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Preface

 


I’d had more than my share of adrenaline
rushes now that foxhunting filled my free time. And spending time
with Griffen, well, the currents in those deep waters promised all
kinds of rapids. Still, every new hunting morning my stomach
lurched with anticipation, and I couldn’t get enough of hunting… or
of Griffen.

I’d escaped disaster in so many shapes and
forms time and time again, but it kept returning – trapping me in
the most unexpected places…and I kept getting away – thanks to
others’ timely assistance and sometimes blind luck. Or had God’s
hand been in this the whole time?

Grand was laughing now…I could hear her
giving St. Peter a “high five” when she saw that realization at
last hit me between the eyes.

I shook my head to clear it. This was
different. This time – it was up to me. And so much more was at
stake.

I couldn’t run – leaving wasn’t an option.
And fighting… well, way too much was at stake if I lost. All I had
learned until now was mostly how to deal with threats to myself…not
to something so totally dependent on me.

When the enemy controlled someone you loved,
how could you leave them, how could you fight, when safety for
yourself meant only disaster for them?

Now, facing this, it all became clear. It had
been predestined. Like I’d been created and tested all my life just
for this, and a calming peace and certainty descended on me…I knew
exactly what to do.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~

 



Chapter 1 - Alternatives

 


“For what the horse does under compulsion…is
done without understanding; and there is no beauty in it either,
any more than if one should whip and spur a dancer.”

–Xenophon

 


Hills. Right. To a Mississippi girl,
these are mountains. My borrowed horse, Trouble, scrambles up the
“hill” like it is just that, but I can see for miles when we reach
the top. I know not to look down, but I do it anyway, and my
stomach drops. A blue haze hovers over the landscape and pebbles
dislodged by hooves shower down…free falling so far that their
silence once pushed over the edge is ominous.

We’re still trotting up. I’m only a few feet
behind the rider in front of me on his magnificent black
Thoroughbred, determined not to let them out of my sight for even
an instant. They pick their way with the grace of dancers over a
stage like they have done this a thousand times, and they have.
Griffen and Jet, rider and horse, respectively, have spent many
hours on this mountain, for this is part of their former hunt
country, and I would follow them anywhere. Anywhere, that is, but
down the aisle…at least for now.

Oh, it was certainly not for lack of love,
and well, the attraction part’s over-the-top. That was a given. It
was just one thing…Griffen’s temper. Not a big deal to most people,
but they didn’t know Griffen’s history…nothing about his past. They
just knew he seemed distant and cold…not a person who readily forms
close relationships. Because of that, I didn’t know much about his
background, either. Just what Griffen had told me and what my
parents had discovered on their own. But I knew enough to be
wary…and guard my heart.

However, my heart was already his. I hoped my
head would be able to make rational decisions about him while we
dated each other…and other people as of just recently…to keep my
options open, of course, and took our time getting to know each
other. After all, I have a year and a half left of college before I
can even think about making decisions like that.

We had tried dating just each other when he
started law school in Oxford, but as much as I hated to have to do
it, I broke that off. He was too prone to lose it when he got the
least bit irritated. Most of the time, I took the brunt of his
razor sharp tongue. And if he couldn’t control his tongue…would he
be able to control the rest of himself if he really got angry with
me? I didn’t think he was a danger to me or anyone else, for that
matter, but neither of us was sure.

Our best friends, Ben and Addy, are right
behind me on their borrowed horses. I turn back to see the same
high-altitude shock reflected on their faces. The three of us have
foxhunted here only once before, so we had never been on this very
high part of the hunt’s property.

Ben’s family lived next to mine in Canton, my
hometown. He had taken it upon himself to police my love life like
a big brother once he realized that I thought of him only as a
friend. Why I didn’t fall hard for him like the rest of the girls
in my school, I couldn’t understand, and neither could my mother.
She had pinned her hopes on him since he, too, was a rider and had
all the requisite boxes checked by his name such as being from a
good family, making good grades, was charming to her and other
adults, responsible…those sorts of things. But friendship was all I
felt for Ben. In fact, that was all I had felt for any guy…until
Griffen.

Before Griffen, my parents were worried that
I’d never be interested in guys. Well, I worried about that; they
didn’t, really. Mother was convinced that I had just not found the
right one, and Daddy didn’t ever like to think about his little
girls as anything but that…especially me, his baby.

Ben’s protectiveness could be a pain, but I
didn’t mind. Since I had only sisters, I hadn’t experienced a big
brother before Ben. He was a great guy, gorgeous, too, and lost
interest in me completely when he met my best friend, Addy, at
college. Nevertheless, Griffen’s appearance had all Ben’s brotherly
instincts on high alert, and at first they didn’t get along. Ben
thought Griffen was too moody and wrong for me – whatever that
meant – and Griffen was certain Ben’s protectiveness was way
out of line for someone who was supposedly interested in my best
friend. Since all that had been cleared up, though, they had
bonded, and we’re now the best of friends.

“Some hill,” Ben said, eyes wide. His voice
was just loud enough for Addy and me to hear. “I’d hate to
slip.”

Griffen glared at us over his shoulder for
talking while the hounds were working, for just as Ben opened his
mouth, a hound spoke. Ben made a face at Griffen, and Griffen all
but punched him with his exasperated expression.

“That’s Music,” Griffen said under his breath
to me ignoring Ben.

“And my very favorite kind,” I said, grinning
back at him. I briefly caught his distinctive smell, for Trouble
had put us almost in his and Jet’s lap when we had to halt suddenly
for the hounds. Griffen’s close proximity, deep voice, extreme
confidence, and intense focus had my head spinning. It was like
being near a panther – he attracted me and commanded my respect –
when my brain was functioning. And when I was this close to him, my
head tended to shut down allowing my heart’s wild currents to
crackle around me. They felt so real that I was sure if I looked
hard enough, I could see them. Like the wind, it was an invisible,
but formidable, force. I was undecided whether this reaction to
Griffen boded well or ill for my future – so I made a point to keep
my distance – most of the time.

“No, I mean that’s the hound, Music,” Griffen
clarified. “Something’s about to happen.”

I smiled at him in response and tried to look
interested. No kidding…I’m going to fall from this horse if I
don’t start paying attention. I blinked to bring my mind back
to the hunt and pay attention to Trouble. It took a minute to
focus…and that was unusual for me. Normally, being on a horse,
especially one I didn’t know well, took all my concentration. Not
because it was difficult, but because I relished the sensation of
memorizing its moods and moves through concentrating on how it
felt. Although I did this subconsciously, this usually kept me from
interacting with the riders nearby…but Griffen was certainly
clouding those channels.

“Can you hear him? He’s on something, and the
others are honoring him,” Griffen whispered and sent little shivers
up my arms. “I bet it’s a fox…watch carefully…over there.” He
indicated with his eyes a clearing about fifty yards in front of
where we were standing.

I looked, and my whole body tensed in
anticipation of seeing the fox and…that voice. Griffen’s,
not Music’s…this time. I had not felt anything like this for any
other guy before – well, not really. Until last week. I’m sure that
had been a fluke, but it had happened. And it was all
because of this dating-other-people idea of mine. I know dating
around is the right thing to do, and Griffen reluctantly agreed,
since neither of us is convinced Griffen’s violent upbringing would
not be a problem in the future. I didn’t want to think about my
surprisingly strong feelings for another guy…for the first time
since I’d met Griffen…while I was getting to spend precious time
with Griffen. I love Griffen – but I have to keep my
options open – and let time together with him reveal the right
course for us to take. For now though, for today, I’m going
to enjoy being with him in his element – our element – while I have
the chance.

