go unchecked only because of the morning she'd just experienced. Ashleigh's tone was extremely pert and Gregory had zero tolerance for insubordination.
Gregory chose his words and spoke slowly. “Because, you already put in too many hours. If I leave you in charge you'll lose all restraint. You don't know when to quit and go home.”
Aramis said under his breath, “Huh! That's for sure.”
Gregory turned his focus toward Aramis, “As for you...don't go there! I'm not in the mood! You two have been a perpetual accident waiting to happen for years. I really hate that it happened on my watch. Now, I'll have to rethink my plans. It was foolish of me to even think that--,” Gregory began.
Ashleigh cut in, “That what? That I couldn't handle things? You've been gone before and we didn't need outside help. Why now?”
Aramis interrupted Ashleigh, “Here's a news flash for you, Ms. Doc, I'm not just the outside help. I'm part owner and I'm stepping up to the plate to fill in.”
Ashleigh's voice modulated as she spoke, “Well, I'm part owner too...small as it may be... but, an owner who knows more about the vineyard than you ever could! Aramis Gravier, you don't know a muscadine from your own rusty behind!”
Gregory and Imani exchanged smiles. Even in the midst of this confusion, the witty remark helped to take the tension off of a very chaotic morning. Gregory finally said, “We're leaving, let's go Aramis.”
“Who's in charge?” Aramis and Ashleigh asked in unison to Gregory, but they were looking at each other.
“Neither one of you! I AM. Aramis, this is still your first day at work...let's go. It's absolutely imperative that we get you up to speed. Ashleigh...go...you can't drive like that...go to your room!” Gregory told her.
Gregory's tone pushed a raw nerve and a sistah attitude out of Ashleigh. “Oh, no you just didn’t! Wait one minute you can't boss me around like that! I AM NOT A CHILD!” Ashleigh took a gulp as her voice cracked. “I'm just as capable as that...that...MAN!” She couldn't continue due to being so angry that a fresh round of tears threatened to puddle in her eyes. To hold the tears back, she pressed her lips together.”
Gregory looked at his chief chemist who in essence resembled a child on the brink of a temper tantrum. He regretted the last remark and he knew exactly why Ashleigh was so insecure. Aramis watched as a silent and touching communication floated between Gregory and Ashleigh. The tears she wanted to keep back by blinking, broke through her resolve. Aramis watched as Gregory did something that dumbfounded him. Gregory went to Ashleigh, kissed her forehead and hugged her before he said, “I'm so sorry, Doc. It's been a very difficult morning for everyone. No dear, on the contrary you definitely are not a child. I couldn't have asked for a more competent and dedicated business partner, or friend.” Ashleigh attempted to break free. But, Gregory held her in place in his arms. As soon as she relaxed, he gently captured her chin. “Ashleigh, look at me,” Gregory requested. After a moment Ashleigh met his stare, then Gregory continued, “I'm asking you to go. Ashleigh, please accept my apology. I'm sorry.”
Aramis didn't know if he was more confused or appalled. He couldn't believe what he was hearing and couldn't resist slowly asking, “Greg, why are you apologizing? Isn't she your subordinate?”
Gregory didn't answer; Ashleigh did,”Because he's Gregory Adam Gravier, and not Colonel Aramis ASS HOLE Gravier!”
“And what do you mean by that?” Aramis asked.
Gregory released Ashleigh and looked at Imani. “I need you to make sure that she takes the medicine as prescribed. C'mon let's get her upstairs.”
“No Greg, we can manage. You go, and I'll have breakfast brought to you at the vineyard,” Imani said.
Gregory held Imani's hand for a few seconds then briefly brushed his lips against it before he quickly turned to leave the room. From over his shoulder he said, “Thanks, Imani. Call me if either of you need anything. Doc, if you still want to go home when I come back, that's fine with me. I'd like to leave now and check on things. Aramis, let's go.”
Aramis still looked perplexed as he followed Gregory out. He couldn't believe this was the same man with such a commanding presence only hours earlier. Aramis thought on his way out, What kind of new age civilian management is this?
