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Chapter One
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They said confession was good for the soul. Winifred Grimsley, also known as Miss Freddie to her art students in remote southwestern Virginia, wasn't so sure at the moment. The past had finally caught up with her. She'd confessed her transgressions to Graham, the FBI man waiting for reinforcements, in her front room. Since then, worry about her future consumed her. A frowning African mask from her extensive travels hung on the wall, condemning her for past mistakes.

In the meantime, she gave her long lost protégé Amber Whitney a quick hug. The young thirty-something woman now suffered from fallout created by MAX Enterprises and Freddie's choices. Amber's father ran the company before his untimely demise. Miss Freddie had escaped the company's criminal involvement by accepting a payoff years ago to stay silent. Now she faced the law and possibly the loss of her precious teaching career. 

"I'm sorry, Amber. If I'd made a different choice, you wouldn't be running for your life with a lone federal agent for protection." 

A loud knock shook the front door, making Freddie step away from Amber. Two new men entered. She stared in disbelief as Graham introduced his boss, Kent Russell and another agent whose name she didn't catch as shock overtook her senses.

Miss Freddie stared at the man from her past and swallowed. If she could have conjured up her worst nightmare, it wouldn't have matched the fierce anger that flashed across Kent Russell's rugged face. He'd aged well, but wore a frown. The storm clouds gathering in his narrowed gray eyes threatened to erupt into an explosion of thunder and lightning, raining hail or sleet down onto her head. She deserved his wrath, but leaving years ago was for his protection. She'd left him without a hint of the trouble that would have followed them both if she'd stayed. 

Her lifted chin broke the connection. She nodded to the other agent and watched Kent with her side vision. His gaze searched the room. He probably looked for something to throw or hit, if his clenched hands were any indication. She'd furnished her small home with a love of art and beauty. Pieces from around the world covered her walls and shelves. She hoped he could see she'd done well on her own. 

A thought whispered across her heart. What would her life be like if she hadn't been alone? A whiff of mossy aftershave entered her nose, reminding her of the relationship they'd once shared.

"Winifred Grimsley. It's been a long time." Not Winnie or Freddie, just a tight rendition of her first and last names spoken through a clamped jaw. Her heart sank. What had happened to the pleasant man from her past? She'd pay for her history with him unless they could come to some kind of truce.

"Kent, I..."

He leaned closer. "I don't need to hear your excuses, not now, not ever." His harsh whisper brushed its way into her ear in a voice that those around her wouldn't be able to make out. He shook his head as if to clear his thoughts and then stared at her. "It seems you've gotten yourself into quite a predicament. This time you won't escape to who knows where until we have your testimony against MAX Enterprises. You will answer to me for everything." He raised his dark eyebrows and stared at her.

His look conveyed she'd answer for more than she wanted to talk about. She inclined her head to acknowledge hearing his words, unsure whether she could form an intelligible answer. Instead, she focused on a pastoral painting she'd collected in France, trying to calm the storm whirling in her mind. 

A shudder ran down her spine before she stalked away toward her kitchen, which Amber's Agent Graham asked to use as a conference area. The group of FBI agents filling her house followed her. The clumping of Kent's western boots led the pounding steps treading behind her on hardwood floors. 

Kent had always preferred cowboy footwear. Sweet memories flooded her mind. Long ago, his cowboy boots had rested on a battered footstool next to her black riding boots. They'd munched popcorn and watched old black and white movies before he headed home, after sharing a chaste kiss. The sweet recollection painted a picture of lost friendship and more. She wondered if he still rode. At one time he'd dreamed of being a mounted policeman patrolling a city park.

Her thoughts headed down a different trail as she removed remnants of her last meal from the table and pulled a lidded crock labeled 'cookies' in fanciful script from the counter. It held enough chocolate-chip cookies to feed her unexpected guests. She sighed inwardly as she remembered Kent's penchant for that exact dessert. Freddie had baked the treats earlier in the week. She'd not planned on entertaining a house full of people, especially not him. Maybe her moist cookies would soften his attitude. The scent of chocolate wafted through the kitchen when she lifted the lid of her decorative cookie container. 

Kent might not even like chocolate chips anymore. He didn't seem to care for anyone right now. His frowning gaze swept across his agents and Amber, who joined them at the table. Kent's attitude proved time changed people, places, and things. 

"These look delicious, Miss Freddie." Amber offered napkins to the men sitting around the butcher block table. 

Kent snorted. 

Freddie stomped from the room.

