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This novel was inspired by life in the Virginia hunt country. It is set in the idyllic small town of Middleburg, where I live, work, and play. Although some of the names of streets and places are real, this novel is entirely a work of fiction. The characters aren’t based on real people. The Middleburg Foxhounds is a fictitious hunt. None of the conversations ever took place. Any resemblance to actual people, places, or events is truly coincidental.

If, after reading this book, you come away with a negative impression of the hunt-country crowd, please remember, this novel is a work of fiction. The folks in this community are some of the finest, most genuine people I know.




A glossary of foxhunting terms
can be found at the back of this book.
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Zeb McGraw had been in the hayloft, crouched in the same spot, since before sunup, and he guessed it was about nine o’clock by now. He shifted his weight in a barely perceptible motion so he wouldn’t be detected by the girl in the barn aisle below. The chilly, damp air penetrated his canvas hunting jacket, and he clutched his arms against his chest for warmth.

The girl below him hummed along with the radio in the barn. A female voice drifted over the airwaves, and the girl lifted the horse brush she was holding and sang into it as if it were a microphone.

“How do I show you, how much I want you? How can I know if, you want me too?” She twirled around, eyes closed, head flung back. “How do I tell you, how much I love you? How can I know if, you love me too?”

The music on the radio faded into a commercial and the girl lowered the brush and went back to grooming a big bay horse. She talked softly to the animal as she brushed him.

“So, Chancellor, my boy, you take good care of the boss out there today, all right? Give him a good run and take his mind off his work. All that complicated tax law stuff that seems to rule his life.”

She stopped brushing and scratched the horse behind his ear, smiling as he cocked his head towards her and arched into her touch. “You make sure you bring Doug back safely to me. Okay, boy?”

Zeb viewed the girl thoughtfully. She wasn’t the type he would have thought Doug Cummings would be interested in. He’d pictured Cummings with a rich, skinny broad, with painted nails, bleached hair, and lots of makeup. But this girl seemed to have the hots for Cummings. He wondered if Cummings felt the same way about her.

Zeb heard the sound of tires crunch on the gravel drive outside the barn. The engine died and a car door slammed, and Zeb saw the girl look over towards the barn door and smile.

“Hi, Babs, “ a man’s voice said.

Zeb’s pulse quickened. Was it Doug Cummings’ voice? He couldn’t be sure. He hadn’t heard shit from Cummings for almost fourteen years. Zeb clenched his fists until his fingernails bit into his palms and drew his arms tighter against his chest.

He remembered the last time he’d seen Cummings. It was as clear as if it had happened yesterday. He was sitting in the front row of the courtroom on an uncomfortable wooden bench, just like a pew in church. His mama and his sister, Zelda, sat on either side of him. His kid brother, Zeke, was sitting right in front of him at a big brown table. Cummings sat at the table next to Zeke.

Zeb squeezed his eyes shut and relived the gut-wrenching moment when the judge had delivered Zeke’s fateful sentence. He could still picture the panicked look on Zeke’s face as Zeke turned to Cummings, pleading for Cummings to do something, anything, to keep him out of prison. But Cummings barely talked to Zeke. He just sat there in his fancy lawyer suit, acting like it was any other damned day in court.

Zeb drew a ragged breath and forced himself to focus on his mission. The only thing he could do for Zeke now was to even the score. Set things right. Zeb turned his attention back to the barn aisle below him.

He heard the sound of the man’s footsteps on the brick aisle. The footsteps grew louder until the man stopped, just short of his field of vision. Then he heard the man’s voice again.

“Well, Babs, I’m not sure I picked the best day for foxhunting. It looks like it’s going to be a wet one.”

“Yeah, it doesn’t look too good, but I listened to Bob Riley’s forecast and he said that the clouds would burn off and we’d have a nice day,” the barn girl replied.

“I hope he’s right, but I wouldn’t place any bets on it,” the man said.

Zeb saw the man reach his arm out and pat the horse on the neck. And then, finally, the man stepped into full view. It was Doug Cummings. Right below him. Almost close enough to reach down and touch.

Zeb felt a rush of energy and his pulse pounded in his ears. It would be so easy to kill Cummings. He could just drop down from the hayloft. But he fought back the urge. It wasn’t time yet.

First, Cummings must suffer through hell on earth. Then he would die.


CHAPTER
2
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A fine mist of rain began to coat the windshield as Doug Cummings turned off the paved road and onto the gravel drive at Chadwick Hall. He frowned and cast a glance towards the November sky. Ominous gray clouds clung to the Blue Ridge Mountains in the distance, and a wispy fog was sliding down into the valley. The weatherman had been wrong again. It looked like they were going to have a wet go today.

