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Chapter 1


 

Sunday, November 2, 2003


Lexington, KY


 

Stay calm. Nineteen-year-old Melissa “Missy” Donovan waited outside the ring after a clean run on her horse, Rebel. An entire swarm of butterflies flitted through her innards, leaving her mildly nauseous. She and Rebel had made great time over the jumps, and no bars had gone down. Thankfully, the drizzling rain of the previous day hadn’t made a mudhole out of the ring, and the fog had lifted with the rising of the sun.



She leaned into Rebel’s black neck, her back to his muscular shoulder, and hugged his head, caressing his face in long strokes. The slow movements were as much to keep her calm as they were for him. Waiting for final results had never been so nerve-wracking. They were in first place, but four horses and riders remained to make runs. The first team to follow them had taken down two bars, which removed them from the running for first place.

So much hinges on today’s outcome. Probably a really good thing Mom and Daddy couldn’t come. If they were watching, I’d probably be an even worse nervous wreck. She had to remember to call them after she returned to the hotel that evening. Check on Mom. And hopefully pass along good news.

Missy closed her eyes, head down, and concentrated on her breathing. Please, Lord. All this hard work has to amount to something. I just want to make everyone proud. Please.

The crack of a hoof on wood followed by the hard thud of a bar hitting the dirt sent her heart rate up. Another team out of the running. She glanced at the clock. That team might manage fourth if they kept their time on track and didn’t take down any more bars. She took a shaky breath.

Rebel shifted, sensing her growing excitement.

“Easy, boy. Two more teams to go, and we’ll know.” She patted his massive neck to soothe him.

Minutes crawled by. Still they waited.

The last team finally finished their run. Missy listened for their time. When the announcement came, she forced herself not to jump up and down and cheer. Must be dignified and grown-up. Mustn’t bounce around like an exuberant twelve-year-old with no impulse control.

She straightened tan breeches, white shirt, and black coat, snapped the harness on her helmet, and checked the sheen on knee-high black boots. Then she walked around Rebel to give him a once over, straightened his forelock, and smiled. All looked good. She took a deep breath and mounted her horse. Giving him a pat on the neck, she waited for the call to return to the ring.



 

~ ~ ~


 

When Missy and Rebel exited the ring, Davis waited with a proud smile. A champion who had retired a couple of years prior due to a serious hip injury, Davis Gallagher had coached her since the previous coach retired the year before. They’d started dating in early April. At least, she supposed that’s what they’d been doing with the occasional dinner out when Davis had time. Although he was twenty-five years her senior, she was the envy of many of the other female riders. She’d learned to ignore their catty comments.



She shied away from thinking about the fact she should’ve told her parents about their relationship long before now. Well, she had. Sort of. She’d mentioned to her mother from time to time that they went out to dinner. Okay, so yeah, maybe she’d let her believe they were business dinners. She certainly hadn’t admitted to any of her family that the man had kissed her. For some reason no one could quantify, or perhaps would quantify, her parents didn’t like Davis. They’d even objected when she hired him as her new coach.

Maybe today’s win would change their mind, and they’d see what a great coach he was. If they’d give him a chance, they’d find out what a nice guy he was.

A broad smile wreathed his handsome face as Davis leaned against the cane in his right hand. “See? I said you could do it.”

Missy slipped off Rebel’s back into Davis’ waiting arms. He hugged her tight then loosened his grip to plant a toe-curling kiss on her lips.

“I should never have doubted you,” she said, out of breath. She hugged him again to keep both feet on the ground and maintain her dignity. “We couldn’t have done it without you.”

“Damn straight.” He chuckled and set a hand on her shoulder to push her away enough that he could look down into her face. “So, what do you say we go out tonight and celebrate?”

Her heart pitter-pattered. Handsome, charming Davis Gallagher truly wanted to spend time with her. A fairy tale in every way. Seven months into their dating relationship, it was still surreal. She bit her lower lip and nodded. “I’d love to.”

“Fabulous. I’ll pick you up at eight.”

She nodded, rose up on her toes to accept another kiss, then picked up the reins. “I better take care of Rebel so I can get back to the hotel.”

Someone across the grounds hollered for Davis. He lifted a hand in acknowledgement. “Wear something special tonight.” His grin hinted at a secret. Then he turned and walked into the milling crowd of horses, riders, and spectators.

Missy walked Rebel toward the stable. Wear something special? He’d never asked her to do that before. And what was that grin about? What kind of secret was he holding close? A new sponsor maybe? No. He’d never kept such things a secret before. It had to be something else.

“Missy!”

She halted, and Rebel stopped patiently while she scanned the crowd. Not for the first time, Missy wished she’d reached at least her mother’s five-foot-seven height instead of a measly five-three. She couldn’t see anything over all the heads and horses around her. It was too reminiscent of getting lost in family gatherings, dwarfed by everyone and everything around her.

“Missy.” A hand popped above the crowd, then a familiar face appeared. Dark brown hair, brown eyes, and a gorgeous smile Missy had known all of her life.

“Aaron!” A thrill shot through her. She hadn’t known he was coming.

He broke free of the people between them and jogged to join her, scooping her into his arms for a long, hard hug. When he finally set her down, chocolatey eyes brimmed with joy matched only by a bright smile.

“What’re you doing here?”

“I came to see you. What else?” He threw both hands out to punctuate the question and accidentally smacked a passing rider in the chest. “Oh, sorry.”

The rider scowled, shook his head, and kept walking.

Aaron threw her a silly, somewhat embarrassed grin and said, “Oops,” with a soft laugh. “Anyway, did you really think I’d miss one of your big events? You were beyond wonderful.”

He was way too good for her ego. “You didn’t need to come all this way, you know.” Missy motioned him to follow her toward the stable. He immediately fell into step beside her and Rebel. “I know you’re busy with work and all the travel you have to do.”

“Ah, who needs work?” He waved a hand and grinned.

“Aaron.” She shook her head in disapproval.

Snorting, he rolled his eyes. “I’m kidding. My boss knows exactly where I am.” His grin widened, laugh lines crinkling the corners of his eyes the way she’d always found incredibly hot and appealing.

“Well, that’s reassuring. I don’t want Daddy to fire you.” She sent him a teasing look and handed Rebel off to a groom named Alex Finnegan.

The stud planted all four feet and stood his ground. His ears flipped backward but didn’t quite flatten to his head. He snorted softly.

Alex hesitated. The man was new, so he wasn’t accustomed to Rebel, plus the horse didn’t know him.

“Go with him, Rebel.” Missy patted the horse’s shoulder and gave the groom a reassuring smile. “Don’t let him kid you, Alex. He’s nothing but a big sweetheart.”

“I sure hope so.” The man’s look was dubious.

Rebel gave her a disgusted look but followed the groom away.

“I see he still lives up to his name.”

“Not so much after a good run. He’s still my baby, so he listens to me.”

“Yeah, well, might I remind you that baby outweighs you by a thousand pounds?”

“Doesn’t matter how big he is. He’s still my baby.”

Aaron shook his head and chuckled. “You really are so much like your mother.”

“Thanks!” She gave him a bright smile.

