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Where Loyalties Lie
By Justina Wheelock
Prologue
Most of the brothers of Omega Psi Phi Fraternity preferred jogging past the Delta Sigma Theta Sorority House during the afternoon. During that time of day, the brothers could easily find a plethora of ardent observers sitting in one of the many rocking chairs outside of the sorority house. Some of the sisters would come out and put on the appearance of reading or studying while seated on the enormous porch. Johnathan Gravier did not have time for this type of posturing that his fellow brothers engaged in. Johnathan’s focus was on completing grad school and seizing a job with a Fortune 500 company. Getting seriously involved with a “honey” was not part of his ten year plan.
The fog was thick on the ground on this spring morning at Tennessee State University. Johnathan was out jogging at seven thirty on a Saturday morning. The smoke generated by the warmth of his breath was barely visible. The cadences of his footfalls were faded by the muffled sounds of voices as he approached the Delta House. A foul odor permeated the air. Something was burning. Johnathan picked up his pace and ran toward the sound of voices, which came from the rear of the house, near the kitchen. Coughing women came out of the house and rushed past Johnathan in search of fresh air. The house director came out and gathered the women under a nearby tree for a headcount. The piercing sound of the smoke detectors could be heard from outside.
“Casey? Has anyone seen Casey?” The director asked frantically. Cassandra “Casey” Barrow was the only member of the house who did not have a roommate. Casey was also the only freshman housed there. Her mother, Annette Barrow, was a Delta who pulled strings and made a sizable donation to make sure that her daughter would have a place at the house. Casey’s father agreed to allow her to live in the house only if she stayed in the room alone. Christopher was determined to see his only daughter complete college and saw joining a sorority as an unnecessary pastime.
Johnathan knew exactly which person the woman was talking about. He liked the way the spunky little freshman operated above the norm. Without thinking of his own safety, Johnathan went into the house in search of Casey Barrow. He moved past the smoke filled kitchen and ran up the stairs to the bedrooms. Most of the doors were left open by the sisters, who were already outside. He tried to open the only door on the floor that was closed. He pounded upon it with his fists and yelled Casey’s name. He kicked the door in and was stunned momentarily by the layout of the room inside. The interior designers from the Ritz Carlton must have decorated this room.
He shook off disbelief and remembered that he was there to rescue Casey. Johnathan was relieved to find that she was not in the room and he hurried back downstairs. He exited through the front door then rejoined the pajama clad women at the rear of the building.
Johnathan sat on the ground and the sisters surrounded him. They hovered over and made comments about how brave he was. He was out of breath and coughing.
“That was the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard of anyone attempting to do!” Casey said to Johnathan as she gently pushed her sorority sisters aside to get to him. Johnathan looked up to see Casey standing over him with both her hands on her petite little hips. She stood over him, fully dressed in warm-up gear. Her long tresses were clipped together in the back of her head.
Johnathan scratched his head and asked, “Why weren’t you in your room?”
“Excuse me?”
“Little girl, I almost died to save you. Where were you?!!”
“I was at my health club, and I didn’t ask you to save me.”
Chapter 1
Grant arrived at the Gravier Farms security gate to find one of the guards involved in a heated discussion with a woman he recognized immediately. She was the former girlfriend of one the association members.
“Ma’am, this is a private event,” the guard told the all-too-loud party crasher.
“Dr. Gravier, I’m glad you’re here to clear this up,” she said while attempting to step out of her car.
“Ma’am, get back into the car or you’ll be leaving with a deputy sheriff on tonight,” the unarmed security guard warned.
“Dr. Gravier!” Her desperate eyes pleaded with him. He nodded to the guard, signaling him that he would handle things from that point. Grant was relieved that she did not off er much resistance to his request of moving her vehicle aside to allow the traffic flow to continue. Someone would owe him for stopping this ambush.
Gravier Farms was closed this weekend for the private Bayou Rider’s Event. Grant returned to the closed circuit monitoring room. The entire property could be viewed from this room . His focus was on the caravan of trucks and trailers entering the property through the security check point. Observing the ostentatious convoy, Grant wondered what the influx of guests took more pride in: their show trucks, the designer horse trailers or the horses inside them.
The Gravier Farms of today was different from the tiny boarding stable of generations ago. Today, the amenities at the stable were impressive. The third stable in five years was under construction to accommodate the requests for boarding. Each horse was treated like a guest and the Farm earned the expensive fees for housing them. Grant personally hand-selected the staff , leaving nothing to chance. The video surveillance that his cousin Phillip Gravier installed was a little lagniappe which boosted the boarding fees. The facility was the only one of its type in Southeastern Louisiana.
Gravier Farms garnered notoriety for first-class horse training and riding lessons. Dr. Grant Gravier had come along way from cleaning stalls and exercising horses for his uncle after school and on weekends.
When Cassandra “Casey” Barrow accepted Carol Lynette Dozier’s invitation to attend a western dance in Carol's hometown of Norwood, Louisiana, Casey had no idea just what to expect. In her mind’s eye she imagined a dark and smoky backwoods night club, complete with a greasy wood floor and the stench of stale alcohol.
Casey’s normal Friday night ritual of a long bubble bath followed by a good book was replaced by an evening out with her neighbor and new friend. Casey hoped traveling the forty miles from Baton Rouge would become worth the sacrifice. They turned off the main highway, which at this point had no street lights, on to an even darker road. Only the distant tail lights from the car in front of them could be seen. After what seemed like an eternity, they finally reached the place Carol called her homeboy’s farm. Emerging from the tunnel of tree limbs, Casey thought she was hallucinating. Literally in the middle of a place which could be considered behind nowhere, cars filed in a single line at the sand-blown sign at the gates of Gravier Farms.
The property had a surprisingly upscale appeal. A black wrought iron fence surrounded the front of the property. Italian cypress lined the entry way of the paved driveway which led up to the checkpoint. Evidently, the guard knew Carol. He merely waved her through instead of stopping her as he did the two vehicles in front of them. Once through the gate, Carol pulled into a parking area. To Casey’s surprise, two young men, who were obviously valets, ascended upon the car and opened their doors. Each woman was given a hand in getting out of the sleek silver Lexus. Swinging her legs from the car, Casey became self conscious of the slit on the side of the garment. She tugged the tightly fitting dress closed as she got out of the vehicle. Before this minute Casey really didn’t see the point in wearing denim embellished with rhinestones to a western dance. After all, Norwood, LA wasn’t large enough to be considered a town, more of a village. Now, she was glad that she listened to Carol and bought the garment and the very western, yet fashionable boots.