“Come on, Music,” Griffen said under his
breath. “What have you found?” He turned back to me and whispered,
“Music’s a great strike hound. I’m sure he’s found something.”

My heart soared watching Griffen watch these
hounds so intently and explain their mannerisms. He loves this
as much as I do…how cool is that?

Strike hounds are the ones that find the
scent first. When they bark, or speak, the others listen. Those
hounds then trot over to investigate, and if the game is good, they
will all honor the strike hound and the chase is on. Foxhounds hunt
coyote, fox, and bobcat, usually in that order in Mississippi and
west Tennessee where I hunt. On this property, however, Griffen
said there were more foxes.

Griffen’s radio crackled and someone said,
“Tally ho, gray fox, heading southeast to the graveyard.”

Trouble pranced beneath me as if he
understood, and we were off! My heart and stomach lurched as
Griffen and his black missile dashed down a long slide that felt
like a roller coaster without rails, over a stone wall that was at
least four feet high, across a small, flat, slightly downhill
pasture that served as a place to gather even more speed, and back
into the woods where we dodged and ducked branches and hopped
ditches. Hounds checked, so we paused briefly to listen.

It was early February, and steam rising from
the horses’ warm bodies and out of their nostrils gave the woods a
mystical feel. It was very cold, about thirty degrees, but I was
warm in my many layers of hunting clothes and with the excitement
of the chase. It was much colder in this part of the world, so I
had donned silk long underwear under my regular riding clothes.

I was wearing a black wool Melton coat with
no hunt colors on the collar and a silk stock tie that I had
purchased for the occasion. At home I wore a red coat when I
hunted, for our huntsman preferred that staff wear scarlet. But not
today. Ben had on his red coat, but Addy, too, wore black. Since
she only had one formal hunt coat, she wore the colors of our home
hunt, Big River, on her collar. Typically, visitors wear black
coats with no colors on the collar, but Griffen had secured
permission from this hunt for us to wear our colors if we chose to
do so.

I was glad for my warm vest and clothes, for
once we stopped galloping and the excitement ebbed a little, I felt
the wind nip at my cheeks. Being in the woods helped, but it was
still very cold. Trouble and Jet stamped impatiently, and I stroked
Trouble’s neck to calm him.

The huntsman trotted by with the stragglers
hoping to lay them all at once on the line. I made sure my horse’s
head was pointed towards them and not his rear. I had been assured
that Trouble had impeccable manners, but it would certainly not do
to have him kick a hound.

“Find it! Hup, hup, hup get’em up!” the
huntsman cheered.

Hounds milled around all fifteen riders
paused at the check. We were riding in first flight, the group that
rides closest to the huntsman and hounds. Normally, as visitors we
would ride in the back of first flight, but we were offered the
courtesy of riding up front today as Griffen’s guests. A lovely
lady named Libby Watts was one of the Masters of Foxhounds, and she
led first flight on a big dapple-gray gelding. She looked like she
was about thirty and could ride like the wind. I was having a ball
watching her go. Not a hair was out of place, and her horse gleamed
with good grooming.

The others in first flight were kids on
ponies and a few adult members with their colors. The kids idolized
Griffen and were delighted to get to ride with him. He had
whipped-in for this hunt since moving to Nashville in college and
occasionally took some of them with him to teach them about hounds.
His distant personality never daunted them; he was their pied
piper, and they were all very interested in watching the three of
us ride with him, too.

“Here hounds, find it, hup, hup, hup,” the
huntsman said again with his melodious British accent.

Hounds circled and snuffled, tails up, heads
down – working their hardest to please their huntsman. I smiled
watching them…my favorite sport with my favorite people in the
world – but I did miss riding my own horse.

When I looked over at Griffen, I caught his
eye. He winked, and my heart fluttered. I had not seen him for two
weeks until yesterday, and it had seemed like two years. He had
started law school in Oxford in the fall so he could live close to
me since I was at Ole Miss. But his brief exposure to the world of
acting last summer had landed him a yearlong movie contract that
had just begun. Right now, he was working out of Nashville, so he’d
invited us up for a weekend visit.

Scent was spotty, so the huntsman lifted the
hounds and trotted to another place, or covert, that usually
contained foxes. Griffen moved Jet beside me and reached out for my
hand…a rare and quite public gesture of affection for him.

“Griffen dear,” I smiled at him sardonically.
“Whatever are you doing? People could get the wrong
idea.”

“Remember it’s your idea that we’re
not engaged right now,” he said.

“Yeah, well…we’re not,” I said, but didn’t
let go of his hand. “But the engagement part is up to you to
fix.”

“Not hardly. I’ve done my part.”

“You’re doing your part,” I corrected.
“Just keep it up, and we’ll see.”

“I’m glad you came,” he said at the same time
another hound spoke.

“Shhh!” I hissed at him more aggressively
than necessary but smiled as I did it – just to get him back for
doing the same earlier to Ben.

He rolled his eyes, dropped my hand, and
gathered Jet’s reins. Jet was already prancing in anticipation.

“Who was that?” I asked.

“Ranger,” Griffen said. “Music has a deeper
voice.”

The whole pack was in full cry now, and our
group jolted past an old barn, across another field, over three
more coops, and down more trails. We had circled back towards the
mountain when the pack checked. Trouble was moving along nicely,
but he was getting harder to stop. My ribs were sore from an
accident I had three weeks ago, but they were improving. It hurt to
haul on the reins, and I wished I remembered to bring my own bridle
like Ben always did. Trouble wore a snaffle bit, but I would have
liked to have had better brakes…especially since we were riding in
such a jumbled up crowd. For now, Jet’s ample backside was serving
as our emergency brakes.

I looked behind me for Addy and Ben – they
were coming up now, Addy’s horse having refused the first wall. I
was sure she had circled to the back of first flight when he
refused as dictated by foxhunting field etiquette, but they must
have gotten him over, so were now up with the rest of us.

“You should have seen how high he popped when
he finally cleared it,” she said, eyes bright with the memory and
adrenaline. “I felt like we were going to hit the moon!”

The three of us had flown over on a private
plane Griffen had hired for us, and I had been allowed to be
co-pilot. I had recently begun taking flying lessons, so it was a
real treat to get to fly a twin-engine airplane. Griffen collected
us at the airport, settled us into our hotel room, and took us all
to dinner after he’d sent Ben and Addy off on an errand so we could
spend some time to ourselves. I blushed thinking about how nice it
was to be adored by someone like him. It was unbelievable. And,
we’d been able to dodge the media. They had no idea we were here
and apparently didn’t care. Thank goodness for that…

“Are you here?” Griffen said, and I
jumped.

“Yes, of course,” I said blushing again.
“Where else would I be?”

“You were staring at nothing and smiling,” he
said. “Everything ok?”

Before I could answer, hounds struck going
straight up the mountain. Griffen collected Jet, I managed to
contain Trouble long enough to get my reins in order, and we dashed
after them. Addy’s horse bolted past me, but she was able to crash
him into Jet’s solid backside and not kill our friendly field
master. Ben was right behind me, for which I would soon be very
grateful. Trouble lurched and pulled himself in great bounds up the
mountain. At the top, he accelerated. I remembered the hairpin turn
ahead and sat back in my saddle to slow him.

The next few strides happened as if I was
watching a movie playing in slow motion complete with background
music from the hounds. Trouble hit the turn way too fast, and his
back legs went down. At the same time, I was jolted to the right.
My saddle spun with me to the right and slipped nearly underneath
Trouble’s belly, for the list occurred too rapidly, and we were
spinning around the turn too quickly for me to right myself and
adjust my weight back to the left. For a terrifying moment, my foot
hung in the stirrup beneath his stomach as he whipped me around the
precipice.