“That wasn’t necessarily a compliment, but take it as you will.” He laughed. Then he shoved his fingertips in the front pockets of his jeans, suddenly looking nervous.

She cocked her head, completely befuddled. Aaron never got nervous. He was one of the most self-assured, confident, easygoing people she knew. It was one of the many things she’d always loved about him. Even if he would never see her as anything but a little sister. But then, maybe if she’d ever had the courage to kiss him senseless like she’d longed to for years, he wouldn’t be so blind to the fact that she was a woman.

Missy gave herself a mental shake. She was dating Davis, for pity’s sake. She shouldn’t allow her mind to toy with such thoughts about boy-next-door, nothing-but-a-friend, sees-me-as-a-sister Aaron Everett. Old habits insisted on rearing up. But that doesn’t mean you should entertain them, you nit. Time for a grownup relationship, not childish fantasies.

“What do you say we go out to dinner tonight? Celebrate today’s victory.”

“Oh.” The starch left her shoulders. “I can’t. I already have plans.” She wanted to tell him more, but he hadn’t been very supportive when she’d told him months ago about dating Davis. In fact, he’d been rather hostile toward her coach as a result. She’d avoided the subject since then.

“Oh, well… that’s okay. Maybe another time.”

“I’d love that.” Missy glanced toward the stable with regret. “I have to make sure Rebel is settled in and get back to the hotel. I’m a bit short on time.” She cocked her head to look up at him. “What about lunch or dinner tomorrow?”

“I wish I could, but my flight leaves first thing tomorrow morning. I doubt I’ll even have time for breakfast. Duty calls.” Disappointment matching hers colored his tone, salving some of her regret.

“I’m glad you came today.”

“So am I.” He smiled, but it didn’t seem quite as bright and cheerful as before. “Your dad told me they wouldn’t be able to make it today. I didn’t want you left without a cheering section.”

Had Aaron figured out she had plans with Davis for the evening? If she didn’t bring it up, he wouldn’t either. She knew him well enough to know that about him. Guilt prickled. She should be honest with him.

Then again, maybe he hadn’t a clue what her plans were and was disappointed about not being able to spend time with her while they were in the same place.

Yeah. She liked that possibility much more. She’d go with that one.

“I better let you go,” he said after staring at her for a few moments. He pulled her into a hug. “Congratulations on the win today. You earned it.”

“Thanks, Aaron.”

“See ya ’round, short stack.”

She took a playful swing, but he hopped back and laughed. “You know I hate it when you call me that!” Would he ever stop calling her that, or was she stuck with the annoying label for the rest of her life?

“Touchy, touchy.” He backed away. Then he stopped, humor fading. “Bye, Missy.” He turned on his heel and walked off.

Missy watched him go. Had he ever said goodbye before? Maybe. But not quite like that. Like she may never see him again. She shook her head. Don’t be ridiculous. Their parents were next door neighbors and closer than family. They were bound to see each other for the coming holidays.

A yell from the direction of the stable pulled her from her thoughts. She listened. Was that someone hollering about or because of Rebel? The yell repeated, this time more clearly. Nope. Nothing to do with her or Rebel, but she headed for the stable anyway. Make sure Rebel is settled for the night and get to the hotel. Davis will be prompt, so you can’t be late.



 

~ ~ ~


 

Aaron Everett forced himself to walk away and not look back. He’d waited too long. That jerk Davis had moved in and taken the place in Missy’s heart that Aaron had coveted far longer than he should have.



He should’ve kissed her beyond thought and reason at Christmas like he’d planned. But he’d chickened out. Stupid, cowardly thing to do. He should have just done it and not worried about possible consequences or ramifications. At least then he wouldn’t have to walk around with this heavy weight of regret bearing down on him.

Okay, so maybe the moment had been interrupted by her father, but still. That was no excuse for not finding another opportunity, preferably away from the watchful eyes of her father and three older brothers. Her brother Dax was the only one inclined toward violence, and Uncle Wes probably wouldn’t have decked him or anything if he’d caught Aaron kissing Missy. He could have fired him though, and Aaron had been afraid to put the possibility to the test. No matter how close-knit their families might be.

Though no blood tie existed, Missy’s parents were Uncle Wes and Aunt Terry to Aaron and his siblings. Same thing with his parents and Missy and her brothers. If he had kissed Missy and she didn’t reciprocate… well, he’d rather not think about how ugly it could’ve been. His parents would have his head if he caused a rift between the two families.

“Just look at her as a fun little sister who sometimes gets on your nerves.” He couldn’t even remember how many times he’d told himself that. Useless. Utterly useless. All it took was one of those beautiful smiles to blast the “little sister” image clean out of his mind.

A huge reason to pursue his transient lifestyle. Travel for work, doing computer security consulting for Uncle Wes’ firm, kept a safe distance between them. Prevented him from divulging, and indulging, the desires of his heart.

Plus he’d figured Missy wouldn’t want to go out with a guy five years older than herself. He snorted and picked up his pace toward the car. She was dating a guy nearly as old as her father. Man, had Aaron pegged her wrong, or what?

Besides, she saw him as nothing more than one of her big brothers. He might as well be one of her brothers. Major drawback to growing up next door and spending so much time with them.

He’d bet she had a date with the cradle-robbing jerk that evening. In fact, he’d stake everything he had on it, and didn’t have a single doubt he wouldn’t win that bet. If he could get anyone to take him up on it anyway.

You should’ve told Uncle Wes about them months ago when you realized her family thinks their dinner dates are purely business. Another thing he’d played the coward about. Aside from concern her father might shoot the messenger, so to speak, he hadn’t wanted to betray her confidence and risk her never speaking to him again. Then again, if Uncle Wes found out about this and realized Aaron had known all along… would he fire him?

Besides, the pastor at a church in Chicago he’d spoken with months before had assured him many young women dated an older guy at least once but the relationship generally didn’t last long. Part of their road to discovering who they were and what they wanted out of life or some such. You should’ve asked how long is long.

He should’ve kissed her when he had the chance.



 

~ ~ ~


 

“Hello?”



“Hey, Mom.” Missy tapped the plexiglass window between her and the cab driver then pointed toward a shopping center. “Take me there instead please,” she whispered, holding the phone away from her ear for a moment. A new dress was in order. Her savings account wouldn’t hurt too badly for the hit.

The man nodded.

She sat back. “So, how’re you feeling?”

“I could’ve come, but your father put his foot down. You’d’ve thought I had pneumonia, the way he acted.” Warm affection softened the words.

“Yeah, well, you know as well as I do that airplanes are like flying petri dishes.”

“You need to stop listening so much to Anthony.” Mom chuckled.

“Maybe.” She shrugged then realized her mom couldn’t see her. “Anyway, Daddy’s just being careful is all. Those chest colds can turn to pneumonia, so you need to take good care of yourself.”

“Yes, Mother.”

They shared a laugh. “Sorry, Mom. Aaron and Daddy keep saying I’m just like you. Maybe they’re right on more counts than I realized.”

The cab came to a stop.

Missy paid the driver and climbed out, shutting the door behind her. She was within an easy walk to the hotel, so if she could find the right dress quickly, she’d be back in plenty of time to get ready for her date.