They walked the paved path toward one of two gigantic tents. Carol found them seats in the area reserved for dining. The party was in full swing and the mood was electrifying. Casey watched as at least a dozen male waiters circulated throughout the crowd wearing crisp white denim shirts, designer black jeans, and turquoise bolo ties. This was a bourgeois event at its finest.
Premier Entertainment relocated Casey to Louisiana four months ago. Casey acted as lead person in the opening of the field office. Casey enjoyed the aura of Louisiana living. She found it hard to believe that her friend and associate, Johnathan Gravier, rarely spoke of or acknowledged that he grew up in South Louisiana. During the planning stages of Premier at Baton Rouge, Johnathan Gravier was assigned as Chief Project Developer. This new resort was scheduled to run in excess of five hundred million dollars during its multiple phases, Johnathan’s biggest project to date.
Casey couldn’t understand Johnathan’s nonchalant attitude, especially since Baton Rouge was located so close to his hometown of Norwood, Louisiana. Only after excellent reviews started pouring into headquarters about Casey’s work did Johnathan find it necessary to relocate to Baton Rouge. That was less than thirty days ago.
A band played a zydeco number under the gigantic tent which also housed a dance floor. Casey watched as the guests moved about the floor dancing to a fast paced line dance. Her attention was taken away from her quick study after seeing Carol weave her way through the tables with a handsome cowboy in tow. Casey’s heart beat quicker and at the sight of the man following Carol. Casey thought…Real life is so much better than paperback. Thank you Carol!
“Casey, I’d like you to meet my homeboy,” Carol said to her once she reached the table.
Grant reached to shake Casey’s hand and Casey said to herself, . If this is your homeboy, I can’t wait until he grows up.
“Grant Gravier.”
“Casey Barrow.” She looked up into the face of man who was deliciously handsome.
Carol continued, “Both our families have been living in the parish for years. This is Grant’s place. The members of the Bayou Riders usually hold one big event a year and this year Gravier Farms was selected.” Carol moved close the Grant’s side and offered in a hushed tone, “This place has always been my favorite.”
Grant flashed a smile that made Casey’s heart flutter. Casey took the time to survey the man who still had not released her hand. Grant looked like the epitome of the black cowboy. His Chocolate-colored Stetson added to his larger than life appeal. The boots he wore gave him extra height, which he did not need. In his bare feet he stood over six feet tall. Grant had extremely broad shoulders and his narrow waist attested to the fact that Grant took care of his body, or the fact that he truly was a cowboy. It didn’t really matter which; his pectorals looked too good to be true in either case. The sensuality this man was generating she couldn’t find on the pages of any good romance novel. Bag of chips, this man owns the whole potato farm. OK Casey. Say something, anything, she screamed to herself.
“Is Gravier a common name to this area?” Casey finally asked him.
“No, not so common.”
“My team leader’s last name is Gravier. Premier Entertainment Development Managers are referred to as team leaders; it’s supposed to create esprit de corp.” Great Casey, I’m sure he found listening to the company brochure interesting.
“Then, your team leader’s Johnathan Gravier.” Before Grant could give a complete explanation, his cell phone interrupted them. He listened impatiently. “There’s a situation I need to handle at the front gate.” Grant excused himself and turned away. A smile eased over Casey’s lips. So that’s what a sexy swagger looks like.
Carol looked at Casey as her eyes followed Grant. “So Casey, what do you think?”
“I think this is going to be a very interesting night. Y’all need to clone that one.”
“Your wish is my command. Look directly behind me three tables to the right.”
“No!”
“Yes, twins.”
“Single twins?”
“Isn’t that oxymoronic?”
“You know exactly what I’m talking about!”
“Yes, both Grant and Greg are single. But they are as different as night and day.”
“They’re identical, aren’t they?”
“Only in looks. Come on girl let’s party. Can you Cupid Shuffle?”
“Can I what?” Casey didn’t know the dance step her friend referred to.
“Come on and dance. From the look Grant gave you, he’ll return back very soon.”
Throughout the night, Grant searched the crowd for Casey. He found her intriguing. He observed the way Casey took the time to enjoy the conversations and the activities around her. He was sure that if she was not thirty yet, she would be in next few years in his estimation. Casey carried a wide-eyed enthusiasm that he found refreshing. His last interruption came from another woman who insisted upon entrance into the private dance. Blatantly flirty, husband-hungry women seemed to overtake him lately. Grant began to wonder if this was his penance for things he’d done, by commission or omission. He found them all unsatisfying from an intellectual and emotional standpoint. He became weary of wasting more time and energy on wrong relationships. Grant needed more; he wanted a life partner.
With a self-imposed vow of celibacy, his prayer became that the right woman would show up real soon, before he had to go back on his own word. The thought of celibacy, although awkward at first, became his present lifestyle. He lasted ten months and two days, at his last count. Grant was determined to save himself for marriage. At least that was his intention during his last conversation with his long time friend and pastor, James Williams.
Waiting for Mrs. Right started to become very interesting. There were quite a few women who had mistaken him for Gregory. Temptation would come literally knocking at his door. Greg in contrast would have no problem in yielding to the temptation. Thankfully, the beard Grant started growing in recent months helped to thwart some of the cases of mistaken identity.
Looking at Casey tonight, he wondered if it was time come in from his respite. Casey was absolutely beautiful. Her short natural hair framed her face and gave her a fresh young look. Her dark and rich skin tone… the look of an African Princess. Her dimpled cheeks made him smile each time she did.
Grant’s stomach felt tight as he noticed Casey’s petite, yet voluptuous body approach. He enjoyed seeing the way the short dress she wore hugged her hips. The slit on the side gave just enough temptation to incite his imagination. These were the sexiest pair of runners’ legs he’d ever seen, especially in boots. He assumed he was caught in the act of absorbing her with his eyes.
Once she reached him, he leaned down to talk to her. This was partially because of the music playing in the next tent and because of her much shorter height.