Chapter 3
At sunrise, Aramis knew in an instant that the silhouette in the room was Ashleigh. Now, he felt guilty about the unfortunate accident and would have gladly cut his own foot to avoid seeing the tears falling from Ashleigh's eyes. He remembered another crucial moment when he held her in his arms. Ashleigh had fallen from a tree when she was a preschooler. Aramis was a teenager at the time. Other than becoming a little dazed, she appeared fine. The memories of the terror of seeing Ashleigh hit the ground with a thud came back to Aramis. Ashton Hamilton immediately took his very small daughter from Aramis's arms the second they came into the house from the Hamilton's backyard. Aramis mused for a moment. Ashleigh was spunky then and that hadn't changed now.
This morning once they reached the emergency room at the hospital, Ashleigh didn't offer any resistance to Aramis when he picked her up to carry her inside. Her wound throbbed with pain caused by the debris still lodged there. Aramis remained with Ashleigh during the initial exam and as the sutures were put in.
When a nurse came in with a needle to numb the foot, Ashleigh's eyes immediately reddened. As brave and courageous as Ashleigh had always been, she cowered at the sight of needles. Aramis took on a commanding role and demanded that Ashleigh remain completely still. He ordered her to keep her eyes focused on him and not to look at the nurse. It broke Aramis's heart to see the tears streaming down her face as she held his eyes. A caring for Ashleigh he never knew possible flooded his entire being as he held her face in his hands and she locked her fingers around his wrists. At that moment Aramis's only desire was to take away her fear and most of all he wanted to take away her pain. He wondered how after all these years she kept finding her way back into his life, although she never found a way of out of his heart. The emotions that were evolving now, had somehow transformed into something more powerful than he felt he had a right to feel. This morning, when Aramis stared into Ashleigh's eyes, he was forced to deal with these new and powerful feelings. They stirred him to his soul. An emotional line had been crossed and that realization pelted him hard. This was the source of his new anger. The conflicts Ashleigh and he shared in the past were always tempered with humor. In a matter of days, he was forced to deal with the fact that the envy he felt at seeing Ashleigh dance with Brian somehow had grown and morphed into the demon of jealousy. That same morning simply the thought of Ashleigh in Gregory's bed nearly sent him into a rampage. No woman had ever been able to move such primal feelings to the surface. Even the seemingly benign hug and soundless communication he witnessed between Ashleigh and Gregory that morning left him unsettled. Although, Aramis had no reason think that there was anything sexual in nature currently between Ashleigh and Gregory, his intuition told him that something special bonded them. With Gregory's reputation with women, Aramis couldn't help but wonder if they'd been physically intimate at some time in the past.
Now, in the bright sunshine, Aramis walked the grounds of the vineyard next to Gregory with a cloud of despair hovering above his head. The feeling of deja vu would not release him. It was his duty to take care of Ashleigh. Still intact was the unspoken assignment given to Aramis years ago from General Ashton Hamilton, his god father, after Ashleigh was allowed to return back outside as he followed closely on her heels.
* * *
Ashleigh opened her eyes and tried to bring her thoughts into focus as she looked around the room. The nagging pain from her foot reminded her about the whole unpleasant morning. In the darkened room, the clock on the night stand told her that she'd slept into the early afternoon hours. She moaned when she thought about missing an entire day at work. At this point, there was always something she needed to oversee. In addition to growing much of the fruit used to make the wines, Gravier Winery shipped muscadine, blackberry and strawberry wines daily. Ashleigh spearheaded the on-line sales department from the time she joined the company as an intern. Ashleigh's Baby, as her co-workers called it, was the new blackberry merlot with growing demands because of its unique and smooth flavor. The demand from the many on-line wine and cheese clubs was no less than phenomenal. Gravier Vineyards now needed to purchase blackberries from farmers across the region to keep up with the requests for the new specialty wine. This product began to rival the requests for the Gravier signature product-- which had been muscadine wine for years.
Ashleigh heard the gentle tap on the door. Imani entered with a fragrant floral arrangement. “These are for you. They're absolutely amazing aren't they...and the colors... so delicate in raspberry, violet and pink.” Imani placed the arrangement next to the bed and put the envelope into Ashleigh’s hands. “Would you like me to help you do anything?” Imani asked.