“So? Are you going to tell me how it went today or do I need to get a blow-by-blow from Aaron?”

Oh, yeah. How could she possibly have forgotten the other reason for calling? Good grief. “Rebel and I won.”

“That’s wonderful! You two have worked so hard. You deserve this.”

She grinned. “One step closer to the Olympic team.”

“Regardless of whether you make the team or not, we’re so very proud of you.”

Why did Mom sound like it didn’t matter if she made the team? Wasn’t that what everyone wanted? Missy frowned and yanked open the front door of a store. “Um… so how’s Daddy’s training going? Is the new guy wrapping his head around all of that electronics stuff?”

“I suppose so. Your father hasn’t really said much other than that Darrell is bright and a nice guy. I haven’t seen much of him the last couple of days. He has Darrell helping him install an alarm system in one of the businesses in town, so this installation is taking longer than normal.” A chuckle reached across the span of the country, causing Missy to smile. “Then again, the fact he’s training Darrell may not have as much to do with it as you’d expect. If he’d stop calling every hour on the hour to check on me to see if I need anything, he might get done faster.”

Missy smiled. Could Davis love her the way Daddy did Mom? “Well, listen, I’ll give you a call probably sometime tomorrow. I have to go. I’ve got dinner plans and need to get ready.”

“Hang on a sec. … That’s your father calling. Right on schedule. I better go. Enjoy dinner with Aaron tonight, and I’ll talk to you tomorrow. Bye, sweetie.”

The call disconnected before Missy could fully digest what her mother said and correct her assumption. Mom had known Aaron planned to invite her to dinner? Had she put him up to it?

Great. Another big brother scenario. And he was in league with her mother. So much for thinking he just wanted to spend time with her.

Good thing she’d made plans with Davis.



 

~ ~ ~


 

The clock crept toward eight o’clock. Missy waited in the hotel lobby for Davis, tingling with anticipation. What had he planned? And why so secretive? She smoothed her hands over the sleeveless, lavender evening gown she’d bought on the way from the stables to the hotel. Hopefully Davis liked it. It certainly cost enough to be awe-worthy.



Ducking behind a large potted plant, she twisted to get the bustiere under the dress back into proper position. As uncomfortable as it was, she sympathized with women in the era of corsets. If this thing was so fidget-producing and unpleasant, she’d hate to think how bad a corset had to have been with the stiff ribbing.

She glanced down. Of course, if she had more bust, perhaps the uncomfortable undergarment would stay put. Maybe she should have padded it.

She snickered. Good grief. She hadn’t padded a bra since she was fourteen. Okay, sixteen and trying to get Aaron’s attention. Might as well be honest. But she was nineteen now. Adult women did not pad their bras.

Did they?

Hm. Maybe a question worth pursuing sometime.

The strappy, spiked heels weren’t much more comfortable than the bustiere. She prayed she could spend the bulk of the evening sitting. The shoes already killed her feet, but they matched the dress perfectly and looked far more appealing than riding boots would have.

Davis appeared through the revolving door, his cane more a walking stick than a real source of support given how his stride had improved with physical therapy. He looked dashing and handsome in a tuxedo. His choice of attire made her all the more grateful for her decision to splurge on the evening gown. He crossed the lobby and headed for the elevator.

Missy hesitated a moment, watching him. He’s not right for you. Conviction needled deep. She frowned and shook it off. Now she was letting her family’s unfounded opinions nag her. She lifted her chin, stepped from behind the potted plant, prayed the bustiere would stay put, and straightened her shoulders. “Davis.”

He turned with a questioning look that cleared in an instant to a smile of pure pleasure. His appreciative gaze slipped over her. He came toward her, the look in his eyes reflecting the same warmth and male interest as his smile. The hateful, uncomfortable shoes suddenly didn’t seem so bad. They brought her a few inches closer to Davis’ six foot height. She no longer felt quite so much like a child playing dress-up. The thought raised her chin another notch.

“You look positively stunning.” Gathering Missy’s right hand in his left, he leaned down to kiss her gently then tucked her hand in the crook of his arm and led her toward the doors, his gaze lingering. “I’m going to have to keep you close to me tonight, or someone might steal you away.”

She giggled then bit her lip, annoyed. Why couldn’t she have given him a sultry laugh as she’d seen women do in movies instead of giggling like some enchanted, mindless school girl? Heat crawled into her cheeks.

“That blush makes you even more lovely.” He leaned down to whisper in her ear as he tucked her back close to his chest and stepped through the revolving door.

She smiled brightly as he moved to her side and dropped his free hand to her waist.

“Are you ready for a full evening? I have some wonderful plans for us.”

You bet, she wanted to yell. But restrained herself. Instead, she gave him what she hoped was a dignified nod. “I can hardly wait to see what you have in mind.”

Deep inside, where no one could see, she performed a little happy dance. That had sounded so grown-up. Maybe she really could pull this off. Excitement sent her heart racing.









Chapter 2


 

Her hand in Davis’, Missy stepped out of the rented sports car and stared at the huge house. Or maybe it was a private resort. It was certainly grand enough to draw the wealthy from around the country with the promise of peace and quiet. The isolated location a half hour outside of Lexington had her wondering even more what Davis was up to. Classical music, played on a harp, drifted on the night air like a siren’s song.



A chill ran up her spine. What was with that analogy? Weren’t sirens reputed in Greek mythology to lure sailors to their deaths? Hadn’t she read about that at some point? Creepy.

“Are you cold?” Davis raised a surprised brow.

“Not at all. I’m fine.” She pushed aside disquieting comparisons and followed him to expansive front doors. “What is this place? Some sort of resort.”

He chuckled as though she’d said something incredibly amusing then gave her an indulgent smile. “No, a friend of mine lives here.”

“Lives here?” Her voice rose an octave. Missy startled at how loud that had come out, lowered her voice. “This is someone’s house?”

“Of course.” As though it were obvious to the world.

Wow. She’d never known anyone who lived in such a place. And Davis had a friend who lived there? Was he ready to introduce her to his friends? Was that why they were there? The idea both excited and terrified her. What if she made a bad impression? What in the world would she possibly find to talk about with people who lived in such a home?

Just as they reached it, before Davis could press a doorbell or knock, the door swung wide. A man in a crisp servant’s uniform stood erect on the other side.

“Mr. Gallagher, it’s good to see you again. Mr. Eugene is in the dining hall with his other guests.”

“Thank you, Morton.” Davis inclined his head briefly once in the man’s direction then led Missy past him.

She smiled at the man as they passed. He gave her a visual once over with a raised, critical brow before nodding his head and turning away. Not the friendly sort apparently.

Her breath caught when the formal dining room came into view. The room was expansive. Easily fifty people milled about, conversing with one another in pairs or small groups. Most had glasses of wine in their hands. All wore formal attire.

Thank God I bought this dress! She wanted to slug Davis for not preparing her. What if she’d worn something more casual like she’d worn for their previous dinner dates? She cringed inwardly at the idea of standing out in such a crowd.

“Davis, what are we doing here?” she leaned close to whisper.