“You’re really enjoying yourself tonight, aren’t you?” Grant asked.
“I can’t explain tonight it, it is such a…, such a….”
“Une expérience inoubliable,” Grant completed her thought fluently.
“Mais, oui!” Great Casey. Three years of French in college and all you can say is yes.
“I know this isn’t the first grown folk’s party you’ve been to.”
“No, you’re right, but you urban cowboys really know how to throw a party!”
“Well, the carousing is tonight, the real enjoyment for me is tomorrow. That’s the very best part of this weekend for the more serious of the horsemen here. Most of the ‘urban’ cowboys and girls will go home, or retire.” Grant gestured toward the temporary city of recreational vehicles in the distance. “Tomorrow night, the originals will pay homage to a simpler life by sleeping under stars on the banks of the Comite River around campfires….If we’re lucky, someone will bring a box guitar and we’ll get serenaded to blues by moonlight.” He gave a brief sigh of contentment as if reveling in a past experience.
Every word coming from his baritone voice captivated her. “Do you cook your dinner over campfires that night?” Casey asked.
“No.”
“No?” Casey couldn’t believe his answer.
Grant momentarily lost his train of thought when he looked directly into her soft brown eyes. He forced his thoughts back to the conversation. He responded with the straightest face he could find. “We have a caterer follow in a covered wagon, pulled by tractor. Originality goes only so far. We couldn’t get pizza delivered this far out.”
Casey narrowed her eyes at Grant and crunched her brows at him. He saw past the facade of irritation. Neither one of them could keep up the pretense any longer; both of them broke down in laughter.
Carol came up. “What’s so funny?”
Casey attempted to pull it back together and directed at Grant, “Next, you’ll start telling me about air mattresses.”
Grant stifled a laugh, pretending to give it consideration. He placed his hand on his short and well-groomed beard. Casey couldn’t help but give him a gentle little tap on his firm stomach with the back of her hand. As if by second nature, he captured her hand and pulled her into his arms. They held each other, enjoying the light comedic episode.
“OK, you two keep your inside jokes.” Carol smiled as she watched her old and new friend. She couldn’t remember Grant ever showing a public display of affection to a woman.
The rest of the evening, Grant hovered around Casey and Carol. He left them only when absolutely necessary. During the course of the evening, Grant’s brother and sister migrated to him. They were curious to see the woman with Carol who captured their brother’s attention. The first person Casey met was Gregory Gravier, Grant’s identical twin. It was almost too smothering to have both equally handsome men around her at one time. Their sister Edwina, Eddie as she was called, came over to meet Casey with her husband Vaughn Harris. Later during the night, Carol brought Phillip Gravier over to meet Casey. He was a former Marine colonel. Casey couldn’t help but smile while looking at three Gravier men. They were, without a doubt, three of the most handsome men she ever remembered seeing in one place and at one time. All of them resembled each other, but each one possessed a totally different and alluring essence.
Each of them also had an entrepreneurial spirit and was successful. In addition to Gravier Farms, Grant and his sister owned two bed and breakfast inns along with a state of the art conference center. Phillip was now a successful security consultant. Gregory owned and operated a vineyard in the next parish which was known nationwide for muscadine, blackberry and blueberry wines. Vaughn was a successful chef and owned Vaughn’s Supper Club. Vaughn’s specialty as a chef was traditional French cuisine and his catering company provided upscale hospitality.
Grant and Casey’s spoke effortlessly all evening. Grant offered to give Casey horse riding lessons. To his surprise, Casey informed him that she knew how to ride. Her parents, Christopher and Annette Barrow, wanted their only child to be well rounded and extra curricular activities included horseback riding.
An old school band played a classic and slow Isley Brothers number. Grant led Casey to the dance floor. Once they reached the dance floor, Grant pulled Casey into his arms and she enjoyed the feel of her face against his chest. He gently and subtly slid his hand down the center of her back several times and found a resting place on its arch. He gently branded the spot with his touch. The dress was low-cut and the feel of his hand against her skin made her hold her breath beneath his touch. When she did breathe again, she enjoyed the smell of his spicy masculine cologne. At one point, she moved away while slightly pulling her bottom lip into her mouth. She looked up at him. Their eyes locked. Casey could feel his warm breath on her face as his breathing pattern changed. He moved close to her face, his eyes still locked on her. She felt the pull of the attraction, so very strong and sensuous. The closer he got to her face the more she wanted to feel his full lips against hers. The shadow of his hat added to the intrigue. Smoothly, he pulled her into his arms a little closer than before and continued to dance. The impasse was executed masterfully.
A female singer came up and the band went directly into a number by Alicia Keys. Both of them gave a silent sigh of relief that this became a reason to remain in each other’s arms.
Grant escorted Casey back to her table. Greg walked along with him as he left the tent. On their way out of the tent, Grant stopped a waiter and asked him to attend to Casey and Carol.
“Brother, brother, brother,” Greg began.
Greg, what do you want?” Grant asked.
“I’ve never seen you so uptight up over a woman.
I must say, I’ve taught you well-- you did the swoop.
That’s it champ, turn it on then leave ‘em burning!”
“Greg, something’s wrong with you. Where’s Sybil? Shouldn’t you be somewhere in your shadow?”
“What’s your point, Twin?”
“You need to watch out. I turned Cookie away first thing tonight. It wouldn’t surprise me if she jumped the back fence. Man I hope you don’t change your Hanes as much as you change partners.”
“Don’t hate the playa!”
“You are a player aren’t you? Well, the game has gotten old with me. I’m thirty-four years old and I want more. Don’t you?”
“What more is there?” Greg teased his brother.
Grant looked at his brother and shook his head. “You need help. I’ll see if Carol can fi t you in for some serious counseling.”
The evening ended with Grant walking Casey and Carol out. Grant didn’t want the evening to end, and he was sure that Casey felt the same way. He was relieved to find that they were staying at Carol’s parents rather than making the trip back to Baton Rouge. Carol sensed that Grant needed a moment alone with Casey. She made an excuse of forgetting to see Phillip before leaving for the evening.
“Carol’s not so subtle is she?” Casey smiled while watching Carol dart away.
“She’s good people.” Grant watched Casey’s face closely and held her hand.