Dear God, I hope you have the angels on
alert. This does not feel good…not at all.

Although I had been able to kick my foot
free, I was still leaning dangerously over to the right, and
Trouble was scrambling left at breakneck speed. When I at last was
flung from Trouble, I had the feeling that I was really close to
the edge of the mountain.

I was.

For what felt like thirty minutes, I was
airborne. Finally, my body started hitting things, trees maybe. My
face…I could feel things scratching it. My stomach was in my
throat…this must be what it feels like to bungee jump…I never
wanted to do that…

And then I hit something hard. The ground.
Thank you, God.

I was afraid to move…afraid to look up and
see how far I had fallen…afraid I would pass out like I always did
in these kinds of situations…so inconvenient. So I stared ahead and
concentrated on moving my toes. Everything was quiet.

How far had I fallen? Had anyone even seen
me go over the edge? How would I find the others? My cell
phone…would it work? Did I remember to bring my whistle? Oh, I
don’t want to move…I hurt all over. At least I could still feel all
over.

“Elliott!” Ben shouted from way too far above
me to be possible.

Not looking up – so far away, I don’t want
to think about how I’m going to get out of here. I feel so
helpless…how will anyone ever get to me way down here?

“Down here!” I squeaked feebly, ribs really
hurting now.

“Coming!” he said, and I could hear the sweet
sound of his body falling a long way to get to me. He must not be
falling, just crashing down the mountain.

Seconds later, Ben’s big blue eyes were
hovering over me, but they were not twinkling with their usual
mischief.

“Ben! You’re…nuts. I’m so glad
you’re…here,” I croaked, unbelievably grateful to see his face.

“I can’t believe you survived that,” he said.
“Are you hurt? You should see your face…well, maybe not yet.”

“I don’t think I’m hurt, really,” I said. “My
fingers and toes work. And I can breathe. What about my
face?”

“Just scratches. Don’t worry, you’re still
beautiful neighbor,” he said brushing my cheek with his thumb, and
the sparkle returned to his eyes. He wrapped his big arms around me
then and rocked me gently, careful not to squeeze too hard. “Thank
God you’re alive. That was horrible to watch. You really should be
dead.”

“Don’t sound so disappointed, Ben,” I said,
but I was starting to feel lightheaded and shaky. He’d never held
me like this, but I was glad…so glad he was here and I was alive.
And his arms felt so safe…so surprisingly…safe.

“Everything ok down there?” a young male
voice called from way above us.

“Yes! Everything’s fine. She’s not hurt
badly,” Ben said.

“Just keep going down!” he said. “We’ll meet
you at the turn in the trail with your horses.”

Before I could get up, Ben held me against
him. Until he did that, I hadn’t realized I wasn’t at all ready to
move. It was reassuring to have him here beside me, anchoring me. I
was safe, unharmed, and I wanted to collapse with relief. He was so
close…and so solid…such a comfort. I needed that…needed him here.
The mountain started to feel like it was spinning, and beads of
sweat seeped onto my forehead in spite of the frigid
temperature.

“Oh, Ben,” I said, heart pounding and head
spinning. From what? The fall? What was making me feel
so… well, I don’t know. I shouldn’t be feeling like this...not
here…with Ben. “This isn’t good.”

“Shhhh, Elliot. Relax. I’m so glad you’re
alive,” he whispered into my forehead and pulled me even closer.
“Be still, you don’t have to move, not yet. I’ve got you,
everything’s all right. You’re safe. Nothing’s going to
happen…you’re going to be just fine.”

He was a solid, secure fortress I knew would
keep me from falling anywhere ever again. I couldn’t shake the
sense of helplessness when I closed my eyes, so I opened them and
stared down at his sleeves…then at the ground…then at the brightly
colored pebbles scattered all around glittering in the sunlight. I
took three deep breaths and closed my eyes again…concentrating on
Ben and relishing his presence. Something in my stomach tightened.
What was happening to me? Right here in Ben’s
arms?

“Ben, this can’t be happening, not now, not
here,” I stammered, and my voice cracked with emotion. I felt
shaky, and I didn’t know if I could have moved if my life depended
upon it.

He leaned back to get a better look at my
face. What he saw had him quickly backing away.

“You’re green,” he said.

I rolled over just in time. My stomach
heaved, but I thankfully had time to turn away and miss him. How
humiliating.

“Here, use this,” he said, handing me his
handkerchief.

Ok, Grand, where are you now? Where’s
this in the manners book? Had to be in the ‘Helen’s Tips on
Handling Hangovers’ chapter, but I skipped that one. Help!

The only response I was getting was her
cackling laughter. My long-dead grandmother whose voice was still
very alive in my head could be so useless at times.

“Can you walk?” he asked, politely averting
his eyes. How can he know exactly what to do in every situation?
He is the perfect guy.

“Yes. Just give me a minute.”

“Take all the time you need.”

He helped me up, and we hobbled down the
mountain, for my ankle was sore. He tried to support me by putting
his arm around me, but that hurt my already bruised ribs. So, I
clung to his arm as we gently picked our way down.

A few steps later, Griffen and Jet crashed
through the underbrush below us. They looked like the Headless
Horseman of Sleepy Hollow, but of course, he had a glorious face
with worry and anger flashing through his green eyes. My weak
stomach did another flip at that sight but was I glad to see him…or
afraid of his reaction? Or both?

“Ben, can’t you keep her on her horse? You
were supposed to watch my back,” Griffen growled and leapt from Jet
in one fluid movement. “I’ve got her,” he said to Ben as he
collected me in his arms.

Oh, no…surely Mr. No Public Display
of Affection’s not about to try to kiss me in front of everyone…No!
Nasty mouth…gotta dodge this…think fast…

“Ouch,” I said flinching from his embrace,
and he quickly loosened his grip.

“Sorry,” he said, releasing me like he’d
shocked me. “Oh, thanks for getting to her so fast, Ben,” he said
over his shoulder.

“Anytime. Just be glad you didn’t see it,” he
said.

Griffen stopped, turned, and looked at Ben.
“You’re right. And I mean it, Ben. Thanks.” He reached for Ben’s
hand and shook it; then pulled him into a hug. “I’m so glad she’s
all right.”

“Thank God for that, Griffen,” Ben said. “You
know how far that was…” he stopped short when he saw my face
turning puce again. Griffen noticed Ben’s glance, and that I
quickly looked away from him. I really didn’t want Griffen knowing
that I’d just lost my stomach all over the mountain. It was
embarrassing enough that Ben had witnessed it.

Someone had caught Trouble and handed his
reins to me. Once I was mounted, Griffen sent the helpful boy,
Addy, and Ben back to the others. I assured him that I could ride
and wanted to keep hunting, too, but he wouldn’t hear of it.

“I need you to go in with me,” Griffen said,
knowing I couldn’t argue with that. “Wait ’til you see your face
this time. Did Ben take one of his classic pictures?”

“We were…distracted,” I stammered, not
wanting him to guess that I’d thrown up all over the mountain.
Where were my peppermints when I needed them? Of all the times
to forget them!

“Distracted?”

“Don’t ask,” I said, noticing a strange tone
in his question and feeling the nausea coming back.

We rode in silence for a full minute…I
concentrated hard on Trouble’s footfalls. Now that the adrenaline
had left me, I felt empty and weak.