The warm but tolerant way he smiled raised her hackles a bit. Reminded her of the way her father had smiled when, as a small child, she’d asked questions such as “Why didn’t you and Mom have me first?” Only Davis’ smile didn’t come across as kind, loving, or amused as Daddy’s had been over such innocent inquiries.

He kissed her behind the ear and whispered, “There are some very important people at this dinner party. Sponsors are everywhere. We need to make a good impression.”

“Oh.” Potential sponsors. That was his big surprise? Missy lifted her head and forced a smile as an older couple approached. Hopefully her face wouldn’t crack. She glanced around. Do I have to meet all of these people?

“Don’t worry. They’ll love you.” He kissed her temple and straightened to greet the couple. “Craig, Millie, how wonderful of you to invite us.” He released Missy and motioned toward her as though she were a prize piece of horseflesh up for auction. “This is Melissa Donovan. Melissa, Craig and Millie Eugene, our hosts.”

“We’re delighted you could make it.” Mrs. Eugene took Missy’s hands in both of hers and briefly kissed her cheek with cold lips. “I had the pleasure of seeing you ride today. You and that magnificent horse of yours were a joy to watch.”

“Thank you.” She cast Davis a sideways look. Since when had he started calling her Melissa? She’d been Missy her whole life, and she rather liked the name. Melissa sounded… formal and pretentious. Especially the way Davis said it.

“Come, come, there are others who heard dear Davis was bringing you and are eager to meet you.”

“Davis?”

“Go. Enjoy yourself.” Another indulgent, parental smile.

So much for keeping her close as he’d said at the hotel. She resisted the sudden urge to stomp on his foot. The spiked heels she wore should be good for something besides causing her pain. She was supposed to be his girlfriend. Why had he looked at her, repeatedly, in that forbearing way one would a small child?

A pleasant smile plastered on her face, she hoped, Missy let Mrs. Eugene lead her to where a group of women of various ages had gathered at the far end of the room. They all turned, gazes curious, some less than friendly.

No route of escape in sight. No sign of a chair to get off those torturous shoes.

I should’ve accepted Aaron’s offer of dinner out.



 

~ ~ ~


 

Missy barely touched the meal. No time to eat with people peppering her non-stop with questions. Though her riding skills had ultimately brought her to the party, the other guests didn’t seem particularly interested in discussing her work or Rebel. In fact, most of the questions were about Davis.



“What’s Gallagher like to work with?”

“I’ll bet he’s a wonderful coach.” Had the bleached-blond meant for that comment to sound so suggestive and dirty?

Missy balled both hands together in her lap. Too bad she didn’t have hand sanitizer. She needed a bath in the stuff.

“How long have you been seeing Davis? You two have been so sneaky.”

Not exactly Missy’s intention, at least not with anyone except family. She doubted it would do any good to say so. Yeah, so they hadn’t advertised their relationship, but they hadn’t exactly been meeting in dark alleys and sleazy hotels to hide it. They’d had dinner in public places. If everyone assumed they were work-related, that was their problem.

“What’s he like in bed? I’ve heard he’s fabulous.”

Missy cringed. What was wrong with people that they would even think to ask such a question, much less allow it past the filter on their mouth? And who was saying stuff like that about Davis? A person would have to be pretty desperate for attention to make up such a lie about someone with Davis’ social status. Like those people who said such things about movie stars they’d supposedly slept with but hadn’t. “I wouldn’t know. We aren’t involved in that way.”

“Seriously?”

The fact several brows went up, besides those of the woman who asked the question, gave Missy pause. Why were they so surprised she and Davis weren’t sleeping together? Were they besmirching her morals? Or his? “Davis has been a perfect gentleman.”

Surprise shifted to pity in some faces as they shared sympathetic looks.

What was that all about?

“You are eighteen, right?”

“Nineteen, actually. Why?”

“Don’t let it worry you none, my dear.” Mrs. Eugene patted Missy’s arm. “I’m sure Davis is exactly what you say.”

Then why did she feel patronized?

At the earliest opportunity, she excused herself and found a quiet place on a back balcony. The chilly night air was warmer and more inviting than the icy women inside, even if it made her shiver and caused goose bumps. A wood bench shrouded in light fog at the far end of the balcony provided a welcome retreat. She slipped her feet out of the self-induced torture devices and flexed and curled her toes. She definitely preferred to be in the ring working from daylight until dark than attending this kind of event for even an hour.

Were those women always like that? Or were they being especially catty for her benefit?

She’d only been outside for a few minutes when a door opened onto the balcony. She tensed. Now what? More questions about Davis?

“There you are.” Davis manifested from the mist with a concerned frown. “What are you doing out here? You should be inside mingling.”

“I needed some fresh air.” And peace and quiet, Missy stopped herself from adding. As surreptitiously as she could, she slipped her feet back into the shoes.

Davis dropped onto the bench and leaned his elbows on his knees. “They adore you, you know. You’ve made a wonderful impression on these people, and that bodes well for further sponsorships.”

Was that all the evening had been about? Money? She desperately wanted to ask. At the same time, she didn’t want to know. She probably wouldn’t like the answer. Besides, those people didn’t adore her. They didn’t even know her. They worshipped Davis. She was merely a means to get information about him. It wasn’t his fault, of course, but it still rankled. The way those people looked at her, she could be any woman. They didn’t care about her as a person.

“Can we go?” she asked, the request soft and low. “It’s getting late, and I’m tired.”

He glanced at his watch. “You’re right. We should leave. We’ve got a half hour drive back to town, and it’s already after midnight.”

Thank heavens he was being reasonable.

“Besides, we don’t want you too tired to ride in the morning.”

“In the morning?” She frowned and leaned down to adjust the straps on her shoes.

“Of course. I’ve got the ring reserved for six for practice. Don’t want you getting lazy on me.” He grinned. “We leave in a few days for the next event in Florida.”

Maybe not so reasonable after all.

Could she ride after less than a handful of hours’ sleep? Missy sighed. No choice in the matter. When the coach said ride, she rode. End of discussion.

Davis got to his feet and offered a hand. “Let’s say our goodbyes. Then I’ll take you back to the hotel.”

“Thank you.”

It took several interminably long minutes for them to dispense with pleasantries and Davis to deposit Missy in the passenger seat of his sleek little rental car. Head against the headrest, she watched miles of dark road go by.

Her date was quiet until they reached the hotel parking lot. Instead of pulling the car to the entrance, he slipped into a parking spot some distance from the front door.

Missy turned to look at him, surprised by the change in routine.

He turned in his seat, right hand braced on the back of her seat. “I get the feeling you were a bit disappointed this evening.”

“No, of course not.” She actually managed not to choke on the lie and offered a faint smile. “I’m just tired. It was a very busy day with lots of emotional highs. I’m worn out is all.”

“Ah.” Davis nodded in a show of understanding and smiled softly. The back of his index finger gently stroked her cheek. “You were incredible tonight. The picture of grace and class.”

“Thank you. I tried. I didn’t want to embarrass you.”

“Well, you couldn’t have done better. Everyone who met you told me how charming and sweet you were. They were all impressed by my choice of a companion.”