The hunt meet was in the far back pasture, behind the manor house, and Doug followed the narrow drive as it snaked through a screen of cedar trees, wound behind the old stone barn, and curved up to the pasture gate. A dozen or so horse trailers were already in the field, and Doug drove slowly across the uneven ground, feeling his horse trailer sway with every bump.

He circled his rig around a green horse van and waved at a girl who was leading a gray pony down the ramp. He didn’t recognize the girl or the pony, but the van belonged to one of the Hunt members. Doug finally found an open area and parked. He knew he’d be leaving the hunt early to head back to the office and didn’t want to get boxed in by the other trailers.

Doug turned off the engine and felt the Range Rover rock back and forth as his horse stomped the trailer floor. “Hold on, Chancellor,” Doug said, as he got out and walked back to open the hatch. The seventeen-hand bay horse whinnied as Doug opened the door, then lowered his head and poked it out the opening, his flared nostrils blowing clouds into the chilly air. Doug patted him on the neck. “Don’t worry, boy. They’re not going to leave without us.”

Doug hung his tweed jacket in the tack room of the trailer and took his heavyweight frock coat off the rack. It wasn’t as comfortable as his other scarlet coats, but it would protect him from the weather. He shrugged into the coat and put on his black velvet hunt cap, pausing to adjust it in front of the tack room mirror. As he reached up to smooth back the hair protruding from the rim of the hat, he noted a few more glints of silver at his temples.

Doug transferred his cell phone from his jacket to the breast pocket of his scarlet coat and picked up his gloves and hunt whip, which he set outside on the fender of the trailer.

Chancellor poked his head out of the open trailer hatch, and Doug patted him on the neck and picked a loose piece of hay out of his forelock. He had just taken the bridle off the hook inside the front of the trailer when he felt his cell phone vibrate. He fished his cell phone out of his breast pocket and flipped it open.

“Hello.”

It was the senior associate on his tax team. “Doug. It’s Mark. Sorry to bother you, but we have a major problem.” Mark Hoffman’s voice sounded as if he were in a tunnel, and Doug knew that he was on the speaker phone.

“What’s up?” Doug asked, lightly shaking the bridle to untangle the reins.

“You are not going to believe this,” Mark said in a tight, clipped tone. “Has Congress ever been ahead of schedule? I mean, in the entire fucking history of the United States government, has Congress ever been ahead of schedule?” The tunnel effect of the speaker phone amplified the nervousness in Mark’s voice.

“Get to the point, Mark,” Doug said.

“I just got a call from Congressman Weissman. They’ve moved up the House debate and they’re ready to hear from you. Today. Like right now. As in, this morning.”

Doug quickly hung the bridle back on the hook. “Did you stall him?”

“How am I going to stall him? He’s a congressman, for Christ’s sake. How the hell could I stall him? They want you there at nine-thirty.”

There was a grim silence and Doug glanced at his watch. Damn. It was already eight forty-five, and he was a good hour and fifteen minutes away from Capitol Hill. That was without taking his horse home first.

“So, what did you tell him, Mark?” Doug asked.

“I told him the truth.” Mark paused for a moment and cleared his throat. “I told Congressman Weissman that you were out chasing foxes in Virginia and that they’d just have to wait until you returned.”

Mark’s voice rose in pitch as he finished, and Doug heard boisterous laughter coming from whoever was in the room with Mark.

“I see. That’s really funny,” Doug said. “I think the long hours are getting to you if that’s your idea of a joke.”

“We all told Mark not to do it, Doug, but he wouldn’t listen.” Doug recognized the voice of the team’s most junior associate, Judy Moran.

Doug smiled and picked the bridle up again. He rested the phone between his shoulder and cheek as he took Chancellor’s halter off and slipped the bit in the horse’s mouth. “I obviously didn’t leave enough work to keep you busy. I’ll try harder next time.”

“Hey, Doug, are you sure you’re foxhunting?” Mark asked. “We’re hearing a lot of heavy breathing coming from your end of the phone.”

“It’s my horse.” Doug slipped the last buckle into place on the bridle and took the phone back in his hand. “Now let’s get serious for a minute here. Did you find the documents I left for you?”

“How could we not find them, Doug?” Judy asked. “You covered the whole conference table with them.”

Doug chuckled. “Then you should have enough to do.” He looked around the pasture and saw that most of the other riders were already mounted on their horses. “Is there a purpose to your call?” he asked.

“No,” Mark replied. “We just wanted to let you know we have everything under control here.”

“I can see that,” Doug said. “Now get to work. I’ll see you in a couple of hours.”

“Okay, boss. Have fun. You deserve it,” Mark said.

“Yeah, Doug,” Judy said. “Seriously. We’ve got it all handled. Go relax.”

Doug smiled and flipped the phone shut. Mark and his team of associates had been working almost night and day the past few weeks to prepare for the Tycoon Technologies hearing, and he was glad to see their camaraderie was still intact.