Casey returned his gaze. “Tonight was wonderful. I enjoyed myself.”
“Casey, you’ve made this evening special for me. I really dreaded this whole event before tonight. Thanks to you this wasn’t just another night to work.” Grant reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a business card. “Promise me you’ll call me when you get ready to come out and ride. Even though I work here, I rarely get the chance to enjoy a good ride.”
Casey promised that she would. Looking at the card she was surprised to see that his name was followed by Ph D. Yes, definitely the whole potato farm.
Chapter 2
Johnathan Gravier’s travels were both national and international. Baton Rouge seemed small time compared to the other places to which he traveled since leaving Norwood. The cosmopolitan lifestyle suited his personality. He’d done everything in his power to remove himself from his home state, both physically and mentally. Johnathan was one of Premier Entertainment’s prodigies. He became a part of management teams responsible for projects in major U.S. cities, the Caribbean Islands and South America. Premier at Baton Rouge was touted as the first of its type in the Louisiana. In addition to the gambling ship, a luxury hotel, five star restaurants and entertainment venues were planned.
He made a decision when he left for Tennessee State that he would never again muck another stall. This attitude became more and more pervasive and he consciously made decisions not to return to Norwood, even during breaks while still in college. After his mother died during his senior year, his visits dropped to only once a year. His calls home were usually to inform his father of the latest change of address.
With the exception of Casey and a few other classmates from college, Johnathan kept an emotional remoteness from most people. He rarely let his guard down. Casey brought out the compassionate side of Johnathan. Johnathan fought his way up the corporate ladder by sheer determination and focus. But, solely depending upon his dogged determination was not enough. His lack of people skills became a hindrance and his greatest challenge. He needed someone near him who could help rein him in and temper his personality. The big brother-little sister connection between Johnathan and Casey kept him grounded. Their friendship lasted over ten years. Premier Entertainment made a decision to internalize its marketing efforts on certain projects five years ago. Johnathan had input into who would interview for the positions. The marketing team would work under the auspices of the developer. Johnathan recruited Casey to interview for a position, but Casey held her own with outstanding credentials. She earned a master’s degree in marketing and unlike any other candidate she spoke fluent Spanish, French and Portuguese. Premier planned to further its efforts in the global economy and knew that Casey could contribute positively to these projects.
Grant entered the suite of the Premier Entertainment reception area after five o’clock. Knowing that Johnathan had a habit of working late, Grant wandered though the plush office suite hoping to find him alone. Moving through the halls, he saw an open door. Grant recognized the professionally dressed body of the woman who’d mesmerized him only a few days before. Holding her pumps in hand, she stood in stocking feet while totally lost in thought.
From the twelfth floor conference room Casey enjoyed the view of the Mississippi River below. From the massive windows, she could see much of the activity on the waterfront, including the clearing of land and the cranes on the Premier Jobsite.
Seeing her again stirred the warm feeling of how good she felt in his arms. A smile eased on his face as he remembered touching the arch of her back and wanting to move lower to her full hips. What is wrong with you Grant? You’re here to talk to Nate, not to go over and touch Casey’s backside. He shook off that thought and called her name.
Casey turned to see Grant Gravier leaning against the door frame. She wondered how long he stood watching her before speaking. Still the epitome of the cowboy, he was dressed in a white starched chambray shirt, stone washed jeans and western boots. For the first time she noticed just how muscular his thighs looked. His low cut hair was neat and attractive without his Stetson.
Grant walked over and Casey dropped her shoes to the floor. He watched as she attempted to put them back on. He held her elbow to steady her and enjoyed the hint of cleavage as she leaned to slide the last shoe on. Even with four inch pumps, she dwarfed him. In the quietness of the conference room, he held her gaze with dark piercing, almost probing eyes which seemed to look straight through her. His hand moved from her elbow to capture her hand in his. She still hadn’t said anything; her eyes were now focused on the full lips which were surrounded by a well groomed mustache and beard. The dark brown coloring of his skin contrasted beautifully with the hair on his chin. A strong and mutual attraction floated between them. It lingered in the air like a thick cloud. Each one on them waited for the other to make a move.
An icy cold feeling went through Johnathan. He came into the room shocked to see Grant with Casey. He didn’t know what made him angrier; the fact that Casey was standing in open lust looking at a man, or that the man she was lusting after was Grant.
“What brings you to Premier today?” He directed toward Grant, hoping to stop whatever was transpiring before him.
Still not releasing her hand, Grant turned to see his younger cousin. “You are Nate.”
Johnathan despised the abbreviated version of his name. Grant knew this because Johnathan corrected him calling him by it for years.
“Well then, thank you for releasing my associate’s hand. “ Johnathan suggested.
Pulling her lower lip into her mouth, Casey reluctantly removed her hand. “Good to see you again, Grant.” This was the second time she pulled her lip in like that. Grant made a mental note that the next time he saw her he planned on kissing those lips until they were numb.
“You two have met?” Johnathan asked, wondering how and when.
“We have,” Casey responded as her eyes moved slowly away from Grant to Johnathan. She sensed the change in the atmosphere. Johnathan was tense and she didn’t know why. As if on queue, Grant’s BlackBerry went off. Casey took the opportunity to leave the room. Johnathan walked over and closed the door and sat on the edge of the conference table to wait for Grant to end the call.
“What brings you to Premier?” Johnathan asked in an unnecessarily pert tone.
“How long you’ve been back, man?” Grant asked.
He had an idea of about a month. He used the question as an opening.
“A short while.”
“You know, it would be really nice if you take time to visit your father. It’s been how long?”
Getting frustrated by Grant’s questions, and wanting to change the subject, Johnathan asked, “How long ago did you meet Ms. Barrow?”
“Don’t get this twisted; I came here to see you.”
Grants response was simple and calm.
“I couldn’t tell that when I came in few minutes ago. “
Grant was not about to allow Johnathan take control of the conversation. His mission tonight was to ask Johnathan to do the right thing and come home to Norwood. He knew it would take very little thought for Johnathan to come into Louisiana and not set a foot in Norwood. “Your father wishes you in his life. The only reason I came here tonight is because I owe it to Uncle John to speak to you face to face.”
“Don’t come here with that humble hat-in-hand bull. He’s my father, not yours. You seem to have always forgotten that I’m his only son, not you!”