A companion? Her mother used that word to describe the family dogs. Missy’s stomach turned over at the parallel. Was that how those people viewed her? As a lap dog or pet?

She dropped her gaze. “I should get inside or I’ll be useless come daybreak.” She reached for the door handle.

“Wait. There’s something I’d like to talk to you about before we call it a night.”

“Okay.” Missy folded her hands in her lap.

He picked up her left hand and drew it to his lips. “I’ve enjoyed our time together these past few months.” He half-smiled. “I mean our times outside the ring and work.”

“I have, too.” Where was he going with this? Had Davis decided to get more serious about their relationship?

“I’ve been giving deep consideration to something the last few weeks, and tonight confirmed I’d made the right decision.” He shifted and reached into his left trouser pocket, pulling out a small box.

Her heart skipped, but she willed it to slow down. Don’t make assumptions. It wasn’t what it looked like. Probably a necklace or bracelet. Not a ring. It couldn’t possibly be a ring. Don’t freak out. Be mature about this.

He flipped open the box and held it up. A huge diamond solitaire winked in the dim light of the parking lot. “Melissa, will you marry me?”

Missy snapped her mouth closed. He’d really done it. This is way more serious than I expected. “Are you sure?” How much had he had to drink at the party?

Davis chuckled and pulled the ring free of the box to slip it on her finger. “Of course I am. I’ve never been more certain of anything.”

Davis Gallagher, the man everyone wanted, wanted her. Missy Donovan. Too much to fathom. Had the fairy tale gotten even dreamier?

“So?”

She floundered around for something to say. Uncertainty slapped down the immediate “Yes” rising beneath the surface.

“Why don’t you think about it and let me know tomorrow what you decide? I can be patient.”

Relief coursed through her. Reprieve. No need to make a decision on the spot. Missy nodded and smiled.

He leaned in for a kiss.



 

~ ~ ~


 

I shouldn’t be here. Aaron fidgeted in a chair in the lobby of Missy’s hotel, had been there for hours. He plucked at the button on his collar. He really shouldn’t be there. I should be sleeping.



Multiple times, he’d almost convinced himself how nuts he was, gotten up to leave, and received suspicious looks from the man behind the counter. Any minute, that guy would call the police. Probably a good idea. Aaron had to be insane for hanging out in a hotel lobby awaiting Missy’s return from a date with another man. He probably needed professional help.

Every time, Aaron had plopped back into the chair. He couldn’t walk away so easily. He couldn’t let that retired rider defeat him in the bid for Missy’s heart. At least, not without a fight. He couldn’t do it.

He’d tell Missy how he felt. Get it out in the open. She’d probably cry or yell at him, or maybe even laugh, not to mention send one or more of her brothers, or her father, to give him what for, but at least he wouldn’t have to wonder anymore about the possibilities. He’d know where he stood and be able to get on with his life without these feelings hanging over his head and making him want impossible things.

Well, maybe impossible. Maybe not.

Aaron groaned. If his thoughts didn’t stop running in circles, as they’d been doing ever since he’d walked away from Missy at the event grounds, he would drive himself crazy, or at least push himself into a serious need for therapy. He could just imagine those sessions.

“Yes, doctor, I fell in love with a woman I can’t have. No matter what I do, I can’t stop thinking about her. Every time I see her, I get closer to the edge of insanity. Is there a pill for that? Even an experimental one?”

“Aaron?”

He jumped to his feet as the subject of his delusions materialized in front of him. The heat of a guilty flush made Aaron wish he’d run for it while he still could.

“What are you doing here?” Missy’s welcoming smile held… relief? Nah. Couldn’t be.

“I came to talk to you, of course.”

“Well, I figured it was either that or you’ve decided to save money for your boss by camping out in hotel lobbies instead of renting rooms.” She grinned.

“Don’t say something like that in front of your father. Might give him ideas.” He chuckled.

She giggled.

A thrill shot through Aaron’s insides. Then he noticed her attire. He scanned her from head to foot and back again and whistled low. “Wow. You look beyond incredible.”

“Thanks.” A blush colored her cheeks.

His heart kicked harder. Then he noticed dark circles had begun to appear under her eyes. “I shouldn’t keep you. I’m sorry for turning up here so late.” But then, he wasn’t the one who’d actually done so. Maybe he should go, let her sleep. But if he put this off yet again, he wouldn’t sleep.

“It’s okay. I’m sorry I’m so late getting back.” Missy shoved hair behind her ear. A glint caught his eye.

Aaron captured her hand. His heart plummeted straight to the floor. No way. “Is that what I think it is?”

A shy smile curved her beautiful mouth. “Davis asked me to marry him.”

“And you said yes.” Did his voice sound as strangled to her as it did to him?

“Not yet. I told him I’d think about it. I’m supposed to give him my answer in the morning.”

Not yet. Did that mean she intended to say yes? To describe what avalanched over Aaron as disappointment would have been the understatement of his lifetime. His entire world crashed down around him.

Missy waited expectantly for a response, so he planted a smile on his face and released her hand. “That’s wonderful. I’m very happy for you.”

Did he smell smoke? He glanced down. Nope. His pants weren’t ablaze. Though guilt-induced heat suggested it could happen at any moment.

“Really?” she asked.

Something inquisitive in Missy’s gaze alerted him that she might have seen through the ruse. Then again, maybe her thoughts had turned to how upset he’d been when she’d told him about dating Davis. He had to admit. He’d kind of lost it on that one. But she’d never brought it up again, so neither had he.

“Of course.” The lie clawed his throat on the way out. He resisted the urge to run for a drink of water to soothe the burning pain.

“So what did you want to see me about?” Missy cocked her head with a curious look.

“Oh, um….” Aaron’s brain searched frantically for a response. He couldn’t very well tell her the truth now. Could he? No, of course not. Horrible and hateful to even consider it. Davis had proposed. No one in their right mind went around declaring undying love for recently engaged people, or rather soon-to-be-engaged people. After all, she wore the ring. Davis’ public claim on her.

His thoughts reinforced previous concern. He wasn’t in his right mind. He needed counseling.

“Would you like to have a very early breakfast with me before I catch my flight?” He wasn’t sure where that came from, but he’d take it. Thank you, Lord, for Your provision.

“What time do you have in mind?”

“Five-thirty, six, somewhere in there.”

Disappointment darkened ice-blue eyes. “I can’t. I’m supposed to meet Davis at the ring at six.”

He frowned. “Wait a second. He kept you out until one a.m. and expects you to ride five hours later? Can you get enough sleep in that short a time to ride safely?”

“Probably not.” She shrugged, doubt chasing weariness across her face. “But I don’t have a whole lot of choice. When the coach says ride….”

“I know. You ride.” He’d heard that often enough over the years, and even more in the past year. If he had to hear it one more time, and especially right then, he’d scream and convince the entire world just how far beyond sanity he had fallen. “Well, I better let you get to bed. You need all the sleep you can manage in the next four hours or so. Be careful in the morning. Accidents happen when riders are tired.”

“I know.” A tired smile touched her lips. “I’ll be careful.”