“Come on, Chancellor,” he said, putting the reins over the horse’s neck. He walked back and opened the rear doors of the trailer, released the butt bar, and tugged lightly on Chancellor’s tail, signaling for him to back out. The horse obeyed, and Doug reached up and grabbed the reins as Chancellor stepped off the trailer. His horse’s head was high and alert and he trembled slightly with anticipation. Doug removed the green wool cooler that covered Chancellor’s back and folded it over the center divider in the trailer. Chancellor was already saddled, and Doug adjusted the white fleece saddle pad and checked the girth, then pulled his stirrups down, picked up his gloves and hunt whip, and climbed into the saddle. He tightened the girth, and then let Chancellor walk off on a loose rein.

The Smithers, who owned Chadwick Hall, were greeting riders at the front of the pasture where stirrup-cups were being served, and Doug guided Chancellor in that direction. He saw Pat Smithers standing in the center of the group holding a silver tray and he rode over to her.

“Good morning, Pat.” Doug leaned down from his horse to give Pat Smithers a kiss on the cheek.

“Why, good morning, Doug. It’s lovely to see you, as always,” Pat replied. “Would you like a cookie?” she asked, holding the tray up towards him.

Doug declined the cookie but accepted a shot glass of sherry from Thomas, the Smithers’ groom.

“Thank you, Thomas,” Doug said, reaching down from his horse to take the glass from the silver tray the groom was holding. “I think we’re going to need more than this today to keep us warm.”

“Ah, well, it is a bit of a soft day,” the groom replied, his southern drawl tinged with a trace of an Irish accent. “But never you mind. That’s often some of the best foxhunting,” he said, his wrinkled face crinkling into a smile.

Doug nodded and smiled back. “I hope that’s true today,” he said, placing his empty glass on the tray.

Doug looked around at the group of riders and saw Wendy Brooks, the hunt secretary, accompanied by a young blond woman.

“Good morning, Doug,” Wendy said, riding up next to him. “I’d like you to meet a guest of the Smithers who’ll be hunting with us today. This is Heather Prescott. She’s from California.”

“Hi. It’s so nice to meet you,” Heather said.

Doug nodded and tipped his hat. “Welcome to Virginia. Have you hunted before?”

“No, never. I’m so excited. This is like something out of a movie set,” Heather replied. “And I just adore the outfit.”

“I see you went all out,” Doug said, gesturing towards Heather’s clothing. Her attire was proper enough. Black melton coat, beige breeches, black dress boots, canary vest, white stock tie, and black velvet hunt cap. But Heather had obviously not purchased her riding clothes in Virginia. Her turnout was impeccable, but she had a Rodeo Drive kind of newness about her.

“Speaking of outfits, what’s the deal with this?” Heather asked, reaching over and fingering the Robin’s egg blue fabric and navy piping that covered Doug’s collar.

Doug eyed Wendy, imploring her to rescue him, and pressed his leg against Chancellor’s side, causing the horse to move away slightly.

Wendy intervened. “When gentlemen earn the privilege of wearing a scarlet coat, they display the colors of their Hunt on their collar,” she explained to Heather. “It’s referred to as ‘earning your colors.’”

“Oh, really?” Heather replied, not looking at Wendy and sounding very uninterested. “I thought maybe you picked that beautiful blue color to match your eyes.” She smiled at Doug and leaned over close to him again.

Doug pressed his leg against Chancellor’s side again, but this time his horse didn’t move. Chancellor was busy sniffing noses with the chestnut mare that Heather was on. Doug cleared his throat and gestured towards where most of the other riders were gathering. “It looks like the master is about to give a talk, so I’m going to head on over there.” He nodded at Heather. “It was nice to meet you, Heather. I hope you enjoy hunting today.”

Doug heard Heather’s voice as he rode away. “I suppose it would just be wishful thinking to hope that he’s single.”

Doug smiled to himself and trotted over to where Richard Evan Clarke was addressing the field. “I’d like to thank the Smithers for hosting the Middleburg Foxhounds here today,” the master said. “This is always a lovely fixture, and it is especially fitting today because it affords us plenty of woods to hunt in, where hopefully we can stay somewhat protected from this fine Irish weather.”

There was a murmur of approval from the group and Jimmy Slater, an honorary whipper-in, leaned over to Doug and muttered under his breath. “What Richard really means to say is for once we won’t all be bitching that we have to hunt in these damned woods.”

Doug had filled in as a whipper-in on occasion and knew how much more difficult it could be to control the hounds through the woods. He smiled in response and looked around at the rest of the field. They had about thirty riders. A decent turnout for a Tuesday, especially with the lousy weather. “How many hounds is Smitty hunting today?” he asked Jimmy.