“I need to stop, just for a minute,” I
muttered.

Griffen turned back looking…worried…or
something. I couldn’t tell. I had to get off this horse and sit. He
slipped off Jet, held Trouble’s bridle, and helped me down. I
stumbled over and sat near a rock putting my head between my
knees.

“What’s wrong with you?” Griffen
asked, a little too testily for me to handle at the moment.

“Oh, I don’t know,” I said, biting back my
irritation…as much as I could. “I just free-fell about a half mile
through the air and landed on a rock…no, make that several rocks.
And from what you say about the way my face looks, I took some
trees with me. Can’t imagine what could possibly be wrong
with me.”

“You said you were fine.”

“I must not be.”

“What’s wrong?”

“Just…just let me sit here a minute. I don’t
want to talk.”

“Do I need to get Ben?”

“Why?”

“Never mind.”

The words hung in the air. I couldn’t
understand what was going through his mind and had no energy to
wonder. I leaned my head back and closed my eyes concentrating on
Jet’s and Trouble’s crunching and stomping. What were they
chewing? It’s February. Leaves?

“Elliott, what’s going on with you?” Griffen
asked, gently this time.

“I’m…well, a little dizzy…dazed or
something,” I muttered. “Just give me a minute.”

He didn’t ask again. Eventually I felt
better, and he lifted me onto Trouble with efficiency and grace but
no affection. Thank goodness he didn’t try to kiss me…or even touch
me…he kept his distance. Somehow in those few moments a wall had
dropped between us that I couldn’t understand. Is he angry that
I fell? Did he think this was my fault? Oh, I’ll never understand
his crazy moods. Why did I feel so compelled to bother? This
relationship stuff is too complicated…I just want a nap.

~ ~ ~

We eventually made it back to the hunt
breakfast around the same time the others were returning. I felt
much better…almost whole…after drinking a Coke and eating six
chicken salad and egg salad finger sandwiches. Ben and Addy came
over to check on me, and Griffen left to visit with some of his
friends.

“Well, I think you just topped Scott’s
stunt,” Ben said.

“What do you mean, his stunt?” I asked,
alarmed to hear Ben mention the name of the guy I had a date with
last week within earshot of Griffen. Surely Ben didn’t know
Scott had kissed me. I’ll kill Addy if she told him.

Scott was the only other guy that had ever
made me feel…well, even close to how Griffen did. I wasn’t
sure what to do with that and was determined to put him out of my
mind while I was with Griffen. I love Griffen.

Scott had been just messing around and
happened to have…well…gotten my attention with more than his
exceptional riding ability, but I was sure that he had that affect
on all females. That was part of his charm, and that was fine with
me. I was well versed on his type – they ran rampant at Ole Miss.
He lives hours away and only came over as a favor to his friend
Chip, to take my friend, Ashley, out, and I’m sure nothing will
ever come of that…at least for me. It was just a one-time thing,
especially since I hadn’t heard from Scott since he left, and Chip
had called Ashley every day, but that didn’t matter. Theirs
was definitely a budding romance, and all of us were glad Ashley
had lost interest in her latest fling who we all thought was a
jerk. I’m just grateful that Scott showed me that I can feel
something for another guy if things don’t work out with
Griffen.

“That river he jumped your horse over, what
else?” Ben asked.

“Oh, that. At least he stayed on,” I
said. “Did you tell Griffen what he did?”

“No, Elliott. I’d rather avoid talking to him
about people that you happen to have gone on a date with,
regardless of how innocent you say it is. That would go over
like a squirrel in church,” he said.

“Can I get you anything else, Elliott?” Addy
asked.

“No, thanks.”

Ben and Addy stepped aside as someone else
approached to check on me. “Elliott, I’m so glad you’re ok!”
Libby, our field master, said.

“I’m so embarrassed, Libby,” I said.
“Now everyone will remember me for pulling that stunt.”

“We usually lose a few riders at that turn, but we’ve never had one
go all the way over!” she said, and my stomach lurched again at the
memory.

“Yes, well…” I stammered.

“Never mind that; I wanted to see if any of
you knew the girl from Oxford that my little brother’s fallen in
love with,” she grinned. “I hear everybody in Mississippi knows
everyone else, and I want to get the run-down on her.”

“I’m sure Ben’ll know any girl in Oxford
that’s over sixteen,” Griffen said as he reappeared with a big
glass of sweet tea for me. The gleam was back in his eyes, and the
wall between us seemed to have crumbled, for now.

“Thanks,” I whispered to him.

“Let me know when you’re up to more
introductions,” Griffen said under his breath to only me. “I want
to show off the magnificent artwork on your face. Quite
impressive.”

I shuddered with pleasure at the compliment,
but glared at him hoping to disguise my blush. It was nice that he
wanted me to meet his Nashville family, and I took his proffered
arm, stood up, and relished his arm around me in another rare
public display of affection.

“Well then, Ben,” Libby laughed, looking from
us to Ben, “He said he went over last weekend to hunt with your
group, but I am sure it was just to take some girl out. I think he
met her at their Alabama hunt. They have a great group, just short
on girls his age. I picked on him for traveling a whole state away
for a date.”

“I know who you’re talking about,” Ben said.
“That’s Ashley. She’s definitely a knockout and is crazy about him,
too. I think they’ve talked every day, or so Addy says. She doesn’t
foxhunt, but she rides – in horse shows. And she hangs with us at
the hunts. Takes care of the food and other stuff. We’re all good
friends, and we’ve been hoping she’ll get interested in a
foxhunter…especially one that we actually like. I’m glad to know
Chip has a sister in Nashville. The four of us’ll have to make more
trips this way.”

As soon as the words were out of Ben’s big
mouth, I had a bad feeling. Mostly because Libby’s face looked
puzzled and had not lit up at the mention of her brother’s name.
Now I was staring down a tunnel at the oncoming train. Before she
uttered the words, the whistle was blowing for me to move…do
something…cause a distraction, but I was as powerless as if I had
been tied to the tracks.

“My brother’s name is Scott.”

 


~ ~ ~ ~ ~

 



Chapter 2 – Unleashed

 


“It is curious – curious that physical
courage should be so common in the world, and moral courage so
rare.”

–Mark Twain

 


Addy choked and spilled her drink all over
Griffen. Ben reached for her and patted her back while Griffen
disappeared, hopefully, to get her a refill. I grasped at the
lifeline Addy adeptly pitched and asked Libby to go get some paper
towels. Thankfully, Libby disappeared on the errand, and I escaped
to another room. Addy will own me forever for her perfect
timing.

Maybe Griffen didn’t notice. He certainly
acted unfazed; not at all like I would have expected him to act if
he knew the truth about Scott. Exactly how much did he know?
I’m sure his spy, Ben, tells him everything. But really, what
was there to know? It was one date. And a double date at
that. Griffen knows I’m dating other people. And it’s his fault…If
only I knew that he could control his temper enough for me to trust
spending my life with him, I would marry him today…well, at least
say “yes” today and marry him after college. I’d definitely be
wearing his grandmother’s fabulous ruby ring.

But no, not yet…I was stuck enduring the
charade of dating other people until I knew for sure. Griffen had
taken the movie job knowing all this, but not wanting to be in the
same town with me when I was “dating other people” – something of
which he disapproved but resigned himself to accept.

Griffen didn’t say a word about the incident
when he found me slumped in a chair in the other room. In spite of
the food and caffeine, I was fading fast.

“Let’s go, Little Vixen,” he said gently
helping me to my feet. “I’ll take you back to your room now so you
can change and rest for a while. I’ve got plans for this afternoon
if you’re still up to it.”