Grant stared at Johnathan without responding for a few moments. He rubbed his beard as he chose his next words carefully. “When are you going to start acting like it? When are you going to give your father the respect he is due? I wish my father were still alive to spend time with.” Grant began to feel that Johnathan was a lost cause and with the exception of inadvertently seeing Casey again, this was a mistake. Grant allowed Johnathan time to respond.
Reluctantly, Johnathan conceded, “I’ll come out to see him soon.” Getting up from the table he walked over to the door and stopped before opening it to face Grant. Johnathan returned back to the subject of Casey. “You still didn’t answer my question. How do you know Casey?”
“Careful little cousin. Your territorial pheromones are coming out.”
Something else that Johnathan despised, he and Grant were only one month apart in age. Johnathan always took it to mean the fact that Grant was six inches taller than he was. Calling him little got under his skin and Johnathan responded angrily. “Grant she’s out of your league!”
Grant waited before answering. He would not allow Johnathan to push his buttons on today. From the little time he’d spent with Casey on Friday night, he was pretty confident that she was not involved with Johnathan or any man at the moment. The chemistry between them felt good and right. He also knew that Johnathan’s relationship with Casey was probably mainly business and that his line of questioning was only a red herring. If his instincts about Casey were correct, he’d be willing to put money on the line to prove it. Still Grant decided to play along and have a little fun in the process. Grant pushed back, “And what league is that? I know how you Premier people take pride in assigning employees to your self-anointed teams. If you and Cassandra Barrow are romantically involved, now is the time to tell me.”
“She’s a valuable asset to the company and she can’t afford distractions at this point in the project. You need to stick to your own type of business.”
Grant met his stare. Nate you are still as conceited, condescending and obnoxious as ever, but cuz that was a yes or no inquiry. I will take that as a no. “Funny, I’ve never considered myself as a distraction. And since you evidently assume you know how to mind my business, I know that you’re aware that I am not, nor have I ever considered myself a gelding. Casey will enjoy finding out the latter as well. “
The double entendre did not go over Johnathan’s head.
Johnathan remained in the conference room after Grant left. He was still somewhat shaken by seeing Grant and Casey. He knew she was attractive, but tonight there was a different essence about her. The thought of the seductive look Casey gave Grant left him disturbed. Men naturally gravitated toward Casey but her response seemed so different this time. The woman looking at Grant tonight did not resemble the shy freshman he met and befriended at Tennessee State. The protectiveness he felt for Casey existed from the time she was a freshman and he was a graduate student. Their choices in Greek organizations facilitated this relationship. He was a member of Omega Psi Phi and Casey was a member of Delta Sigma Theta. Both groups socialized often and Johnathan and Casey found themselves at the same activities. His fraternal brothers knew he was very protective of Casey. They kept a respectable distance from her. They didn’t want to come up against Iceman. Johnathan appeared beyond cool and normally emotionless, thus he was dubbed the name the Iceman.
For a few minutes after returning to her office, Casey enjoyed the indulgence of thinking about Grant. If she could bottle his sensual appeal it would come with a warning label. He totally captured all of her attention moments ago. Grant was the type of man who didn’t flaunt his appeal. It just existed and he was not aware of it. Grant was the triple threat of extremely tall, dark chocolate skin tone and Wesley Snipes handsome. She couldn’t help but remember the electrifying feeling of dancing with him in Norwood. The pull she felt then was still there and getting stronger. Casey shook off that momentary feeling of gratification. She sat down at her desk to put the final touches on a presentation she scheduled for the next day.
Working extra long hours was par for the course. Premier was progressive in its placement of African Americans and other people of color in key positions. Johnathan and others taught Casey that she personally needed to raise the bar of professional expectations and execution. The respect she would be given could be earned only by exceeding company expectations. This was a simple reality of the corporate America she worked in.
Another reason for her dedication was that she knew that no matter what their friendship, Johnathan expected excellence from her. He’d personally recruited her and he depended upon her to help his projects shine. Friendship was one thing, but Johnathan’s primary affection was to himself and his own interests. Casey would take point on presentation and worked hard to make sure that things went well.
She reached a point at which she felt she could afford to leave for the day when she heard a gentle knock on her office door. For the first time in recent memory Johnathan looked unsettled. He was usually confident to a fault. Studying his face she saw the Gravier family resemblance, although Johnathan was completely clean shaven, much lighter in build and skin tone. His shirt sleeves rolled up and the bottom was not tucked, showed a reflection of his emotional state. His dreaded hair, usually tied back with a leather string, now flowed freely.
Johnathan sat down directly in front of her. He stared at her for a while as if contemplating what to say. His mind went back to when he first met Casey for the second time that night. Not knowing exactly what else to do, Casey came around her desk and took a seat in the wing-backed chair next to him. Johnathan changed his gaze to some imaginary point in front of him. His fingers raked through his hair. Casey felt as if he’d never say anything. As usual, whenever Johnathan needed to talk, he’d let her start the discussion. “What’s going on Johnathan? You need to put whatever it is out on the table so that you can move on.”
He hesitantly began, “Before coming back home, I was on top of my game. I should have known coming back here was a mistake.
“What are you talking about? You’re still on top of everything. I don’t know anybody as competent and confident as you. No matter what it is, shake it off.”
“I wish I could.”
“Just Do It!”
“Girl, that’s weak and sad.” He peered at her through the locks falling in front of his eyes. “A slogan can’t fix this, Ms. Marketing Genius.”
Casey was too tired to exchange wits. It was late and she put in too many hours and needed her rest. She faced another grueling day on tomorrow. Casey went in front of him and pulled him up to his feet to look at her. “Johnathan, I’m tired and I’m out of here.” She looked defiantly at him.
Johnathan would not take that remark from anyone else except Casey. He was the head person in charge and had no issue with letting anyone know it. He stared at her. They both were so busy in recent months. Johnathan missed their talks. Her way with him helped him to see the the world in a different light. Casey had a sixth sense about things, which he counted on. Johnathan could let his guard down with Casey more than with anyone else. He knew her friendship was totally real and without any pretense or hidden agendas.
“Casey, you know me. You know that I don’t like feeling out of control. When I saw you with Grant earlier, some of my over-protective instincts kicked in. It disturbed me to see Grant with his hands on you like that. The twins have always had their way with women.”