“He brought sixteen and a half couples. Including that new bitch hound the Oxford Valley Hunt gave us.” Jimmy moved his horse closer to Doug and lowered his voice. “I saw you talking to Heather from California. What’d you think?”

“She seemed like a nice girl,” Doug replied.

“She seemed like a nice girl? What, are you blind or something? She’s a fox,” Jimmy said.

Doug didn’t say anything.

“Hey, Doug, come on. I heard that you and Nancy broke up,” Jimmy said.

Doug raised an eyebrow. “News sure travels fast.”

Jimmy shrugged. “It’s Middleburg.”

Doug smiled wryly and nodded.

“Actually, I heard it from Langley,” Jimmy said.

Doug frowned and looked over at the other whipper-in, Langley Masterson. “Really? How did Langley hear about it?”

“I don’t know. Maybe from Nancy.”

Doug shook his head. “I don’t think so. Nancy doesn’t have much contact with Langley anymore.”

“Well, then, I don’t know how he heard about it,” Jimmy said. “Anyway, what do you think about Heather from California?”

“She’s all yours, Jimmy.” Doug turned his attention back to what Richard Evan Clarke was saying.

“Harry Groves has agreed to lead the hilltoppers today, so the non-jumpers and anyone who wants to take it a little more slowly should stay behind and ride with Harry,” the master said, gathering up his reins. He gave the field one last word of caution before heading out. “I’d like to remind everyone that the footing may turn slick today if this rain continues, so, as always, please be careful, and have a safe day of foxhunting. The Smithers have graciously provided a light tailgate hunt breakfast which will take place here immediately following the meet.”

The huntsman, Winfield Smith, or Smitty as he was generally referred to, blew a short note on his horn to cast the hounds, and Richard Evan Clarke led the field down a trail into the woods. Doug trotted along enjoying the comforting sound of the horses snorting and blowing and the rustling of leaves beneath their hooves. The woods behind Chadwick Hall were dense and Richard kept to the trails. They rode under graceful sugar maples that were still ablaze in brilliant orange and yellow, towering dark red oaks, and the shimmering white bark of the sycamore trees. The dogwoods had already dropped most of their leaves, and Doug knew that most of the remaining color would be gone after the storm that was brewing.

They came around a bend and the master halted and held his hunt whip up, signaling for the rest of the field to follow suit. The far off notes of Smitty’s hunt horn, encouraging his hounds to find a scent, drifted mournfully across the damp woods. But the hounds were silent. It was a blank covert. Richard checked for a few more minutes and then led the field on through the woods and let them jump a stone wall onto a gravel road, then across and up over a coop back into the woods again, where he picked up a canter.

Doug knew the territory well enough to know that the master was just killing time. Trying to give everyone their money’s worth until the hounds got a scent. He wasn’t just hanging in Smitty’s pocket, following the huntsman, the way some other masters would. That wasn’t Richard’s hunting style. Richard Evan Clarke knew the territory like the back of his hand, and Doug was certain that if the hounds hit a scent Richard would give them a view of the fox.

They hadn’t gone far when Doug heard Ruler, the lead hound, speak, then another hound spoke and confirmed, and then came the short staccato notes on Smitty’s horn as he bid the hounds on. Soon the hounds were in full cry, and the master’s canter increased to a gallop as he led the field on a run. Doug followed right behind Richard, and they emerged from the woods into a small pasture just in time to see a big red fox tear across the pasture with the hounds in full pursuit.

“Tallyho!” Richard called back to the field, tipping his hunt cap in the direction of the fox.

Doug could feel Chancellor’s heart pounding as the thoroughbred lengthened his stride. Richard led them over a small coop back into the woods and then veered to the right as the trail split. Chancellor slipped on the turn as his hind hooves hit a patch of rock, but he recovered his balance and leapt right back into a gallop. The trail headed down a steep hill, and Doug checked Chancellor back to a trot, then let him jump the small ditch at the bottom of the trail and pick up a gallop again on the other side.

As he neared a clearing at the top of the trail, Doug saw a stone wall with a barbed wire fence on either side of it. Chancellor pulled on the reins, going for the jump, but Richard had stopped on the other side of the wall and appeared to be in some kind of trouble.

“Hold hard,” Doug yelled over his shoulder, and he raised his right hand in the air as he pulled Chancellor to a halt in front of the fence. Chancellor tossed his head and spun around, ripping the reins out of Doug’s hand.

“Cut it out,” Doug said, grabbing the reins with both hands again and kicking Chancellor forward into the bridle. The horse grunted but stood still.

“What’s the matter?” Doug asked, walking Chancellor towards Richard.

“Wire.”

Doug could see the long strand of barbed wire tangled between the horse’s legs.

“I’ll get it,” he said.