“Ok,” I agreed. I was more than ready to have
Griffen to myself.

~ ~ ~

Later that afternoon, Griffen drove all of us
to the cabin where he was staying for the next few months. Panzer,
Griffen’s Chesapeake Bay Retriever, was so glad to see me that he
nearly knocked me down. Like Griffen, he was usually stingy with
his affection in public, and it made me laugh to see him behave
uncharacteristically enthusiastic this time just like his
owner.

After showing us around, Griffen tossed Ben
the keys to his truck and gave him and Addy his grocery list, some
cash, and instructions to be back in two hours. Ben threw the cash
back at Griffen and left with the list before he could protest. I
was beginning to feel human again and very ready to have Griffen to
myself. When they left, I settled down on the couch by the
fireplace, kicked off my shoes, and batted my eyes…fail proof
trap.

“Oh no you don’t,” Griffen said, pulling me
off the sofa. “I’ve got something I want to show you…and it’s not
on the couch….”

My heart stammered. Surely he’s not taking me
to his room? I don’t think that’s a good idea at all.

Oh, but yes I do!

“Elliott!” Grand hissed…

Oh go away!

“Put your shoes on and your coat,” Griffen
said, interrupting the argument in my head. “We don’t have much
time.”

Shoes and coat? I was relieved but
disappointed now, too.

“I’m not exactly up to high adventure,
Griffen,” I groaned. “Can’t we stay inside and build a fire?”

His face fell. I couldn’t stand seeing that,
so I rallied.

“Ok, I’m ready,” I said mustering up some
reserve energy and grasping for another Coke.

He led me outside to the dock and helped me
into a canoe. Panzer leapt in after us, delighted to be going on an
adventure. I picked up my paddle, but Griffen protested. “Just sit,
Elliott. You don’t have to do a thing but be here with me and look
like an exiled queen.”

“Thanks a lot,” I grumbled. I had seen my
face, and I looked like someone who’d been whipped. There were
bright red slashes all across my nose and cheeks. No stitches
necessary, but Ben did take some impressive pictures…of course.

Griffen paddled us to a waterfall near the
cabin that shimmered in the afternoon light. The air was bitterly
cold but felt good…clean. We slid onto a sandbar, and he steadied
the canoe so I could step out.

I should have known. Picnic. We spread the
food out on the blanket, careful to keep Panzer’s sandy feet away.
After feasting on crackers, summer sausage, and cheese, he pulled
me next to him – multi-February-layers and all – and held me close
as we watched the clouds and listened to the waterfall.

“As soon as I found this place, all I could
think about was showing it to you,” he said. “I wanted to tell you
about it, but places like this don’t translate over the phone.”

“I’m so glad to be here with you, Griffen,” I
said, rolling over to look at him. He had his eyes closed and was
facing the clouds, his perfect profile peaceful and motionless.

He sat up then, drew his knees to his chest,
and dragged a stick in the sand. He looked so much like a little
boy…my heart swelled with love for him. “Anything happened to you
that I need to know about since I left?” he asked.

Now that was a loaded question. Did he really
want me to answer that? “I’m not sure what you mean,” I hedged.
“Not really. What about you?”

“I don’t know where to start. I just know I
need you to help me sort through some things.”

“There’s nothing I’d rather be doing, well,
maybe something,” I said, looking at him beneath my eyelashes.

“That’s not helping. There’s plenty of time
later for that. I really need to get some things straight in my
head, and I’m not used to having to consider someone else when I
make decisions,” he said gently, looking away from me and back to
his drawings in the sand.

“Jackson, my agent, you know, says I’ve got a
gift. Whatever that means. He says it’s probably due to growing up
with my crazy murdering alcoholic father. Who would have ever
thought I’d be in any position to be grateful to him? Anyway, it
looks like that if this movie goes well, there could very likely be
more of this to come. That means sacrificing a lot of things I’ve
always taken for granted for a while, like doing what I want with
whom I want when I want. ” He looked at me and then looked away,
still dragging the stick through the sand.

“This movie deal could really be big or just
a waste of time, but we already know that,” he said. “If it works,
then I could make enough money to do all the things I’ve always
wanted to do – and then some. I never thought all this could come
so quickly. I thought I was supposed to take a lifetime to work on
this and convince you to spend it with me in the process.”

He kept moving the stick in the sand, more as
a way to focus his thoughts rather than distract them. I watched
him talk, falling more in love with him with every word he
said.

“But, if for a moment this decision is
pulling me too far away from you, then I want you to tell me.
Elliott, you are the most important thing to me. There is no life
for me without you. You’re the heart of every plan I have. I hope
you know that. I want to plan and dream with you, not just
about you. Are you still with me?”

“I am, Griffen. And I feel the same way.”

“Are you sure?”

“Absolutely.’

“You’d tell me if you weren’t.”

I had had way enough conversation and leaned
over to kiss his magnificent face.

“Wait,” he said, and his hindrance felt like
a reprimand.

“What now?”

“Look, Elliott. I know we need time together to make sure we, or
rather, I, am capable of taking care of you, of being the
right person for you. But I don’t know how to do that if I choose
this, too,” he said.

I opened my mouth to speak, but he silenced
me politely by raising his hand.

“By the way, I know all about Scott, or
rather, all I want to know about him; I don’t care if Ben’s
still way too interested in you to suit me even though he’s
supposed to be in love with your best friend…you’re here…with me.
That’s all I need. I’m over getting worked up about you
seeing other people. That doesn’t matter anymore. So what if you
fall for someone else? I’ll go back to my simple life of planning
for myself only and get over it. Things were a lot easier then, and
I can go right back to that,” he grinned and tossed a fistful of
sand on me when he said it.

“That makes me feel so much better,” I
said rolling my eyes but let him continue.

“But…you need to be able to spend enough time
with me to make your decisions. How can you do that if I’m sitting
on the other side of the country?”

I hadn’t really thought this through, so I
looked at the sand, too, and listened to the waterfall.

“And, by the way, what are your plans
besides getting married, having kids, and forcing me to drink
coffee every morning?” he asked, chuckling softly. “We’ve not
really talked much about life overall for you. You’re always
pelting me with questions. What happens when the kids are gone? Or
turn out to be crazy? Or whatever? What do you plan to do beside
make them sandwiches every day? What if you marry someone who
doesn’t like coffee…like me? You won’t be able to fill up that part
of your ideal life – making coffee every morning for your person.
Is there anything else? If not, that’s fine. We’ve never talked
about that.”

“Whoa now, that’s way too many questions.
Back up a minute,” I said. “Let’s take me out of this. Right now, I
have no right to figure in your plans. This needs to be about what
you want to do. What’s pulling you? What are you being led to do?”
I asked.

“Oh, no you don’t. Answer my questions first.
They do have a bearing on my decisions.”

“Ok, well…it’s not that complicated for me.
Like you said, I want to have enough education to know how to do a
job that contributes something to the world and adds to my life,
but doesn’t dictate it. That’s why I’m studying biology now and
business. Biology because I like it and business because maybe that
will help me get a job and even run my own company. I don’t want
some boss owning me. I want to be able to work when that works and
be a mom if that’s in the plan. My parents have always encouraged
that for me. But if a husband and kids aren’t in the
picture, then I can put everything into some other passions. I’m
sure I’ll know when the time comes. I don’t worry too much about
the future. I just do the best I can each day. And I’d like to keep
giving back where my passions are concerned – like at church of
course, but with foxhunting, too, and raising money for people and
causes who need help and things like that. I get a lot of joy out
of that. I’ve always figured I’d be like Mother and need to put in
a lot of time raising kids if that’s in the stars – and I want to
be able to do that and enjoy it like she has. Simple enough.”