She went back to her office and chose to concentrate on contacting Human Resources about getting a substitute. She didn't want to give up her time with her students, but neither did she want her little magpies to be in danger because of her past. She had some videos on file for a substitute to use in her absence or for a classroom teacher to share if no sub became available.

Freddie turned and stared out the window behind her desk. The peace of the mountains in the distance called her as she lifted up a prayer to the Lord for forgiveness. Kent might never forgive her, but her fellow teacher, Mary, had led her to a renewal of her childhood faith. She'd been active in church for several years now and knew where to seek peace. 

After several attempts at writing her absence request, she finally called her time off a family emergency and hoped that would suffice. Her bank of sick days grew each year due to rare use. The school staff would be surprised about her missing work. Little did they know her absence would ensure their safety. 

She pulled out a piece of scrap paper and started making a list of half-completed projects needing an explanation. After transferring the list of directions and the video files to the online substitute drive, she hit send. Now the only magpie she needed to worry about was Amber.

The sweet young woman who sat at Miss Freddie's feet twenty-five years ago as a seven-year-old had certainly changed. Amber had grown from a quiet child into a beautiful and talented woman. The boss's neglected child had craved every moment with her 'Miss Freddie' as they did craft projects together in a busy office where Freddie worked as a secretary. 

Amber now displayed a gift for creating artistic jewelry, which her father, unfortunately, used to hide secrets related to one of his schemes. FBI Agent Graham had traveled with Amber to retrieve a hidden electronic device in jewelry Max sent secretly to Freddie. Miss Freddie also held a few other secrets the FBI now wanted to know about MAX Enterprises. 

Her testimony against her former boss, Max Whitney, and possibly others the FBI were unaware of at this point, might provide a way for her to atone for not revealing the information to law enforcement close to thirty years ago. There were other secrets, but those were none of their business. Or should she say Kent's business?

Freddie had left him in the dark the last time they saw each other. He hadn't known about the danger she faced. Maybe he could understand the threat Max posed against Kent's life back then, once she revealed all the facts in the near future. Her boss, Max, threatened harm to her policeman boyfriend if she blabbed any of the criminal activities Max participated in. Instead of telling Kent and his fellow officers about the situation, Freddie chose to flee Kent's love to ensure his safety.

She'd taken her boss's hush money and created a new persona, that of a world traveler who earned her master's degree in art while she enjoyed Europe. Her degree had eventually allowed her to cut ties with Max and quietly settle down in a remote corner of rural Virginia. 

Freddie shook off any regrets. The ring on Kent's finger testified to marriage and family. Amber's FBI man mentioned that his boss had grandchildren. He'd obviously moved on and enjoyed the family they had once dreamed about.

Instead of daydreaming, Freddie tried to concentrate on the drawing she'd been working on the day before. She opened her computer and electronic sketch pad to begin toying with her latest picture book spread for a story the publisher had approved. Her efforts only destroyed the digital image on the tablet connected to her desktop computer. She hit undo and closed her eyes. Light steps entered the room, signaling Amber's approach. The young woman laid a comforting hand on one of Freddie's shoulders and sat down next to her.

"What is going on between you and their boss?" Amber asked.

"When I worked at your dad's office, the police officer I dated was Kent Russell. I left without saying goodbye. I thought I'd done the right thing since his life was under threat if I revealed Max's secrets."

Amber's eyes widened as her mouth formed an O. Freddie felt heat rising in her cheeks.

"Now he's the boss in charge of that group out there, so you can see how this situation is awkward for both of us." Freddie stared at the computer without really seeing the screen.

"Did you love him?" Amber squeezed Freddie's hands.

"More than anyone else in my life, but when all the trouble came to a head, your father threatened harm to Kent if I leaked what I knew to law enforcement. I loved him enough to let him go." Freddie clicked on the computer mouse and deleted a misshapen hand on one of the characters.

"What about now? I hear he is widowed. Do you still love him?"

A tear dripped from Miss Freddie's eye as she nodded. "It's too late for us. The look on his face a few moments ago didn't spell anything but dislike for me."

Amber pulled her close. "Only God knows the future. Maybe the boss will change his mind. I have to leave now with Graham. I'll be praying for you two."

Miss Freddie smiled. "You better watch yourself or you might fall for your own handsome lawman." She laughed when Amber shrugged and stood up to run a finger over a woven wall hanging from Central America featuring heart-shaped patterns.