He jumped down off of Chancellor, took his wire cutters out of the case on his saddle, and handed his reins to the rider behind him. Then he climbed over the stone wall and slowly approached Richard’s horse.

“Easy. It’s okay,” he said softly. He clipped the wire and pulled it out from beneath the horse, then ran his hands down the horse’s legs. “I think he’s okay, Richard. There are a few cuts, but they appear to be superficial.”

“Thanks, Doug,” Richard said. The master let his horse walk around and the animal appeared to be sound.

Doug hopped back over the stone wall and climbed up into the saddle, then turned Chancellor towards the jump and let him trot over it.

Richard waited until Doug had cleared the fence and then set off at a canter again. They could still hear the music of the hounds far off in the distance.

They galloped across the pasture and jumped a split rail fence onto Foxcroft Road, then cantered on down the road until they reached the crossing into Goose Creek, where they splashed across the water and climbed up the rocky bank on the other side. The master led the field through Stony Bank Farm where they caught up with the hounds. They ran for another twenty minutes, until the fox finally went to ground in a fence line near Hickory Vale Farm. The master gathered the field at a check on the back side of the pasture, and the huntsman called in the hounds.

“That old fox sure did you a favor going to ground when he did, Richard,” Doug said, slightly out of breath, as he indicated the nearby property line of Hickory Vale.

“No kidding, Doug. The last thing I need is another run-in with Miss Lilibet,” Richard replied. The new owners of Hickory Vale were from Texas, and when they had purchased the twelve-hundred acre farm the previous year they had graciously invited the Middleburg Foxhounds to hunt across their land. Foxhunting seemed like such a civilized sport, they had said. But when Miss Lilibet discovered that the Hunt did on occasion actually kill a fox, the hunting privileges were immediately revoked. Doug knew that Richard wouldn’t take the field across Hickory Vale, but if the hounds were on a line, they wouldn’t be so good at honoring Miss Lilibet’s wishes.

“It’s just a damned shame that Hickory Vale sits in the middle of our hunting territory,” Richard said. “At least half of our fixtures lead to this territory one way or another.”

“Well, we’re still better off than most of the hunts around here,” Doug replied. “At least our territory isn’t getting carved up by subdivisions.”

“Yes, and thank God for that,” Richard said.

As they stood there, Doug looked out across the valley. The view was breathtaking, in spite of the thick, dark clouds that were sweeping across the landscape. The rolling hills seemed to go on forever, crisscrossing with stone walls and neat rows of fences, and dotted here and there with buildings. An occasional stream of smoke rose from a chimney to mix with the gloomy gray sky. The hounds gathered around Smitty, their tri-colored coats blended with the scenery, while the huntsman’s scarlet coat cut a swatch of brightness in the dreary scene. There was a movement of scarlet through the trees, and Doug saw it was Langley Masterson, rounding up some stray hounds in the woods. Doug took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Time had a way of standing still at moments like this.

He looked at the horses around him. The high-strung ones refused to stand quietly, and danced, ready to go on. The veterans rested and caught their breath. Chancellor was alert, standing quietly, but not relaxed. Eager to be off again. Doug reached down and patted him on the neck. It looked like they were going to be there for a while. Smitty had cast the hounds to another covert, but so far they hadn’t drawn a scent. The rain was still just a light mist, but the temperature was dropping and a chill was setting in. Doug watched as riders began to pass their flasks around, sharing the liquid warmth. He saw Jimmy Slater trot up to the group and offer his flask to Heather.

“Hi, Doug.” Nancy Williams’ soft voice broke into Doug’s thoughts, and he turned around to see her behind him. Nancy had been hunting with the hilltopper group, and Doug saw that they had just joined the main field.

“Hello, Nancy.”

Nancy brought her horse up next to his. “I’m sorry about the other night,” she said, but Doug held his hand up to stop her.

“You don’t have anything to be sorry about.”

“Yes, I do,” she said, blushing. “I know I was way out of line.”

“Forget it,” he said, shaking his head. “Your complaint was valid. My job does demand most of my time.”

“No,” Nancy replied. “I shouldn’t have pushed you like that. I don’t know what got into me. It must have been the wine or something. I’m sorry.”

Nancy’s horse was rooting at the reins, jerking her forward out of the saddle, and Doug reached over and grabbed the reins, forcing the horse to stand quietly.

“Doug.” Nancy didn’t say anything else, forcing him to make eye contact with her. “I’m okay with the way things were before,” she said with what sounded like forced lightheartedness. “Really. I don’t need more of a commitment from you.”

Doug hesitated. This was not a conversation he wanted to have in the hunt field. “We can’t go back to the way things were, Nancy,” he said quietly, looking away. “You know that wouldn’t work.”