“I guess I’ll see you at Christmas or something, huh?” If then. Maybe he could work through the holidays. He certainly didn’t want to have to watch her with Davis. Aaron’s stomach churned. He’d have to talk to Uncle Wes as Christmas approached, see if someone had a computer security issue that couldn’t wait until the new year.

“Sure.”

He hesitated then pulled her into his arms. In those high heels, she reached his chin. Perfect kissing height. He bit back a groan. “Take care of you. I don’t want to get any phone calls telling me you’ve been injured. Okay?”

Missy giggled softly and nodded against his chest.

Through sheer force of will, he set her away, dropped his hands to his side, and stepped back. “Bye.”

Then he forced himself to walk with dignity out the front door to his rental car. He didn’t permit himself the luxury of wallowing in disappointment and misery until he reached the safety of his hotel room across town. No point putting anyone else at risk because his life felt like it had ended with a tragic flare no one noticed.



 

~ ~ ~


 

Missy climbed between the sheets, still thinking about Aaron waiting in the hotel lobby. How long had he been there? She hadn’t thought to ask at the time. She couldn’t recall seeing him slouch so low in a chair before. Much further, and he’d have slid out of his seat and right onto the floor. A man with a heavy burden. Whatever it may have been, he apparently hadn’t wanted to share it.



And why had he looked so guilty when she arrived? Had he thought he shouldn’t be there? That she’d be upset or something? After his parting at the event grounds, she’d nearly hugged him out of relief that his goodbye hadn’t been so final after all.

She’d almost forgotten all about it, though, when Aaron had given her that appreciative look. She might not have a great deal of experience with men in many ways, but that was no brotherly gleam in those milk chocolate eyes. Figures. She had finally gotten his attention, made him aware of her as a woman, and she was soon to be engaged to someone else. Well, maybe engaged. Whatever. Life was too ironic at times.

Had he really come to ask her to join him for an early breakfast, or had there been some other purpose for his visit? He’d seemed to shift gears when he found out about her possible engagement to Davis. Like he’d intended to say one thing and changed his mind.

Oh, well. She’d probably never know the truth.

Missy held up her left hand and turned it back and forth so the diamond caught the light from the bedside lamp. She shouldn’t be pondering mysterious visits from Aaron anyway. She was a step away from being an engaged woman. And to another man, no less. She shouldn’t spend so much time contemplating Aaron’s existence. He was the past, as innocent as the relationship had been. Davis was the fairy tale future.

So why didn’t excitement course through her? Did women always feel uneasy, and rather queasy, after a man asked for their hand in marriage? Missy had certainly never heard one admit to feeling that way, but maybe it was something they didn’t talk about.

And she had to call her parents. Dread curled inside, making the sick feeling worse. What would they say when she told them about Davis? If only she knew why they disliked him so much it might be easier.

The question remained—what should she tell Davis come morning?

Pray about it.

Missy stilled for a moment then shook her head and reached over to shut off the lamp. No. She was an adult. She could make this decision on her own. God had given her a brain. Surely He expected her to use it.









Chapter 3


 

Monday, November 3, 2003


 

Aaron dropped the leather duffle bag on the floor and glanced at his watch. If the security line kept moving, he might actually make his flight to Denver despite the fact he’d overslept. Time to get back to a computer network compromise at Starlight Systems. Telecommuting may make some people’s lives easier, but it made securing a network more difficult. Certainly kept him busy.



He toed the bag forward as the line crept along. He’d barely managed to catch a couple of hours of restless sleep before he’d awakened, realized he’d forgotten to request a wake-up call, and scrambled to check out of the hotel and turn in the rental car before heading to the airport.

Thankfully, he could sleep on the plane. Otherwise, he wouldn’t be useful much longer.

A deep-seated desire to abandon his flight and track Missy down reared its ugly little head. Again. He beat it down. Again. Okay. Yes, she was engaged to another man. Sort of, but not really. At least not yet. He glanced at his watch and frowned. Yeah, probably engaged by now.

Then again, until vows were exchanged and papers signed, Aaron still had a shot at altering the coming course of events. Maybe he could change her mind. He wouldn’t know unless he tried. Right?

Could he do that to Missy though?

A cellphone rang.

Everyone in the vicinity dropped bags and grabbed for pockets, purses, and clips on belts.

Aaron checked his phone. The screen lit up with an unknown number. He usually ignored such calls. But he answered. Not like he had anywhere else to go or anything else to do. Besides it might provide a good distraction from thoughts he shouldn’t be having. Maybe. Hopefully. “Hello?”

The others glanced at him, stopped grabbing for phones, and returned to looking bored.

“Oh, thank God I got hold of you! Please tell me you haven’t gotten on the plane yet.”

Wrong number? No, couldn’t be. This woman knew he was at the airport. What were the chances a total stranger would call a wrong number and guess his location? “Um, no. I’m in the security line right now.” He gave the bag another shove.

“Well, get out of line. You can’t leave!”

“I… can’t?” His frown deepened. Who was this? And why was she ordering him around?

“No.”

“Who is this?”

“Oh, I’m sorry. This is Tracy Galveston.”

“Of course. You’re one of the riders that travels with Missy.” A face came to mind to go with the name. Early twenties. Straight, dark brown hair. Dark eyes. Pretty face. “What can I do for you, Tracy?”

“Not for me. For Missy. She gave me your number as well as that of her parents a while back in case of an emergency. I lost theirs but found yours tucked in my purse. I know I was supposed to put them in my phone, but I just forgot, and well….” Her voice cracked over what sounded like tears. “There’s been an accident. She’s on her way to the emergency room by ambulance.”

“What?” He snatched up the duffle and shouldered the strap, startling the security officer who stood guard a few feet away. Aaron broke out of line and ran for the front door. “What happened?”

“Alex Finnegan and a couple of other grooms saw the accident. They said her horse spooked, a truck almost hit them, then she lost control and fell off. She was unconscious when the paramedics took her away. Alex called me to track down Davis.”

Davis? Wasn’t he supposed to meet Missy at the ring that morning? “What about Rebel?” That would be Missy’s first concern.

“He wasn’t involved.”

“I thought you said she fell off her horse.”

“She wasn’t riding Rebel at the time.”

“What? Why not?” He shook his head as he flagged a taxi. Rebel was fine. More important matters needed his attention. “Never mind. That’s irrelevant right now. Do you know what hospital they’re taking Missy to?”



 

~ ~ ~


 

Aaron burst through the emergency room doors and headed straight for the nearest counter manned by someone who looked official. A doctor and two nurses glanced up from their tasks, startled by his hurried approach.



The receptionist gave him a concerned look then glanced past as though expecting someone to be in pursuit of him. “May I help you?”

“I hope so.” He took a deep breath. “Melissa Donovan was brought here after a horseback riding accident. I need to know she’s okay.”

“Are you family?”

“No, but I’m as good as you’re gonna get for the moment. Her family’s in Arizona. I need to let them know what’s going on. If you have her emergency release form, I should be listed as an emergency contact.” Please, tell me you were given that information.

The receptionist shared a look with the doctor standing at the far end of the counter.

“Look, Missy and I grew up together. Our families are tightknit. I need to be able to tell them something besides ‘I don’t know’ when they start asking questions about her condition, how serious her injuries are and such. Please, tell me she’s okay.”