Freddie's amusement dropped like a fifty-pound box of clay when Amber said her farewells and headed out the door. She began rehearsing in her mind what she would need to say to her students when and if she returned to her art classroom. 

A few moments later she knew she no longer occupied the office alone. The faint scent of Kent’s mossy aftershave filled the room. Without looking, she could picture his arms crossed and his brow creased. She heard him clear his throat and waited for his words.

~~~~~
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KENT FORCED WORDS THROUGH his lips. "Why, Winifred?" He paused. 

She turned to face him. Silver threads wove their way through honey-toned hair he'd once adored. Her skin still looked soft. 

"I'm sorry, but what I did was for your own good."

"Stop. I don't want an apology." He held up his hand. "Just tell me why you left MAX Enterprises and what you knew about their crimes, so I can solve this case.

Freddie shook her head. "At the beginning there was no separation between our breakup, and the start of Max's criminal activities. If you want the whole truth, you'll need to hear the whole story. You might as well call me Freddie since you know how much I dislike Winifred." 

"I'm listening, Winifred." He watched her squirm. Her mouth gaped. She'd lost his respect when she left him years ago without a hint of what went wrong in their relationship. It had taken a couple of years before he found someone to trust with his love. Not long after Winifred left, his brother had passed away in a car wreck.  Mutual loss had woven Kent into the lives of his sister-in-law and preteen nephew, giving him a family that didn't disappoint. After their wedding he'd officially adopted his nephew Lachlan as a son. His family had given him what Winifred had taken away. He glared at her as she started talking.

"When Max hired Victoria, the way the company did business changed. Victoria added several newcomers to the staff who worked close by her side. I felt uncomfortable when Max asked me to hack into another company's data, and I confronted him."

"Hold up a minute. I'm going to need to know the names of Victoria's allies." He pulled a pen and pad of paper from his shirt pocket. His younger workers preferred to take notes on their cell phones. He still chose pen and ink. When his ballpoint only scratched, he held it up in the air and shook it.

Winifred's eyebrows rose above her blue eyes. She pointed to a mug filled with pens sitting on a nearby bookshelf. She could still read him like a well-worn manual. He tore his gaze away from her knowing look and focused on the line of children's books shelved behind the coffee cup full of writing utensils. Why did she have multiple copies of the Winnie Gee picture books his grandkids loved? Winifred. Freddie. Winnie. "Winifred Gwendolyn Grimsley, it seems you have more than one secret."

"I..."

Crash. The whole house shook. Glass shattered. Voices echoed from the front of the house accompanied by the sound of splintering wood. 

Kent grabbed Freddie by the hand, pulling her toward the rear of the house. She pointed to the backdoor and they hurried outside as footsteps could be heard tromping into the house.

"Do you have a vehicle back here?" His hand tightened around her warm one. He was duty-bound to protect her, even though she'd broken his heart.

"No keys, but..." She tugged him toward an old shed.
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Chapter Two
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Hoping to find a motorcycle or a four-wheeler, Kent stared at an old lawnmower and an assortment of tools. "What?" 

"Hush." Winifred's whispered command silenced him as she stepped to the back of the shed and lifted a portion of the wall. She crawled through the portal into a dark space behind the opening and waved for him to join her.

A chill shook Kent's body, followed by a wave of heat as he climbed through the opening. Stepping to the side, he watched her lower the panel into place, taking away all traces of their hiding place. His chest tightened. He forced deeper breaths into his lungs.

Darkness and damp air surrounded them. He heard something slip into place and hoped the swish represented a lock sealing them in from the outside world, even though his mind fought against the closure. Winifred's hand gripped his as she led them farther into black nothingness. Trusting her to lead the way felt wrong. Protection was his job. Their hiding from the enemy rubbed against his training as a lawman. 

Moisture dripped onto his hair. Cool, humid air filled his lungs as he pushed each inhale and exhale through his system. The space became smaller. His head brushed against something hanging from above. Kent's heart pounded. Breathing became even more difficult as they trudged along an uphill path for what seemed like an eternity. Claustrophobia hadn't bothered him in years. He stopped moving and reached out a hand to feel the wall. 

"I need a minute."

Winifred halted. She gasped and whispered close to his ear. "I'm so sorry. I forgot about your fear of small spaces."

The warmth of her whisper against his cheek sent another wave of panic all the way to Kent's heart. His hand lifted toward where he thought her cheek might be. Halfway there, he paused. She was a witness and possible suspect in the case his team worked. Now wasn't the time to remember past love. Darkness blessed the situation since she couldn't read the emotions crossing his face. 

"Are we staying here for a while, or is there a quicker way out?" 

"In another fifty yards we'll be back to the outside world." Her hushed voice warned him to keep his conversation quiet. 

"How can you be so sure?" He fought to keep frustration from his voice, but knew he failed.

She guided his hand to a rope anchored to the tunnel's side. Small knots rubbed against his palm as he edged forward toward her. When he reached where she stopped, his fingers touched five larger knots. "I see, make that, I 'feel' like you've had this escape planned for an emergency." He inhaled as a small measure of relief spread through his veins. 

"I never trusted Max or one of his cohorts not to come after me. I check it often. The cave comes out near an old cemetery north of here."

"Great, we can die there and save the caretaker's transportation costs." Kent heaved a short-lived breath and started pushing her to move forward. The sooner he saw daylight, the better.

"Ha-ha. I have a friend living near the cemetery. He can provide transportation." Her feet shuffled along in front of his.

Kent's head bumped a ceiling rock. "Ouch." Reality check. She might have moved on to another man. That was a good thing, or so he told himself. Maybe not so good for the guy who would soon be another victim of lost love when the truth came to light about Winifred Grimsley.

"You should bend down a little. The height of the passage decreases from this point on." Her quiet advice made him want to smack his palm against a wall, but that would hurt in this rocky place.

"Now you tell me." Kent rubbed fingers across his forehead. He'd have a bruise tomorrow, but thankfully no blood dripped from the point of impact.

"Sorry." 

She didn't sound apologetic. If he wasn't mistaken, he heard a stifled giggle. He pushed around her and hunched over with one hand waving above his head, the other touching her guide rope. His feet shuffled forward, searching for objects that might obstruct their movement. The sooner he could catch a breath of fresh air, the better.