Her eyes filled with tears. “Why not? It was good between us. You know it was.”

“Nancy, please,” Doug said, looking towards the rest of the group. The two riders nearest to them quickly turned away. “Now’s not the time or place for this conversation.”

“Okay,” she said, following his gaze. “Can we talk later?” She reached up with her gloved hand and brushed away a tear that was running down her cheek.

Doug sighed. There wasn’t anything left to talk about. He couldn’t give Nancy the time or commitment that she needed. But he’d talk if she wanted to. He owed her that. He nodded at her. “If you want to.”

“After the hunt breakfast?” she asked.

“I don’t know if I’ll be at the hunt breakfast,” Doug said. He didn’t say that he had to get back to the office.

“Really? Why not?” Nancy asked.

Doug shrugged. “I may hack in early. But we’ll talk. I’ll call you.”

“Promise?” she asked, smiling weakly as she brushed another tear away.

“I promise,” he said, smiling back at her and releasing her horse’s reins.

Doug turned his attention back to the rest of the group and feigned interest in the jokes that one of the members was telling.

“Hey, Doug. What’s the difference between a dead fox on the road and a dead lawyer on the road?”

“I give up,” Doug said, though he’d heard it a dozen times.

“There are skid marks in front of the fox.”

Doug laughed politely and eased Chancellor away from the group. He glanced over at Nancy who was talking with Wendy Brooks. They were both looking at him. God, he hoped he hadn’t raised Nancy’s expectations by saying that he’d talk about their relationship.

Smitty’s horn sounded from far off, calling the hounds in. “I guess Smitty’s abandoned that covert,” Richard called out. “Sounds like he’s moving them down towards Hunter’s Crossing.”

Doug looked at his watch. Hunter’s Crossing was heading away from the meet. That meant at least another hour of hunting. It was time to call it a day.

Doug rode over to Richard to pay his respects before leaving. “Thank you, Master,” he said, tipping his hat. “I’m afraid I have to head in, but it was a good hour of sport. That was a nice view you gave us.”

“Thank you, Doug. Are you taking anyone in with you?” Richard asked. “With this weather you might have some takers.”

Doug shook his head. “I’m in a bit of a hurry to get to the office,” he replied. “I’d rather hack in alone.”

Richard nodded. “Fine. You’d better head off then, before anyone notices.”

Doug mingled at the back of the field while the master set off towards Hunter’s Crossing. He saw Nancy look at him, but then she followed along with the rest of the hilltopper group as they moved off. Doug waited behind until the last rider trotted off and then turned Chancellor in the opposite direction.

As he reached the tree line at the edge of the woods, Doug thought he heard someone call his name, and he pulled Chancellor to a halt. He turned in the saddle and looked back but didn’t see anyone. He paused for a moment and listened but didn’t hear it again. He shrugged and gathered his reins. He must have imagined it. Doug urged Chancellor back to a trot and headed into the woods.
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Doug trotted Chancellor along the trail through the dense woods, mindful of the footing. The misty rain had turned the blanket of autumn leaves beneath him sodden and slick. A crisp wind was picking up and Doug felt his horse shiver. He reached down and patted Chancellor on the neck, then ran his gloved hand along the horse’s black mane, wiping off the water droplets that had gathered there. Chancellor responded by tossing his head and tugging on the reins.

“It’s okay, boy, we’re going home,” Doug said, rubbing his horse’s neck. He felt Chancellor’s muscles quiver beneath his hand.

Doug turned off the main trail and headed down a steep passage that was a shortcut through the thick of the woods. In the summertime it would have been impassable, but now with some of the leaves off the trees, he could make his way through. He hadn’t traveled more than a couple of hundred yards when he was startled by a faint scream, abruptly silenced, from somewhere behind him. Doug quickly pulled Chancellor to a halt and looked around, but the woods were quiet except for the rustling of the wind through the trees and the dull splatter of rain on the wet leaves.

He continued on cautiously at a walk but stopped short as the silence was broken once again, this time by a noisy thrashing in the brush. Doug turned his horse towards the commotion and Chancellor tensed. His ears pricked forward. His nostrils flared. The racket grew louder, closer, branches snapping and leaves crunching, and Chancellor spooked and bolted sideways as a riderless horse tore through the woods and thundered past them, its reins and stirrups flapping against its sides.

“Come on, boy,” Doug said, clucking as he turned Chancellor towards the runaway. Chancellor leapt into a canter and took off after the fleeing horse. They were still in the heart of the woods, not on the trail, and the going was rough. A low branch slapped Doug across the cheek; he bent forward, almost burying his face in Chancellor’s mane. He couldn’t see anything ahead of him now and trusted Chancellor to choose the best path through the trees. Chancellor galloped on, winding sharply left and right as he avoided objects in his path. He stumbled once, and Doug heard the harsh scraping of steel horse shoes against stone as Chancellor scrambled through a rocky area.