“I’m a grown woman now, and I don’t need my big brother to defend me. It’s charming, but this mood you’re in tonight probably has little to do with you wanting to protect me from your cousin. Johnathan, go home and get some sleep.” Casey turned to walk away. Johnathan pulled her into his arms and at that instance he realized just how raw his emotions were. Casey benignly returned the hug. Johnathan moved away to see her face and lift her chin with his finger. His eyes raked her face as if they could literally touch her. She saw the question in his smoldering eyes. It appeared and the woman in her knew what he was asking. He wanted more than friendship tonight. Not getting a response, he placed his chin on top of her head. He began placing butterfly kisses over her soft natural hair.
Casey felt as if she were committing spiritual incest. Casey moved away from him and wiggled away from his unwanted embraces. She was fully aware of his emotional state and became sensitive to it, but to pacify it by getting involved intimately, she would not do. Casey cared too much for their friendship to allow this to happen. They’d spent years together as friends and Johnathan had a special place in her heart, but everything in her being screamed NO!
Casey tried to read his eyes. She wasn’t sure what she read. She recognized pain but for a quick instant, then she detected anger and jealously. Just as quickly as it opened, that invisible window on his emotions slammed shut. His breathing became slow and deliberate. A slight smile crossed his lips before he turned and walked away.
Johnathan stayed in his office until Casey left. If coming back to Louisiana wasn’t bad enough, losing control with Casey made the feeling worse. He knew Casey would forgive him, that was a given. Over the last year his feelings for Casey began to change and so had his role as protector. He felt that she belonged to him and no one had a right to interfere with that relationship. Reflecting back on the way she looked at Grant, he knew trouble was brewing. Grant would be a bigger challenge. He blamed Grant for forcing him to this point tonight. Seeing Casey with Grant pulled up a primal need which he could not get fulfilled with Casey.
Johnathan picked up his cell phone and scrolled through the names in his contact list. Southwest Airlines’ shuttle to Denver left every morning.
Chapter 3
Casey felt melancholy. She placed the blame for Johnathan’s emotional mishap on fatigue. Seeing beneath his polished veneer, she knew vulnerability lied beneath. Casey valued his friendship and wanted it would to remain in place. She owed him understanding and forgiveness. The only thing which could prevent that from occurring would be Johnathan’s stubborn male pride. No man liked to be rejected, even when his intentions were misplaced.
Johnathan was out of the office on an extended trip. As usual, Casey played double duty and filled in for him. Without complaining, she made decisions with the available information as she knew it. Johnathan was kept informed primarily through e-mail. Wearing two hats for a week took a heavy toll on Casey. On Friday evening she was completely exhausted. She walked into her apartment and went immediately to her bedroom. She thought how much a contrast this weekend was to the last.
Casey fished her ringing cell phone out of her purse to see Elise’s number. “Soror!”
“Hey, Casey, what’s up?”
“Nothing but my feet tonight, I’m tired.”
“You work too hard.”
“This from a woman who takes care of a home, a husband and two small children…while waddling around with a third one inside. Girl, pleaz! And don’t you dare forget to call me when you go to deliver.”
“The third call will be to you.”
“Third?’
“Doctor, Baby’s Daddy and then you. So what’s going on with you and the Iceman?” Elise asked and waited for a response. “Casey, you still there?”
“Yeah, I’m here.”
“What’s going on?” Elise knew that by Casey not answering something was off center. “How’s the project going? You two still rocking and rolling?”
“Well, I am at least, Johnathan left me in charge again this week. Another disappearing act.”
“Where to… East Coast, West Coast or Midwest?”
“I don’t know. I just hope when he comes back he’ll back off .”
“What’s going on Casey?”
Reluctantly, Casey decided to get feedback from Elise. Elise had known Johnathan as long as she had. “Johnathan had the nerve to make a pass at me.”
“And, this surprises you?”
“Of course it does. Johnathan is my friend, boss and nothing more.”
“Soror, pleaz! That is the way you see things. We all know that Johnathan has been into you for over ten years. He was just waiting for you to grow up before he made a move.”
“Come again?” Casey did not want to accept what she was hearing.
“I’m surprised it took so long. I would have thought he would have made his move right after you got out of grad school. I thought when Kyle came along he’d finally man-up then.”
“What does Kyle have to do with this?”
“Nothing now! Thanks to Johnathan.”
Elise gave a short laugh. “Look Casey, I didn’t call you to drag up old skeletons, especially that good-for-nothing Kyle Simmons. Just take care of yourself and don’t let Johnathan work you too hard.” Elise was silent for a few seconds then continued, “Casey, he’s probably finished sowing all his wild oats and now he is ready to settle down. Don’t lead him on and don’t judge him too harshly. After all, he’s only a man. You know which head most of them think with.”
Casey gave a few minutes of consideration to Elise’s words after the call. I’m sure he’s still out sowing his wild oats. He has sown them all week.
The spring mornings were still cool. With a cup of herbal tea in hand, Casey watched the day come in from her balcony and enjoyed the tranquility. Today needed to be different. She made a decision that today she would disencumber her mind from work and anything related to work, especially thinking about Johnathan.
Hours later, after finishing a leisurely breakfast at a little restaurant in Norwood, Casey drove through the gates of Gravier Farms. The gates were unsecured this morning. Casey felt grateful for the calm feeling of the fresh country air. She needed that solace on this day and craved the solitude.
After parking, she went to the stable office hoping that she could get a horse. Brendan, one of the stable hands, met her at the door. His tall, lean look reminded her of the Gravier men. She thought that it was perhaps the fact that his hair was dreaded like Johnathan’s. Even though he was a teen, he was a strikingly handsome young man.
Brendan did not carry himself like a typical teen. His professional mannerisms and knowledge of his job impressed Casey. He questioned Casey about her riding skills and suggested one of the mares, Kellie, a Tennessee Walker. Casey declined a guide for the day. Brendan informed her that before she would be allowed out of the corral with the animal, he had to observe her proficiency as a rider. She smiled knowing that this was a part of the young man’s job and did not get offended by his statements.
Grant saw Casey from a distance and at first he didn’t recognize her. Casey came out dressed in riding breeches, deer skin jods to be exact. No novice would have worn them. So Casey really does know how to ride.