They continued to waffle.

He took a deep breath. Normally, he’d admire the fact they honored HIPAA privacy rules. At the moment, not so much. He dropped his duffle to the floor. Maybe another tact would work. “Please. I love her. I need to know she’ll be okay.” He wasn’t above begging. Not in this instance.

“Please have a seat, Mr…?”

“I’m sorry.” He shook his head. Where had his manners gone? Besides on holiday using the wings of panic. “Aaron Everett.” They couldn’t very well look for his name on her emergency form if he didn’t give it.

“Mr. Everett. Go ahead and have a seat.” She waved to indicate a crowded waiting room across the hall. “I’ll let Miss Donovan’s doctor know you’re here.”

He picked up the duffle and went to find a seat in the waiting room. Not an easy task, but he finally tucked himself into a chair in a corner.

Should he call Aunt Terry and Uncle Wes? No. Wait until I have news from Missy’s doctor. He’d hate to worry them and then find out the injury wasn’t serious. Although, difficult to believe Tracy had been so weepy over a minor injury. He hadn’t realized she and Missy were close.

“Mr. Everett?” A doctor stood in the large archway leading to the hall, his gaze scanning faces. Thinning gray hair didn’t dampen the air of authority around the man.

“Here.” Aaron got to his feet, shouldered the duffle bag, and waded through people to reach the doctor.

“Dr. Gary Winters. I’m the primary physician on Miss Donovan’s case. We got our hands on her emergency contact information and confirmed you’re on the list. Why don’t we talk someplace quieter?” He indicated for Aaron to follow then led him into an empty office and closed the door.

“How’s Missy?”

“We’re still running tests, so we won’t know for a while yet what we’re up against.” The doctor crossed his arms over his chest and pinned Aaron with a stern look. “The receptionist said you’re not family, yet you’re listed as an emergency contact.”

“We grew up together. Our families are very close.” He remembered holding her as an infant when Aunt Terry and Uncle Wes brought her home. But he doubted that information would have much impact on the doctor. “I need to call her parents, but I don’t know what to tell them. How bad is it? Is she conscious?”

“She hasn’t regained consciousness since the accident.”

“That’s bad, isn’t it?”

“It’s not good.”

“Dr. Winters, please. I have to know if she’s gonna be okay.” Fear took a stranglehold on his throat. Tears pricked his eyes.

“Miss Donovan has a fractured pelvis. I’ve called in an orthopedist to evaluate that more closely. More alarming to me is that she’s in a coma with no obvious sign of head trauma.”

Aaron dropped into the nearest chair. “How can that be?”

“We hope tests will tell us that. We’re not giving up until we figure out why she’s unconscious.” Dr. Winters shrugged, his gaze sympathetic. “Both pupils are responsive to light though.”

“That’s good?”

“Absolutely. It’s definitely a positive sign. I’m afraid we won’t know much more until we get test results or she wakes up, whichever comes first.”

“She will wake up, right?”

“I hope so,” the man said after a short pause.

Not what Aaron wanted to hear, and the doctor’s hesitation didn’t help him feel any better. “Can I see her?”

“After we get her settled into a bed, I’ll send a nurse for you.” The doctor reached for the door. “I’ll let you know the results of the tests as soon as I get them so you can update her family.”

“Thanks.” Aaron pulled his cellphone out of his pocket. “Do you mind if I stay in here to call them? It’s noisy out there.”

“No problem.”

“Thanks, Doctor.”

Dr. Winters nodded then left, closing the door gently behind him.

Aaron stared at his phone. No point putting it off. Missy’s parents needed to know what was going on. He searched his contact list for the Donovans’ home line and hit send.

“Hello?”

“Hi, Aunt Terry, it’s Aaron.” He paused to clear his throat.

“Aaron. It’s wonderful to hear from you.”

He hated himself for having to remove that warm smile from her voice.

“How are you?” she asked.

“I’ve had better days. Listen, I… um… I have bad news.”

“Oh?”

“Missy was in a riding accident this morning. She’s at Central Baptist Hospital here in Lexington.”

“How bad is it?”

“They don’t know yet. They’re still running tests. They’ve confirmed a pelvic fracture. The orthopedist has been called in.” If only that were all that was wrong. “Aunt Terry, she’s… in a coma.”

“What?” A shaky breath reached out. Muffled words followed.

“Aaron, what’s going on?” Uncle Wes came on the line.

“Missy’s in the hospital in a coma. She had a riding accident this morning. I’ve talked with her doctor, but he doesn’t know much until they get test results. He’s supposed to let me know more when he has the information. I’ll call you with what they find out.”

“I’ll call Anthony. It’ll take us a bit to get flights arranged and such. He may be there before us.”

“Okay.” Missy’s oldest brother, Anthony, was in training to be a doctor, in his first year of residency in Chicago. He’d be able to decipher the medical terminology the doctors might throw their way.

“We’ll be there as soon as we can.”

“Can you call Mom and Dad? Ask them to be praying?”

“I’ll take care of that after I call Anthony. Talk to you soon.”

“Okay.”

He watched the minute counter flash then slipped the phone into his pocket. Shouldering his duffle bag, Aaron returned to the waiting room. Still far too many people. He found a seat near one of the windows and stared outside at the warm, sunny day.

He should have gone to see Missy early that morning. If he had, she might not have ridden or gotten hurt. He shouldn’t have given up just because she was engaged to Davis.

He frowned and sat up straighter.

Where was Davis anyway? Why wasn’t he there pacing or something? And where was Tracy? If she and Missy had become friends, shouldn’t she be there, too?



 

~ ~ ~


 

“Wes, what if—”



“Don’t even say it.” Wes laid the cordless phone on the counter in the kitchen and pulled his wife into his arms, hugging her tight. “We don’t know much at this point. The doctors are still running tests.”

“But a coma?” Terry shuddered. “What if we lose her?”

He released her, only to take her face in his hands and raise her tear-filled gaze to his. “We won’t. Do you remember when Dax was shot last year?”

“How can I forget one of my worst nightmares coming to fruition?”

“The phone call sounded bad then, too, and you remember how that turned out.” He smiled. “He was shot in the leg, nothing serious.”

She sniffled and offered a faint smile. “I’ve threatened to kill him myself if he ever gets shot again and scares us like that.”

He chuckled. “Yes, you did, and I happen to know for a fact that he’s taking that threat very seriously.” Not that Dax was all too keen to repeat the experience anyway. He’d been off work for weeks while his leg healed. Their normally temperamental son had turned into an even more serious grump until he got back to work.

Terry’s smile faded. “But, Missy… Wes—”

“No buts.” He pulled her into his arms again and buried his face in her hair, breathing in the comforting, familiar scent of her. “We’re not going to play what-if games. It won’t help matters. I’m going to call Anthony and let him know what’s happened. Aaron asked us to call Meg and Ryan. Then we’ll call Dax. We’ll probably need his help getting Rebel home.”

“Is Rebel okay? Did Aaron say?”