“There’s the rub for me, Elliott,” he said.
“If I choose acting, then I’ve given up a lot of freedom…at what
cost? And if I convince you to marry me, then would you be willing
to do the same?”

“Keep me out of it so we can break this down
a little at a time. Let’s look at it this way,” I said. “What would
a perfect world look like to you? And what would it take for you to
help make it that way? And don’t put me in the picture – just you,
for now.”

“All right. But that’s not realistic. I’d
like to see better places for kids like me to go – those from
broken homes, those with no homes, things like that here and in
other parts of the world. Something that helps them get on their
feet, not just feeds them and clothes them. And helps them find
God’s purpose for them that lines up with their passions, so
they’ll want to give back…you know, like it did for me.”

“That’s a big one, but you know a lot of
people are working on that already. You’ve been helping those
causes since you were eighteen. You could really make a difference
doing that if you made the kind of money Jackson’s thinking you can
with this. Anything else?” I asked, watching his face carefully and
wanting to jump over and hold him close to me and tell him how
proud I am to be the one he trusts enough to talk about things like
this with.

“Marry him right now!” Grand shouted.

“Yes. Something else has come up just
recently,” he said. “William told me that the Gentry family might
have to sell their farm.”

“Sell? You mean, like maybe develop
it?” I asked, horrified.

“Yes. That means no more foxhunting there
unless we can do something about it and fast,” he said. “That came
up last week. He wanted to see if I had any ideas on people who
could buy it or develop it for foxhunting. Lydia’s working on it,
but she’s not that motivated. I’m sure it’s already listed with her
company, and she just wants to be sure it sells.”

“Surely not!” I said. “Can’t you reason with
her?”

As soon as the words were out of my mouth, we
both laughed. Although Lydia was staff at the Big River Hunt, she
stayed mad at Griffen and hated me – mostly because Griffen
didn’t.

“I guess you’re right,” I said. “I can’t
believe it.”

“That brings me to the second part of your
question. I want there to always be land for foxhunting. Sure,
there’s public land, but I want to buy enough myself to ensure
generations after us will be able to enjoy foxhunting in this part
of the world. If I can’t buy or put together a group to buy the
Gentry place in time, then I want to find some place like it. Five
thousand acres or so – wouldn’t that be fine? Maybe even on
a river bottom with plenty of ducks.” He leaned back and smiled to
himself like a kid who just put the last piece on his model
airplane.

“See there, you do have really big
plans, Griffen, and that takes a big checkbook and a big
imagination.” I smiled at him and ran my fingers through his hair.
“You’ve got real, marketable talents, and unlike so many others,
you’ve been handed the chance now to do great things. I
think you should see where this goes and ride it as long as you
can. Look at it as the gift it is and take it one day at a time.
We’ll figure us out…I may even get some great trips out of
this. You and I know how to be reasonable about whether or not
we’re supposed to spend our lives together, even if it is hard for
me to concentrate when you’re looking at me like that,” I said and
let him pull me close to him.

He kissed me gently then got to his feet.

“I have a better place for this,” he said.
“Let’s go back to the cabin. I’ll build us a fire. Thanks for
humoring me. I knew that if we stayed on the couch, I’d never be
able to talk to you like this. I wanted your brains today
first…”

He laughed when I cringed.

“That’s not very romantic,” I said, creeping
along the middle of the tippy canoe, carefully stepping around
Panzer to return to my throne at the front. Actually, that’s
probably the most romantic thing I had ever heard. But I didn’t
want him to know that. Grand was smiling, too; I could feel
it.

~ ~ ~

An hour later, Ben and Addy returned. Griffen
told them about the hunt country problem, and we agreed to see what
we could do about solving that, even if we didn’t have those kinds
of resources ourselves. Maybe we could find a way to keep that
land…

Griffen had made reservations for us at a
restaurant overlooking the river. He took Addy and me back to the
hotel with instructions to be ready in an hour. I cursed propriety
under my breath, hating to be away from him even for one hour when
we had so little time together. Addy laughed at us and rolled her
eyes.

“You two would not convince anyone that
you’re not madly in love,” she said. “In spite of your dark,
detached mannerisms around the rest of the world, Griffen, I can
see right through you. I just hope there are no cameras around when
you let your guard down, or your little secret will be shot for
sure. I still don’t understand the point.”

“Yeah, well, ask Elliott,” Griffen said.
“This is her idea.”

~ ~ ~

“So what’s with this program, really,
Elliott?” Addy asked when we were in our room. “Don’t answer if you
don’t want to; I like being shuttled around in a plane as your
official chaperone.”

“Addy, you’ve seen how Griffen can be,” I
said. “He’s got quite a temper and can lash out with his tongue at
the most inopportune times. I don’t want to spend my life walking
on eggshells around that. If he can get a handle on it, then I’m
all his. If not, then I’m gone.”

“Don’t you think that’s a bit extreme?” Addy
asked. “He’s perfect in every other way.”

“I’m holding out for perfect in every
way,” I said, grinning at her.

“That’s pretty cocky,” she said.

“Coming from you, it’s hypocritical.”

“Why do you say that?”

“You have Ben. He is perfect.”

She stopped arranging her outfit for the
evening and gaped at me.

“What?” I asked, automatically defensive
towards her accusing glare.

“And why would you say that, Elliott?”

“Because he is...isn’t he?”

“Well, yes, of course he is, for me.
But what makes you say that about him?” she hissed, raising
her eyebrows as her whole body stiffened. She looked like a cat
about scratch my eyes out.

“Don’t get all in a huff,” I said. “He’s
perfect but not for me…for you, or someone like you who can
appreciate how great he is.”

“Tell me now, Elliott. Is there
anything between you and Ben? I mean besides being neighbors your
senior year in high school? Be honest.”

“No, of course not,” I said, too
quickly. “Really! Look, I adore Ben and he, well, watches my back.
And I do the same for him. It has always been that way, and that is
fine with both of us. He’s really like a brother…I think. I’ve
never had a brother, so I don’t know. And my sisters aren’t that
much a part of my life. But if I could pick a brother, it would be
him.”

“Well, I have a brother that I didn’t
pick, and he doesn’t care half as much about me as Ben does you,”
Addy said. “Just you watch yourself around him, and don’t mess with
his mind. I really think he loves me, and I love him, so don’t go
stepping in and messing up anything between us.”

“Addy, I’d never…” Her words stung and made
my throat hurt. She had never spoken to me like that before, and I
did not know what to think…or what do to.

“I know, but I had to say it. I’m sure he’s
the one that I want to spend the rest of my life with if that’s
what he wants.”

I was so shocked at her outburst that I
didn’t know what to say. So I kept my mouth shut. Addy turned away
to gather her thoughts. I could tell she wasn’t convinced.

“Do you really think you’ll get married…to
Ben I mean? Like…have you two talked about it?” I asked, hoping
this would thaw the iceberg that had crashed into our room.

“Only a little. But yes, we have – in general
terms.”

“That’s so cool. I’d love that…if you
two would get married, and we could all be friends and raise our
kids together.”

We were silent for a moment, and she reached
over and gave me a hug. “I’m sorry I snapped at you, Elliott. I
know you’d never betray either of us like that. Will you forgive me
for saying it?”

“Of course. I love you, Addy. I’m so glad
you’re here. And trust me on this Griffen thing. I do love him
so much, but he has to do his part. Right now I’m willing to
date him as long as it takes. And so far, so good.”