Even the more experienced horsemen who came to ride on a regular basis normally came dressed in blue jeans. No one wore riding gear except for competitions. Grant liked Casey’s east coast sophistication. That same familiar tightness returned to his stomach. He watched as Casey stroked the reddish brown coat of the animal. The giftedness she displayed was Zen-like. Brendan escorted a horse and rider to a corral. He assisted Casey in mounting Kellie.
Grant walked to the fence and stood near Brendan and Phillip. “It is rare to see a true equestrian on the farm isn’t it?” Phillip said to Grant as he approached to observe. Grant smiled in agreement, not taking his eyes off of Casey. Casey ran the horse though paces, not aware of the audience of stable hands gathering around the corral.
Kellie responded to her as if they’d worked together many times before. Casey enjoyed the feel of the powerful animal beneath her and she felt free on top of Kellie.
Approaching the gate to exit, Casey recognized Grant. Even with his dark sunglasses and face shielded by the shadow of his hat, she felt his intense gaze. Brendan opened the gate and took hold of the horse while Grant assisted her in dismounting. She easily went into Grant’s arms. Without thinking he brought her down into to a tight passionate kiss. This was a forerunner to the kiss he promised himself the very next time he saw her. She accepted his embrace and relaxed beneath his lips. It was only when Grant heard the sound of his staff and the...Oohhs and Ahs, and Way to go Doc,” did he move his mouth away from Casey.
Pushing her away slightly, he placed his hands around her waist, “Good morning Casey.”
Casey and Grant spent the rest of the morning riding. Most that time was in silence. The trail Grant decided to take them on ran along the Comite River. There was evidence of the campfires from the Bayou Riders night along the banks. Grant made a mental note to have someone come and clear off the area.
She’s in charge. I’m going along for the ride. Grant tried never to hold her gaze for too long. Though she was technically the guest, he knew that today, she was the Alpha mare.
It was a part of his makeup to make sure that things were planned. This was especially true when it came to things on the farm, or in his classroom at Louisiana State University. Grant found it somewhat disarming to allow this woman, a relative stranger, to take the lead. Grant was also aware that Casey incited him to need to hold her and touch her. He literally couldn’t keep his hands off of her. Never in his thirty-four years could he remember kissing a woman like that in public.
Grant directed them to an area beneath a cluster of pine trees. He secured their horses and Casey walked back near the edge of the shaded area to look at the river. Grant brought her a bottle of spring water. He watched as she drank the water. Her eyes closed as she let the water stream down her throat.
He asked her, “How do you do that?”
“Do what?” Casey asked.
“Take the time to enjoy whatever you’re doing? It’s the way you shut out the world and absorb the here and now.” Still seeing that look on her face, he continued, “For instance, looking out the window the other day, you became so emerged in your thoughts and the activities below. You were unaware of anything else at that point in time. Or when just before getting on Kellie, you made a connection with her before riding her for the first time.”
“You were watching me?”
“I love watching you. You fascinate me. It’s as if you live by a mystic creed of carpe diem. You came here today with the purpose of enjoying the ride, and you have. You didn’t find the need to fill this time with unnecessary talk. My mind won’t let me settle down. I never would have thought doing nothing could be so hard.”
Casey laughed, “It’s called unplugging. Where’s your cell phone.”
“It’s in my pocket, where else would it be?” He looked at Casey who was demurely smiling. Grant continued defensively, “Well at least I put it on vibrate. It didn’t disturb us did it?”
“True, but you’ve taken it out of your pocket at least three times this morning to check the call log.”
Grant hesitated before continuing. “Casey, my ego is slightly bruised. You didn’t come here for the sole purpose of seeing me. I thought you’d call and schedule a ride.”
“You’re used to women running after you, aren’t you?”
“Having a woman around has never become a problem for me. And the fact that you came out here and didn’t seek me out, I find peculiar… humbling even.”
Grant watched as a wry smile came on Casey’s face.
“I never really thought about it. I woke up this morning and drove out. It’s that simple. I’m happy that you decided to join me, although, I had no expectations about seeing you.” Casey moved over to him and looked up. ”Now, chill Grant. Phew, Gravier you need lessons on the art of relaxation.”
Grant let her words sink in. “Teach me.”
Casey looked up at Grant and saw a sincere look on his face. “Well, Dr. Gravier, think about something you need to do at this very minute, not want to…need to. Think beyond checking for messages or making your mental list of things to do.”
“That’s easy. Casey, what I need to do is to kiss you.”
“I’m serious. You have today already, haven’t you?”
“That was a total impulse. This I need to be totally aware of. Shhhh!!! Your class is in session, you’ve given your student an assignment. I need full concentration to complete it.” He looked into her eyes. Reaching up to her face, he gently stroked her cheek with the back of his hand, and then traced her lips with the tip of his forefinger. Painstakingly slowly, Grant moved his head down to hers. With the tip of his tongue, he repeated the movement which his finger just traced gently and expertly. Casey began to close her eyes, but saw Grant watching her face as she enjoyed his erotic onslaught. His eyes spoke to her. They said, I need to see you enjoy this. Knowing that he wanted to watch her enjoy their kiss, she kept her eyes open as she accepted tongue into her mouth. His lips were moist, cool and tasted sweet. A barely audible moan escaped her throat as she enjoyed this moment. Her eyes slightly welled with water as she continued to share their kiss. They were exploring and creating a rhythm with their dueling tongues. His hands moved gently over her arms and back. Casey was transformed instantly to a place of bliss and he kneaded the lips which had captured his attention days ago.
Grant finally broke the embrace and pulled her close to him. His hand moving to the spot on the arch of her back which he pegged the night they danced. The only contrast to the gentleness was the strength of his desire against her body. Both their eyes finally closed when a sudden breeze whisked around them. Casey was grateful for the cool feeling on her skin to bring her back to her center. She was anything but relaxed at the moment.
Grant pulled her even tighter into his arms. If this is 101, I can’t wait to take the next class.
Gravity is the root of lightness, Stillness the master of passion.
Tae Te Ching
Grant asked Casey to spend the rest of the day with him. She turned him down at first. Casey knew that this was a major work day for him, but after his strong plea she changed her mind.