“No thank you, Imani. I'll get up in a minute.” After the door closed, Ashleigh removed the card. Call your designated driver ;-) Brian. She picked up her cell phone from the nightstand and dialed Brian's number.
He answered immediately. “Ash, are you alright?”
“Of course, Brian. I'm calling to say thank you for the flowers. They're lovely. You didn't have to do that...and how did you know?” She literally cooed.
“I called your office today and Greg picked up. He gave me very sketchy details. Something about you cutting your foot... he'd probably drive you home later. Something about not wanting you to drive…because of the medication...definitely not to wake you by calling you. Imani wasn't any more helpful to me when I called the house.” Brian laughed, “Man, it's like trying to get through enemy lines to get to you. I'm leaving my office now. I can be there in an hour.”
“Brian, you don't have to come all the way here. I'm sure Greg will bring me home.”
“I know I don't have to. I want to. Darling, I haven't seen you in days and I'm beginning to go through serious withdrawals.”
Ashleigh didn't answer. She loved the way he called her Darling. The term of endearment flowed from his lips to her ears with ease causing her heart to skip a beat by the sound of his deep and sexy voice. Brian effectively pegged sensations in her emotions since Valentine’s Day.
“Ash, are you still there?” Brian asked.
“Yes, I'm still here. See you when you get here.”
* * *
Brian disconnected the call and buzzed his administrative assistant. He gave her instructions that included rescheduling his last appointments for the day. On his way out of his office he bumped into Donald Goldstein. “Sorry Donald, something has come up and I need to reschedule our meeting.”
“What?” Donald asked.
“It's personal, Donald. Anna will call you to set a time tomorrow. I'll walk you out.”
Once they were outside of the building Donald held Brian's arm and asked, “Personal?” Brian looked at Donald's hand on his arm, but Donald didn't remove it immediately. Donald continued, “Brian, you may be the incumbent, but anyone can be unseated. Duplantier is looking for a way to paint you in a different light. Just keep your personal life out of the spotlight. Your professional record cannot be touched. I've told you that Duplantier will go to extraordinary measures to throw dirt your way. You know my rules. Keep your relationship with Dr. Hamilton off of the front pages.”
“For heaven's sake, Donald! Why is it that you are always on my case about this?”
“Because when it comes to Ashleigh Hamilton you are transparent. At this point she is the only Achilles heel. From the day I signed on as your campaign manager I told you my rules. You have no personal life that I am not privy to.”
“I don't, but Ashleigh does. You are over steppin' your bounds, Donald!”
“No, I'm watching your back. And at this point from how frazzled you are because of Ashleigh's accident...it is a good thing that I'm watching her back, too.”
“I just found out about her accident this morning. How do you know?”
“Imani and I are friends. We're close.”
Brian stared at Donald for a moment. “Small world.”
“Yes, very small. Brian..,” Donald paused. A strained look came over his face. He chose his next words slowly. “The last thing you need at this point is to get caught up in a nasty love triangle. The Graviers and the Hamiltons are both wealthy. The tabloids would love to pull both of them through the mud with a prominent Senator in tow. That's me speaking as your campaign manager. Now, as your friend--man to man, you aren't the only man with your heart on your sleeve when it comes to Ashleigh Hamilton.”
* * *
Aramis desperately needed to apologize to Ashleigh when he returned with Gregory for lunch. Imani informed him that Ashleigh was sleeping. He wanted to peep in on her and would have, if it had not been for Clarence standing guard outside of her door. Hours later, Imani informedAramis that Ashleigh left the house.
Aramis's voice changed into a stiff military tone. “You shouldn't have let her go. You were instructed to call if you needed anything. I can't believe you let her drive....especially, with that much pain medication in her system.”
“Excuse me!” Imani couldn't believe, nor did she appreciate Aramis's harsh tone. Gregory was her employer and he'd never taken what she considered a condescending pitch with her. She held her breath and her tongue rather than responding.
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