“Have you two…you know…I know you’ve kissed
and, well…I heard you and Leslie the other day talking about some
club, and I kind of figured your high school group had some kind of
pact going about that kind of thing. Have you?” she asked.

“No…his idea, too,” I said and felt the heat
rising to my face. Somehow our argument had drawn us closer, so the
intimate question was not too mortifying. Even though I considered
her my best friend, we had not ever broached this subject. “He
brought it up before I had to say anything.”

“Really?! Not Ben. I had to whack him over
the head about that, but we’re on the same page now. That’s the
last time we talked about marriage,” she laughed, blushing too. “It
sure makes things easier doesn’t it? To have that out in the
open.”

“Yes, but oh how I long to be
married!” I laughed and threw a pillow at her.

“One more thing, Elliott. What about Scott?”
she asked.

“By the way, thank you again for saving me on
that one!” I said.

“You should have seen his sister’s face when
I told her it was you,” she said. “But she was really confused.
Frankly, I can see why.”

“I do like him, Addy,” I said. “You
know that. I was just surprised that for the first time since
Griffen, I saw that I could actually be really attracted to
someone else. I mean, I’ve had lots of dates, more than I ever
imagined I would have…especially since college…and with lots of
great guys…but I’ve never found a single one of them more
interesting than my horse. I thought that was why Griffen
was so clearly the right one for me.”

“When I discovered his only big fault, kind
of a major one, I decided that without him, I’d have to find
someplace else to direct my energy like he was always planning to
do anyway. Well, Scott showed me that that may not have to be the
case for me. It really is about choosing someone to love. I
didn’t believe Mother’s words, though, until I met Scott. I wanted
to believe in random bolts of lightning straight from God’s wise
hands, but I guess God doesn’t use lightning much…that’s probably
more the Devil’s style. So, I’m grateful to Scott…in a way.”

“Did you tell him that?”

“Of course not! I haven’t told anyone that,
except you. Leslie already figured out enough to put my mother on
to making sure Scott had no skeletons. I don’t think it will be an
issue anyway. He’s all the way in Alabama and leaving for
who-knows-where in May since he’s in the military. He’s not looking
for someone right now...just taking things a day at a time, too. I
think his sister was exaggerating.”

“Just be fair to him, Elliott,” Addy said.
“Does he know about Griffen?”

“He knows that we’re supposedly broken up.
But I think he suspects,” I said.

“He’s a smart one. I could tell that about
him. And a hottie, too. Wish I could have seen him take Masterpiece
over that ditch!”

~ ~ ~

The restaurant was cozy but crowded. Griffen
was true to form and ordered appetizers for all of us and offered
to order the main course, too, if we liked. I let him choose for
me, but Ben and Addy ordered on their own. They liked to pick
different items off the menu and taste them. That had never
occurred to Griffen, but he liked that plan, too.

As always, we laughed a lot but avoided
talking about my free fall, for now. I wasn’t ready to joke about
that just yet, and Ben certainly wasn’t either. I think he was more
traumatized by witnessing it than he wanted to let on. Maybe in a
year or so we’d be laughing…maybe. Griffen and Ben flirted with the
waitresses and the girls in the neighboring table visiting from
Ireland. Our guys made a fuss over their accents, and they loved
it, feeling comfortable that they were safe from being “picked up”
since they were already with us.

Ben wanted to take a picture of them, so he
paid for dinner for all of us and went out to Griffen’s truck to
get his real camera. When he returned, his face was grave.

“We’ve got company,” he said to Griffen.

“Reporters?”

“Looks like it. They’re being discreet, but
someone must have leaked that you were here,” he said.

“I’ve got an idea,” Griffen said. “Elliott,
you and Addy switch with two of the Irish girls. Tell them what’s
going on and promise them, well, tell them I’ll get them passes to
either watch the movie being filmed or tickets to see it once it is
out…whatever works. Here’s the plan.”

This was going to be fun. I loved seeing
their faces when we told them what was happening. Of course they
were game…who wouldn’t be? We were to stay with them and order
dessert while Griffen and Ben left with the others, drove around a
while, then came back; hopefully giving the reporters the shots and
comments they wanted, so they would disappear. If that didn’t work,
they’d call us and have us meet them somewhere else. Jackson didn’t
care if he talked to reporters – it made him happy. Griffen didn’t
want me involved or to inconvenience anyone…so I wouldn’t have to
deal with this in Oxford.

The plan worked perfectly; he bought the
girls’ dinner, the reporters got their scoop on Griffen’s
international love life, and we all had a great laugh.

~ ~ ~

On Sunday, Griffen took us to a tiny old
Presbyterian church near his cabin. There were only ten people
there, and they welcomed us warmly. I love visiting churches around
the country, and this one was so charming. Another one of Griffen’s
unusual traits…that boy…he had my heart doing flips again, and
Grand was steady laughing.

After church, we ate sandwiches at his cabin
and went to see where his movie was being filmed. He showed us the
barn and the horses he was given to ride. Like the last time, he
was doing his own horseback stunt work, but he had a double for the
scenes where he was bucked off and trampled. It sounded like the
horseback version of Eight Seconds…I couldn’t wait to see it.

On the way to the airport, Jackson called.
Griffen said he could meet him at the airport since it couldn’t
wait.

“See what I mean, Elliott? It’s
Sunday, and he’s already calling me. No respect for private
time at all. What if we had something planned?”

“Griffen, it is only a telephone call, and
he’s coming here to us; not making us or you go to him. At least
I’ll finally get to meet him,” I said.

~ ~ ~

Jackson was a personal hurricane. To my
surprise, he was not a lot older than we were, but he had more than
enough confidence to make up for his lack of wrinkles. I liked him
instantly, but I can’t say he felt the same about me. I think he
considered me not only way too plain, but also a liability on
Griffen’s teenage girl appeal, but I got the feeling he’d never be
that direct…at least with a new client as promising as he made
Griffen out to be. He did a double take at my slashed face but, to
his credit, said nothing. He had a charismatic way of moving and
reminded me of Lydia in that he treated Griffen like his special
toy, or treasure, I hoped. But I couldn’t be sure.

“I need a minute with just you, Griffen,”
Jackson said.

“If you’ve got to tell me now, she’s going to
listen, too,” Griffen said.

Jackson was not pleased, but he could tell
Griffen wasn’t going to budge. I’m sure the two of them have had
some lively discussions…probably about me, no doubt. I could only
imagine.

“All right then. I need you two to listen to
me, Griffen. Listen very carefully. This has to do with Elliott,
too,” he said, face grave.

“Of course, Jackson, just spill it. What is
it?” Griffen said intensely annoyed by Jackson’s drama and the
invasion of our privacy on a Sunday afternoon.

Here we go. Wonder what I did to upset
things now. I knew this weekend was too good to be true. At least
Griffen’s not yelling at me in public. This is some
improvement.

“I have some bad news,” he said carefully
composing each word.My thoughts immediately went to Griffen’s
uncle, but he’d just talked to him. Surely not him. My parents?
Can’t be – I would have gotten the call, not Jackson. Or would I?
What else? Not Jet, we just saw him, too – where’s Panzer?

“It’s your father,” he said.

I relaxed. He meant nothing to Griffen, or
me, really.

Not yet.

“Is he dead?” I asked, not knowing what to
say.

“Unfortunately, no…not hardly,” Jackson said,
glaring at me in annoyance. “He’s gone.”

“Gone?” And then I understood. I looked at
Griffen and back at Jackson. “You mean, escaped? Escaped
from…prison?”