Then the ground seemed to level off, and Doug felt Chancellor lengthen his stride. He was running straight now, no longer twisting through the trees. Doug cautiously raised his head and saw that they were on the trail, not far behind the runaway. As they grew closer, Doug recognized the horse and his pulse quickened. It was Sunday Stroll. Nancy’s horse. He pulled Chancellor back to a trot.

“Whoa, Sunday,” he murmured as they approached, and the horse pricked his ears and slowed his pace.

“Easy, it’s okay,” Doug said softly as he rode up alongside and grabbed Sunday’s reins.

“Good boy,” he said to Chancellor as he slipped the reins over Sunday’s head, and Chancellor flicked his ears in response.

Then he sat back in the saddle and pulled on both sets of reins. “Whoa.” Both horses halted. Doug let the horses stand and catch their breath for a brief moment and then turned back towards where he had heard the scream, leading Sunday along beside Chancellor.

Chancellor and Sunday trotted quietly, their heads bowed low against the rain. When Doug reached the spot where Sunday had first run past them in the woods he stopped and looked around.

“Nancy?” he called out.

No response. The throaty sound of the horses’ heavy breathing filled the air.

He called louder. “Nancy.” He heard nothing but the faint echo of his voice, the horses’ breathing, and the rain splattering on the soggy leaves. A forbidding chill crept through him. He shivered as he gathered up the reins and trotted on again.

As he approached a small clearing in the woods, both horses stopped abruptly, wheeled around, and tried to bolt back down the trail. Doug quickly pulled them up and turned them again towards the clearing. “Come on, Chancellor,” he said, clucking. Chancellor still balked, and he dug his spurs into Chancellor’s sides and growled at him. “Get on up there.” The thoroughbred cautiously moved forward with Sunday whinnying nervously beside him.

Doug urged the reluctant horses into the clearing but quickly pulled them to a halt when he saw what had spooked them. Nancy lay sprawled on the ground before him, not moving. Her body was twisted unnaturally, with her head bent back at an odd angle and her legs crumpled beneath her.

“Nancy, my God, are you all right?” he called out, as he jumped off of Chancellor and hurriedly tied both frightened animals to a tree.

Nancy didn’t respond, and Doug crouched down beside her and shook her arm gently. “Nancy, it’s Doug. Can you hear me?”

Still no response. She didn’t appear to be breathing, and Doug tugged off his wet leather gloves and put his fingers on her neck, but he couldn’t find a pulse. His heart pounded in his chest, and he silently repeated the CPR procedures in his mind. He carefully positioned Nancy’s neck to check her airway, and his hands came away covered with blood. Then he saw the blood that crept around to the front of her white stock tie, still tied neatly around her neck.

Doug leaned down closer and gently lifted her head, just enough to see where the blood was coming from. It was hard to see much from his angle, but she had a head wound at the base of her skull, and it looked bad. He tore off his own stock tie and folded it into a makeshift bandage, then used it to apply pressure to the back of her head.

His hands were shaking, and he took a deep breath to calm himself as he rested Nancy’s head back on the ground. He breathed into her mouth and performed a series of chest compressions. One, two, three. He counted slowly to fifteen. Then again. Two quick breaths followed by chest compressions. He repeated the procedure several times.

Doug stopped and checked for a pulse again. Still nothing.

Nancy’s face was bloodstained where he had touched it, and Doug looked down and saw the blood on his hands and on the cuffs of his white shirt and the muddy mixture of blood and wet leaves that clung to his white breeches. An icy fear gripped him. His chest felt tight and cold.

He rose unsteadily to his feet, pulled out his cell phone and quickly pressed three numbers.

“Nine-one-one. What’s your emergency?” a woman’s voice asked.

“There’s been an accident.” His voice was shaky. “She’s unconscious. Not breathing. She has a serious head injury. I need the rescue squad.”

“What’s your name, sir?” the woman asked.

“Doug Cummings,” he replied.

“Where are you, sir?” she asked.

“In the woods. I’m in the woods. We were out riding,” Doug said, pacing restlessly.

“You need to tell me where you are,” the woman said.

Doug shook his head. “The rescue squad won’t be able to get here,” he said. “I’ll bring her to them. At Chadwick Hall. That’s off Snickersville Pike.”

“Don’t move the victim, sir. Just tell me where you are. The rescue squad will have her airlifted out if they need to.”

Doug looked up at the towering trees around him. The woods were dense as far as he could see. They couldn’t airlift Nancy out. There was no way a helicopter could get in. “I’m in the middle of the woods. They can’t get a helicopter close enough. Send the rescue squad to Chadwick Hall,” he repeated.