“I didn’t think to ask. We’ll find out more when I talk to Aaron again.” Hopefully the young man would know more by then. Thank you, Lord, that Aaron went to the show this weekend. Otherwise, none of us would’ve been there for Missy right now. This isn’t making me like her career choice any better, incidentally.

“He said it was a riding accident.” A shiver went through his wife. “Wes, what if she got hurt like me? Or worse? She’s so small and young compared to what I was then. And a coma….” Tears flooded her eyes.

“Hey, we’re not doing the what-if’s, remember?” Wes set her from him but kept his hands on her arms. “Come on. I want you to sit down while I make those phone calls. Then you and I are going to spend some time in prayer.” He led her into the living room and eased her onto the couch.

“What about flights? We need to get there as soon as we can.”

“We will. We need to pray, then we’ll worry about getting flights out.”

“Oh, okay.”

“I’ll be right back as soon as I get those calls made.”

“Okay.” She closed her eyes. Even as the first tears fell, Wes knew she had begun to pray.

Torn by the desire to stay with his wife, he headed for the kitchen to grab the phone. The sooner he got those calls made, the sooner he could get back to Terry.

Lord, please, don’t take Missy from us. Moisture blurred his vision even as the phone rang at the other end of the line. If You plan to take her, prepare us for the loss. Without You, I don’t think we can survive it.



 

~ ~ ~


 

The ring of his cellphone had Aaron seeking a place to put down the cup of coffee he’d just purchased in the hospital cafeteria. He set it on a counter and dug the phone out of his pocket. He’d given the number to the medical staff so they could reach him while he was away from the waiting room. “Hello?”



“Aaron, it’s Anthony.”

Not the doctors. He restrained a sigh. “Anthony. I assume you’ve spoken to your parents.”

“Yes. Any word on test results yet?”

“None so far.”

“Well, listen, Myriah and I are on our way. It’ll be mid-afternoon before we arrive.”

Aaron glanced around for a clock, found one on the far wall. Mid-afternoon. Hours away. He was on his own for a while. “Okay. Hopefully I’ll know more before then.”

“Give me a call the moment you hear anything.”

“Will do.”

“No, just keep driving.”

Aaron was pretty sure those words weren’t meant for him.

An impatient sigh rattled across the airwaves. “Hang on, Aaron. Myriah wants to talk to you.”

Whispered words followed that Aaron couldn’t understand.

“Don’t be so bossy.” Myriah’s snippy annoyance drew a faint chuckle out of Aaron. “Aaron, are you still there?”

“I’m here.”

“How are you holding up?”

Surprised by the question, he hesitated. How was he holding up? He hadn’t really given it any thought. “I’m okay, I guess. Tired and worried. But otherwise, I’m fine at the moment.”

“I know how much you care about Missy, and you’re alone right now.” Her soft words penetrated his soul.

Did she really know how deep his feelings for Missy went? He doubted it. But the rest was true enough, he supposed. Yeah, so he’d admitted to those people at the hospital reception desk that he loved Missy, but he hadn’t said anything to her family or his. He doubted the medical staff who’d heard his confession would tell them. “Well, I’m not entirely alone. God’s here, right?”

“Right.” She chuckled softly. “But sometimes we need someone tangible.”

“Yeah, I guess we do.”

“We’ll be there as soon as we can. Alright?”

“Okay. Thanks, Myriah.”

“See you soon. Would you hush? I’m driving just fine.” Her words trailed off then vanished altogether as she hung up the phone.

She and Anthony were arguing again. Already.

Aaron sighed. Great. His “someone tangible” was coming in the form of two people who argued more often than not when they spent time together. If they were talking at all anyway. Just what the situation needed. Yeah, his day was about to get so much easier. Not!



 

~ ~ ~


 

“Mr. Everett?”



Aaron slid upright in the upholstered seat as Dr. Winters approached.

The doctor waved him to remain seated then filled a vacant chair next to him. The crowd had thinned considerably over the last couple of hours.

“What have you found?”

“Miss Donovan shows no sign of brain injury. No swelling, bleeding, or even bruising as far as we can tell. Her riding helmet appears to have done its job very well. We haven’t been able to find anything to explain the coma. She has bruising that is inconsistent with her fall, but it doesn’t explain the coma.”

Aaron forced himself to keep breathing, to stay calm, stay rational. “So now what?”

“I’ve contacted a neurologist to evaluate her test results. He might see something I’m missing. We’re also running blood work to look for medications and poisons that can induce coma. In the meantime, the orthopedic specialist is trying to determine if she needs surgery to repair the break in her pelvis.”

“How did this happen? To my knowledge, she’s never fallen from a horse in her life.”

“I can’t say. Unless the neurologist finds something that reveals she lost consciousness before the fall rather than after, I don’t have an explanation for how or why she fell. Only she may be able to answer that. Either way, she’s a very lucky young lady. A fall like that could have killed her. I’ve seen it happen.”

Aaron could have done without hearing that. His stomach clenched. An image flashed through his mind of Missy lying broken on the ground, never to move again. Yeah, not an image he needed at that moment. Wait a minute. Had the doctor mentioned poisoning?

“Did you say you’re looking for medication and poisons? You think someone might have poisoned her?”

“We’re not ruling anything out until test results come back. Do you know if she takes anything?”

“Nothing. She hasn’t needed meds.” Aaron caught a searching look from the doctor and frowned. “Hold up right there. Are you implying that she’s dosing for competition?”

“She wouldn’t be the first athlete to use an artificial means to boost performance or help them stay awake.”

Had the man somehow gotten word that Missy had been tired that morning? “Not Missy. No way.” He shook his head. “If there’s something in her bloodstream that shouldn’t be, she didn’t put it there. At least, not knowingly. You find drugs of any kind, someone else dosed her.”

“Well, we should get the results back soon. Either confirm it or rule it out.”

What if someone had intentionally poisoned or doped her? A person with a grudge? Another rider hoping to get rid of the competition? Davis trying to improve her performance but misjudging the dose?

“Did you reach her family?”

“Yes, sir. Her parents are trying to get a flight. Her oldest brother and his fiancée are already on the road. They should arrive mid-afternoon, according to Anthony. He’s a first year resident up north.”

“Good.” The doctor nodded and got to his feet. “As soon as the neurologist makes an evaluation and determines our next course of action, I’ll be sure to let you know so you can keep them apprised.”

“Thank you.” Something else struck him, and he shook his head. It would be nice if his brain would fire on all cylinders. “Oh, doctor, you mentioned bruising that’s not consistent with her fall?”

“Yes. She has bruising on her face, wrists, and arms that appear unrelated to the fall itself.” A serious, concerned look in the doctor’s eyes gave Aaron a chill.

“Was she….” He swallowed hard. “Was she assaulted in some way?” He hoped the doctor understood what he was asking.

“There’s no indication of sexual assault.”

“Thank God,” he whispered in heartfelt prayer. He nodded and smiled. “Thank you.”

As the doctor walked away, Aaron reached for his cellphone. Time to call Missy’s parents again. He wished it was with good news. Like, Missy woke up and would be just fine. Probably shouldn’t mention the bruises to them yet. They’d have enough on their minds over the next several hours without that puzzle.
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