“Yes.”

His answer echoed. A simple yes – its hiss as
powerful as chemical weapons being released in the room. The idea
was too horrible to consider and impossible to grasp – how do you
prepare or even protect those you loved from such an unknown?

Griffen watched my face, and all I could do
was stare back at him. I saw no fear in his eyes, but I was afraid.
Deathly afraid for him…of what his father would do when he found
him. Or do to everything and everyone he loves. Where was that
madman now? And Jet? What if he killed Panzer or Jet just like last
time? Or Griffen’s uncle and his family? Surely he would look to
them first. Could Jackson and his goons protect them as well as
Griffen?

“There’s more,” Jackson said, looking at me,
then back at Griffen. “He’s coming for you.”

 


~ ~ ~ ~ ~

 



Chapter 3 - Complications

 


“O! For a horse with wings!”

–William Shakespeare, Cymbeline

 


“I don’t want to hear another word, Elliott,”
Griffen said through clenched teeth. “I can’t risk that maniac
knowing anything about you…who you are, where you live…what you
mean to me. I am staying as far away from you as possible until
he’s back behind bars. That way, he’ll never know about you and
won’t be tempted to do anything crazier than he’s already done. I
want any tie to Oxford gone for all practical purposes.”

“I’m sure they’ll catch him in no time at
all, Griffen,” I said. “But not seeing you until this blows over is
crazy. He won’t know. How could he?”

“I’m not willing to risk it,” he said.

As much as I loved to fly, the prospect of
co-piloting the twin engine plane back to Oxford had me depressed.
Ben and Addy were already in the plane giving Griffen and me a few
more minutes to say goodbye. Actually, it was just a few more
minutes to argue…as usual.

Griffen pulled me to him for a kiss, and I
flinched, my body still sore from yesterday’s tumble.

“You’ll need time to heal before I can ravish
you anyway,” Griffen grinned, and his eyes gleamed as they took in
my badly healing scratches. I was also developing quite an
impressive line of bruises along my left cheekbone. Makeup could
only cover so much.

“Ok,” I said, not ready to leave and
struggling, as usual, to catch my breath. Oh, how his kisses
make my heart soar…

“Go out of town as much as possible, just in
case,” Griffen said. “Now would be a good time to go home on the
weekends and even visit some other hunts.”

“Yes, sir,” I said, feeling more like a
pampered kid than I’d like.

“And lock your doors.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Elliott?”

“What?”

“I love you.”

His magic words that usually made my spirit
soar made everything worse. “Yeah, well, I feel like some child
you’re telling not to talk to strangers,” I sulked.

Before I could react, he pulled me into him
again for a long, strong, kiss – he did have to hold me up
that time. My stomach flipped and my mind went completely blank.
When he pulled away, it took me a moment to remember where I
was.

“Elliott, you are not a child, and I
am not some come-and-go boyfriend. You can be so…well…never
mind. Goodbye.”

 


The mindless hours as copilot were just the
thing I needed to let my mind wander. I watched Griffen walk back
into the airport as we took off and circled overhead. Leaving him
was like ripping my heart out, and this time I did not know when I
would see him again. Every other time, I knew it would only be a
matter of weeks. At least I had a definite date. This time,
though…well, I’d just have to think about something else.

This ridiculous mess was all because of his
crazy, wacko father. In fact, I’d be engaged right now if it were
not for how that psycho raised his only child. And part of me hoped
I would get the chance to see him and give him a piece of my mind.
If he came after me, I’d relish the chance to call the police on
him and put him right back in jail where he belonged. I knew that
was not a very forgiving thing to think, but I thought it anyway.
Being angry was easier than being afraid – but I didn’t want to be
either at the moment.

Thank goodness I had a huge workload at
school this semester. And, I’d have to look into what Griffen said
about the land…surely there was something that could be done about
our hunt country. I’d see if Mother knew anything about the Gentry
family. Maybe Daddy could tell me how to handle this situation
before we lost one of my favorite places to hunt.

I looked over my shoulder at Ben and Addy.
Addy was asleep on Ben’s shoulder, her dark hair covering most of
her face like a curtain. Ben caught my eye and winked, then wrapped
his arm protectively around Addy. I smiled back at him feeling like
the luckiest girl in the world to have two friends like them.

Back in the sorority house, I buried myself
in homework assignments to get my mind off when I would get to see
Griffen again. I had not had the chance to check on Masterpiece and
made plans to ride in the morning before class. I planned to hunt
in Memphis this upcoming weekend if I could finish several school
projects by Friday. Griffen had called twice to remind me to lock
my car and to carry my pepper spray where I could get to it
quickly. I just hoped they’d hurry up and catch Mr. Case so I could
make plans to see Griffen soon.

In spite of my locked door AND do not disturb
sign, there was a loud thump thump thump and multiple giggles
behind my door.

“Go away!” I yelled. “I’m studying!”

“Come on, silly, let me in! We need to talk,”
Ashley begged and giggled at the same time. This new over-the-top
happy Ashley was getting on my last nerve.

“Not now,” I groaned. “I’m not in the mood,
and I’m working.”

“Chip’s coming this weekend to hunt and is
bringing a friend,” Ashley said. “Don’t you want to know who’s
coming and why?”

I stiffened. Two weeks ago, Chip’s friend,
Scott, had come over from Alabama with him to take Ashley out, and
I agreed to go with them as Scott’s date. I had had a great time
with Scott, but had not heard from him since he, well…left. His
surprise kiss on Saturday night curled my toes and caught me
completely off guard. Then, he dropped by on Sunday, stared me
down, left, and that was the last time I had heard from him.
Strange. But I was glad.

I wanted to date other people, not add
complications. I got the feeling Scott would be a complication.
Something about him made me think he was looking for more than
lively conversation. And I was afraid that my feelings for him
could turn into more than anything I wanted to handle right
now…even if he lived in another state and was going into the
military after graduating in May.

“Hang on,” I said, setting my laptop aside
and kicking off the covers. “Spill it, but do it quickly. I have a
lot of work to get through tonight.”

“Scott wants to come over and hunt again, but
he’s not sure what’s up with you, so he doesn’t want to assume
you’ll go out with him. But I really really want you to go
with us! It is so perfect when the four of us are together, and
Chip really likes you, and so does Scott, well, he does you
know. I’m not sure what I think about that, either, because Chip
says he has a girlfriend, he just doesn’t say much about her. I
don’t think they’re really girlfriend/boyfriend, but they’ve been
on and off for years. They’re off now, but who says that’s going to
stay and who cares, really, because you and I both know you’re
crazy about Griffen so what can it hurt?” Ashley gushed, and I had
to take a breath just listening to her.

How could she change into such a blithering
babbler overnight? I’ve never seen her like this over anyone.
Thankfully, I liked Chip, and I did want things to go well with
them.

“Look, Scott hasn’t called or texted me
since…well, since he was here two weeks ago,” I said, carefully
choosing my words. “I’d rather not be put in a place for him to
feel obligated to go out with me, so why don’t we plan a group
something for Saturday night and let you and Chip do something just
the two of you on Friday night?”

“What will we do with Scott Friday
night?”

“Scott will do whatever he wants, Ashley,” I
said. “His social agenda’s not our problem.”

“I just thought, well,” Ashley said,
crestfallen. “I know…why don’t we fix him up with Elaine? Isn’t she
finished with that water-skier boy by now?”

My heart lurched a little, and I didn’t like
that feeling, either. “That’s a great idea, Ashley. Suggest that to
Chip.”
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