~~~~~
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FREDDIE SCRAMBLED TO keep up with Kent as he took the lead. She shouldn't have laughed at his injury, but she reacted without thinking due to the reality of the last hour's events finally settling in. She could only imagine the anger and panic in the usually calm man. His labored breathing echoed in the air around them. Thankfully the volume was quiet enough to let her listen for any followers or anyone ahead. He would need to calm his respiration down before they got much closer to the far entrance to her escape tunnel. 

When she first discovered the place, she'd found the remnants of an old still. Those moonshine runners from long ago provided a place for today's dash to freedom, fleeing with a Fed instead of from one. She swallowed back another giggle, knowing the mirth would only upset Kent more. A hint of fresher air let her know they needed to slow down. 

She reached forward and managed to latch onto a belt loop. "Take it easy. Catch your breath. We don't want to alert anyone in the cemetery."

The tension on her fingers in the loop slackened as he slowed. She released her hold. They both paused. Their breathing grew slower and deeper. A dim glow from the far opening seeped into the darkness, the proverbial end of the tunnel. 

Kent turned to lead them once again. This time each slow step produced little sound. As they approached the outside light, she saw him remove a gun from inside his jacket and hold it in his left hand. For the first time in a long time Freddie felt protected. She didn't realize how much she'd missed the emotion as it wrapped around her like a warm blanket. 

Swish. Something scurried ahead of them, jolting Freddie back to reality. Kent's forward movement paused as he lifted his weapon. She peered around his body. They both watched a fox skitter toward the light and disappear from view. Pent-up air flowed from Freddie's chest like a party balloon releasing its contents. Kent shook his head and resumed moving toward the light with slower steps. His even breathing brought relief to her mind. The claustrophobic attack had eased. She was sorry he endured it for her safety, but glad they made it through the tunnel unharmed.

Pop. 

Pop. 

Pop.

Freddie stiffened at the sound of a rifle. Kent pushed her against the tunnel wall and positioned himself in front with his gun poised.

"Get out of here, you nasty varmint." A deep voice, loud enough to wake sleeping souls, echoed across the cemetery.

Pop.