Casey was impressed by his home. Everything inside was ultra modern. Without giving her a tour of the original house, he brought her to a separate wing that he occupied. It included an office, sitting room, and two bedroom suites. When the double doors opened to the master suite, Grant stood back and watched as Casey surveyed the room. The area oozed of elegance.
Beyond the see-through fireplace she could see an area which rivaled any luxury hotel. It included a sunken whirlpool bath and separate sauna. Lush tropical plants on the inside were as beautiful as the plants in the private garden beyond. The area had definite feng shui. Casey was grateful that she kept a workout bag with her in her car. She welcomed putting on the fresh clothes after a morning of spring sunshine.
She decided to take a bath in the huge garden tub in the guest area. The garden could be viewed from this room as well. This is just what she needed. The wing reminded her of a tropical resort. Casey relaxed in the bath and she saw Grant as he walked into the garden. His chest and feet were bare and he wore only a pair of white linen pants with a draw string. He was stunning. The dark chocolate shade of skin looked moist and warm. He paced, giving instructions into his bluetooth. After placing at least two other calls, he returned inside. Grant’s presence was extremely commanding. Yes, I love watching you too, Grant Gravier.
Grant put everything on hold and literally spent the day with her as he promised. A delivery person from Eddie’s Inn brought them a gourmet picnic basket. He was the only person they saw for the remainder of the day. The bond between them formed, slowly and wonderfully. Fully clothed, they spent a lot of time on Grant’s extra large king size bed talking or not talking, while listening to music from artists they both enjoyed.
At nightfall Grant placed a blanket on the ground in his garden. Away from the city lights, the sky appeared velvety black and stars reminded Casey of diamonds. The ambience of the garden was undeniably romantic and relaxing. Grant told Casey that Greg was a horticulturist and a landscape architect. He designed and constructed the area. Greg wanted Grant to have a place to unwind. Grant admitted that he never took the time to enjoy the area.
Passion engulfed them again. Grant was a skilled kisser. He made ravishing her mouth an art form and made it one of the most satisfying experiences of her life. With the kisses he expected no more than the enjoyment of this form of pleasure. Grant left her not needing or feeling pressure to go beyond those gentle yet passionate expressions.
Casey crawled into her own bed and thanked God for such a beautiful day. The telephone rang and she knew immediately it was Grant.
“I needed to know that you were home safely before I could go to sleep ….” His baritone voice was tender. “Good night Sweetness.”
Chapter 4
Casey’s mind couldn’t help but think back to the day before. The Christian Dior sunglasses on her eyes did nothing to shut out the images of Grant which enticed her mind. Thinking of Grant stirred feelings which even now altered her breathing. The attraction was overwhelming. His images basked her skin just as the warm sunshine.
She knew the experience of a glimpse of passion, but never this level of romantic anticipation. Her friendship with Johnathan was time-tested; but Grant reached her on a level that Johnathan never would. Grant had an open gentleness. Casey knew just from the little time she spent with him that he was a man who could give himself completely to a woman.
His lesson in the art of relaxation had turned into a day full of rejuvenation for her. He massaged away the tension in her neck and shoulders. His hands were as lethal as his mouth. Spending time with him was easy and she looked forward to even more of the same.
“And who put that smile on your face?” Carol asked.
Casey hadn’t seen Carol for a week. Casey enjoyed Carol’s frank openness. Casey was sure Carol’s patients appreciated the endearing quality. Dr. Carol Dozier was a psychologist. One would have to almost see her credentials on her wall to believe that behind that funny mother’s wit was one of the most brilliant psychologists in Louisiana. She possessed Columbo-type style.
Carol joined Casey in a seat beside the pool. “You may as well confess. Norwood is too small and not to mention Brendan is my family member and I ran into him at church this morning.”
Casey looked over the rim of her sunglasses. “Oh heck! Where is this? Mayberry? Grant and Johnathan are cousins too.” Casey’s New England accent came through, loud and clear.
“Ole stuck up Nate! He must have been adopted or something. He’s always had that ‘better than thou’ attitude since he was running around with a bottle hitched up to his arrogant little mouth.”
The last comment shocked Casey. “Carol, why is it that you’ve never mentioned knowing Johnathan before?”
“It’s simple, he disowned us, and most of the people who grew up with him have disowned him. If you read his press, his life began in Nashville at Tennessee State. Casey, it takes too much emotional energy to talk about Nate, excuse me, Johnathan.“ Carol sat up and looked directly at Casey.
Casey met her gaze. “How is it that I think there is so much more you are not telling me?”
Carol shrugged. “I know he’s your business associate and I respect that. I’ve lost respect for Nate. I know it’s unprofessional of me to voice that opinion of him this way. And for that I’m sorry. But, until he knows himself, he’ll never be ‘all that’. You may see someone strong. I don’t. He is weak. He spends all his life conquering the ‘great next’. He has separated himself from his past. The intelligent Johnathan Gravier, businessman will continue to turn heads in the business world, but Johnathan Gravier, the ill tempered arrogant little twerp, will bite those same heads off. Anyone who even appears to tarnish that grandiose persona will see the truth of who he is really is….”Carol stopped and looked at Casey. “Now, that’ll be a two hundred fifty dollar consulting fee for my arm chair analysis.”
Casey chuckled. The laugh was not so much about the consulting fee joke, but it was nervous laughter due to the depth of Carol’s comments. It was hard for Casey to hear these things about Johnathan. Deep down, Casey knew that embedded within the comedy were pieces of truth. Casey also knew that there was a history with Carol and Johnathan. Carol carried a bitterness reserved for a woman scorned. Carol was unnaturally hostile in her sentiments and harsh in her tone.
Carol waited a moment before commenting. “Casey, I watched you and Grant on the dance floor. I saw how attentive he was to you all that night. I’ve never seen Grant so infatuated with anyone.” Casey didn’t respond. Carol continued, “Casey, don’t let anyone stand between what is growing between you and Grant. There is no way Nate will allow someone so valuable to him to be involved with someone he considers less than him, especially someone from his past. Grant deserves to be happy. If you’re not strong enough to stand up to Nate, then get out now before Grant gets hurt.” Casey looked at Carol before answering. “They’re relatives. There couldn’t possibly be that much animosity between them.”
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