"I don't need you stealing any more chickens or their eggs."

~~~~~
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KENT RELAXED. OBVIOUSLY, a farmer and the fox didn't get along.

Winifred laughed and poked her head under Kent's arm. "We're safe, once I let Rick know not to shoot at us."

Resisting the urge to wrap his arm around her shoulders as she slid out from behind, he stepped aside and lowered his weapon. Rick must be the friend she'd referred to earlier. A jealous streak slithered into his soul like a vicious snake. He needed to get out of the enclosed space and into the green meadow covered in headstones. Several crumbling monuments were visible through the foliage covering their exit. 

"Let me look first to make sure he's the only one hunting out there." Kent made his way to the opening, gulping in the fresh air. He studied the area and waited. 

Birds resumed tweeting. A breeze ruffled the plants hanging like a door to the outside world. He nodded for Winifred to step forward.

Instead of speaking, she whistled a tune. The melody resembled a bird's call without having the pattern of any species he'd heard before. Years ago, when he and Winifred dated, they'd bird-watched for a cheap outing. She probably enjoyed the activity with Rick now. 

Kent heard footsteps coming closer until they stopped just out of sight. 

The farmer laughed. "That sure sounded like a bird in distress. I hope that old fox isn't after you. Give me a few minutes while I take a gander down the road. If I don't see anyone coming, little birdie, I'll set you free to fly up to my old barn."

Rick's back appeared as he sauntered into the cemetery and inspected several headstone inscriptions. His bibbed overalls and straw hat covered his features as the man turned toward a gravel road edging the plots. His covered head moved from side to side before he wandered up the hill singing, "I'll Fly Away."

Winifred tapped his arm. "Follow me."

Fresh air provided plenty of energy as Kent jogged up the incline toward a ramshackle building. Winifred ducked in through a side door. He followed. Much to his relief, the end of the building, away from their escape path, stood open. No more confined space. A dust-covered vehicle sat near the opening, looking like it had seen better days. He wondered when someone last drove the beat-up means of transportation. 

A shadow covered the man's face as he stepped into the building's open side. "Afternoon, Miss Freddie. Looks like you brought company with you."

"Rick, I'd like you to meet an old acquaintance of mine. This is Federal Agent Kent Russell."

Rick stepped into the musty barn and held out a gnarled hand. "I gather this isn't a social call. I hope you're here to defend my friend and not arrest her."

Kent returned the man's grip with a firm clasp, noting the white hair and wrinkled skin of the much older man. Rick appeared to only be a trusted friend, not a boyfriend to complicate the situation. "For now I'm protecting her as a witness. We're in need of transportation. Winifred mentioned you might be able to help."

The older man chuckled. "If you want to stay on this woman's good side, you better stick to calling her Miss Freddie. She doesn't favor her full name."

"I know." Kent fought against his lips curling upward as Winifred glared at him.

Rick's laughter flooded the building. "Interesting."

Winifred's arms crossed. "Enough. May we borrow Old Molly?"

Kent searched the space, hoping for a better mode of transportation. 

"Are you looking for something, Mr. Agent?" Rick tapped the canvas top of the dusty vehicle, stirring up a small cloud. "This contraption is my Old Molly. I keep the jalopy tuned up for Miss Freddie and me to go mudding in the mountains when we need a break. Molly should provide you a good ride to wherever you need to go. Just get her back to me when you're done. I filled her tank the other day, so you have plenty to get you started." 

Rick turned away and started walking from the building. "Come on up to the house. I'll get the keys and Miss Freddie can pack some snacks for wherever you're headed."

Kent had no choice except to follow the other two, who headed farther up the hill to a well-cared-for home. He took note of their surroundings and checked to make sure no one else arrived to threaten them. Miss Freddie, make that Winifred, needed to be more cautious, instead of running up hills without checking for danger. He paused. Climbing the steep terrain would take some getting used to. The flatlands surrounding his Ohio office didn't provide many mountains to scale. 

After ascending a few more steps, the phone in his left pocket buzzed. Kent waited until he'd entered Rick's screened porch before checking his device. When he pulled the cell out, several texts had arrived, one after the other. The screen revealed multiple messages from the same unknown sender. The cemetery valley must be a dead zone for cell service. He'd have to watch for lack of reception as they traveled through the mountains. 

Anger scorched through his chest when he read the first threatening message.
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Chapter Three



[image: ]




Kent's personal phone's screen revealed a series of pictures featuring his grandchildren, Mason and Jordan. The same message accompanied each photo.

Give up the witness or your family will pay.

He studied the images as fire coursed through his veins. The pictures were recent, based on the mountainous background behind the two boys he loved. Almost a year ago his son Lachlan and daughter-in-law Chelsea, had moved away from Ohio to live in a major town in Virginia. The temptation to request a transfer to be near them had been strong. He had plenty of vacation time he rarely used, and they often came back to see him. The family had come for a visit recently to celebrate the youngest boy's birthday. One of the cell's photos pictured young Jordan holding the Winnie Gee picture book Kent had given him at that event. Some of his co-workers had come for the party, along with a former foster child, Melissa, and her adoptive parents. At least the messages had no reference to Melissa and her new family.

Pulling out his recently issued work cell from his right pocket, he sent a quick one-word message to his son. Marvelous. When Kent left police work to become an agent, he'd set up a code word with his family in case something bad went down. Lachlan would see the word sent from the anonymous number and know he needed to go into protective mode. 

At least Kent had a new phone that Martin the mole had no control over. Not only had Martin managed to kidnap Max's young daughter, Jade, now he was threatening the Russell family children. Kent's ire grew. The enemy had made a big mistake. Protecting the witness might take on a secondary role to saving his family.

Ping

Another message appeared on his personal phone with an image of his former foster granddaughter, Melissa, pushing the Hallmarks' toddler in a stroller. Great. The enemy left no stone unturned. Kent typed a hasty reply.

You better watch your own back, Martin.

The next message appeared with an evil laugh emoji.


Martin and his boss lady are the least of your worries. They're nothing compared to me. Your witness owes me. Give her up and save your family.



Clue one. The texting person must be one of the other major players in this case. Kent wasn't going to sit around and play mouse to that cat's game. He needed to take an offensive stance and go now. He stormed into the house like a roaring lion and stomped over to the kitchen where Winifred and Rick were stuffing food into a backpack. Grabbing her shoulders, he twisted her around so he could look into her eyes.

"What are the names of the other people you suspected, besides Max, when you left MAX Enterprises?"

Winifred gasped and stepped out of his grasp. "You could ask in a nicer voice."

Rick pushed his way between the two. "I agree with the lady. A little honey goes a long way."

"I listened to her honey a long time ago, and it didn't get me what I wanted." Kent took a deep breath. "But you're right. I need to act rationally. Sit down. I need that information now." He pulled his paper pad from his pocket and waited.

Rick stood to the side with hands fisted on hips, looking ready to come to her defense.

Winifred flattened her hands on the table and glared at him. "There were several. Alexander, Victoria, and Marcus may have been in on the scheme, but I can't swear to any of them being involved. Max kept me out of the loop once I made my accusations. Why is there such a hurry to know this information right now?"

"I've become aware of a threat to my family. I need to know who I might be dealing with. There was a mole named Martin who helped kidnap Amber's younger sister, Jade, but it sounds like he may be working with a woman. I'm guessing that Victoria would probably be working with Martin. Tell me more about Alexander and Marcus. I want their full names so I can let the agency know."

Winifred leaned back in her chair with closed eyes. Her messy bun looked about to fall out of its clasps when she shook her head. "I can't remember much. Marcus Stanley spent half the day in Max's office several times a week. Alexander Johnson spent more time flirting with the younger women in the office than working."

Kent wondered if Winifred had flirted back. He bit back a retort as she continued. He needed all the ammunition he could gather.

"Then Max would issue a travel expense voucher and Alexander would disappear for a week or two. I was relieved when he left for his trips."

Good. "Do you have physical descriptions of these two men?"

"Alexander was a tall blonde who thought he was God's gift to the world. Back then, he wore a mustache. He liked taking advantage of his blue eyes to capture attention. Marcus was stockier and looked like he worked out. His hair and eyes were dark brown. He had a temper when things didn't go his way." She rubbed her arms.

"Did he ever threaten you?" Kent leaned closer. This sounded more like the type of man who would harm children to get his way.

"Let's just say that one of the conditions I put in my severance package was that Max would make sure Marcus never knew where to find me. Max kept that promise, as far as I can tell."

"Why were you afraid of him?" 

A fleeting frown crossed her face before she continued.

"Alexander may have been an open flirt. Marcus had other ways of approaching women. He didn't give me much choice except to threaten him with a harassment charge. He pushed back with a countersuit after I slapped him when I worked late one day. It wasn't long afterward that I made my deal with Max."

"Do you think the man might be capable of harming children?" Kent flipped his pen between his fingers and then tapped on his notepad as he waited.

Winifred wrapped her arms around her middle and shivered. "I can't say for sure what the man would be capable of doing. When Amber visited, she often scooted under my desk and played when Marcus came through the office. He never said anything to her in my presence, but she seemed reluctant to be around him. Maybe she sensed my own fear. She wasn't a big fan of Alexander either." She paused and looked at Kent. "Has there been a threat to your grandchildren?"
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