The woman’s voice grew stern. “Sir, I repeat, do not move her.”

“Stop telling me not to move her,” Doug shouted. “She’s not breathing. She needs help. Now. I won’t just stand here and watch her die.”

“You won’t be helping her by moving her,” the woman said. “You could make her injuries worse.”

Doug cut her off. “Listen to me. I’m here and you’re not. I’m in the middle of the goddamned woods. I know these woods. And I’m telling you they can’t get an ambulance or a helicopter anywhere close to here. I’m moving her. Send the rescue squad to Chadwick Hall.”

He flipped his cell phone shut and shoved it back into his pocket, then knelt down beside Nancy and carefully picked her up. Doug carried her over to Chancellor and draped her across the horse in front of the saddle. Then he untied both horses and let Sunday loose to find his own way.

Doug swung into the saddle and collected Nancy in his arms. He held the reins in his right hand and wrapped his left arm around Nancy, holding her close to his chest. He cradled the back of her head in his hand, holding the stock tie bandage firmly against her head wound.

An icy wind was blowing through the woods now, pelting the rain at them. Chancellor danced impatiently and spun around, almost unseating Doug. “Come on, boy,” he murmured, kicking the horse into a trot. “Help me out here.”
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The ride back to Chadwick Hall was interminable, and by the time Doug rode into the pasture every muscle in his body seemed on fire in spite of the damp chill of the day. The rescue squad wasn’t there yet, but he saw a small group of people who were setting up the hunt breakfast at the front of the pasture, and he called out to them for help. He pulled Chancellor to a halt and carefully dismounted, then let Chancellor go and set Nancy on the ground. The rain was hard and steady now. He grabbed a horse blanket from a nearby trailer to cover her with.

Still, no one came to help. “Come on, come on,” he called out to the group again. “I need help over here.”

Doug leaned over Nancy and felt for a pulse. But he still couldn’t find one.

“I need help over here, damn it,” Doug yelled again. Finally, a few people came running in his direction. He looked up at them. Thank God. Kathy Morris was among them. She was an EMT.

“What happened, Doug?” Kathy asked briskly, as she knelt down next to Nancy.

Doug moved aside slightly, giving Kathy more room. “I don’t know, Kathy. I was hacking in and I found Nancy unconscious in the woods,” Doug replied. “I already called nine-one-one. The rescue squad should be here by now.” He glanced towards the entrance to the pasture. “I don’t know what the hell is taking them so long.”

Kathy checked Nancy’s vital signs. “Was she breathing when you found her?” she asked.

Doug shook his head. He saw that Nancy’s lips were purple. Her skin had a bluish cast. “She looks so cold,” he said. His voice caught on the word “cold.”

Kathy nodded. “How long ago did you find her?”

Doug pushed up the sleeve of his coat and looked at his watch, then realized that he had no idea what time it was when he had found Nancy. “I don’t know. I tried to revive her and then I called nine-one-one. That probably took five or ten minutes. Possibly more. Then the hack over here seemed to take forever. I guess it took fifteen minutes. Maybe twenty.”

Kathy loosened Nancy’s stock tie and raised her eyebrows. She ran her fingers over some purplish marks on the front of Nancy’s neck. “How’d she get these marks, Doug?” she asked.

Doug hesitated. He didn’t know. “I don’t know. I found her after she fell off.” He thought for a few moments. “Maybe that’s what caused her fall. Maybe she got tangled up in a branch or a vine and it knocked her off her horse.” He shook his head. “I just don’t know.”

Kathy frowned but said nothing. She lifted Nancy’s head and examined the wound, then gently rested her head back down. Doug watched anxiously as Kathy knelt there next to Nancy. Why wasn’t she performing CPR?

“What are you doing? Why aren’t you doing CPR?” Doug demanded.

Kathy looked at him and shook her head. “It’s no use, Doug. Nancy’s gone,” she said quietly.

“No. She can’t be,” he heard himself say. But he knew it was true. And he realized he’d known it all along.

Then he heard the sirens of the rescue squad, and he saw Kathy stand and motion the others away. He remained alone, crouched by Nancy’s still body. He reached out and gently moved a tendril of loose hair out of her face and pulled the blanket up around her. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. He closed his eyes and bowed his head. “I’m so sorry,” he repeated.

He felt a hand on his shoulder and he looked up. Kathy stood there looking down at him. “It’s not your fault, Doug. It’s a risk of the sport,” she said. “We all know that. Nancy knew that. Come on. Leave her be now.”

He shook his head but he stood up. The ambulance had reached the pasture and turned off its siren. Doug watched as it bounced towards them across the rugged land.

Kathy went forward and intercepted the rescue crew as they rushed out of the vehicle. Doug unbuttoned his coat, took off his hunt cap and ran his hand through his hair, wet from his sweat in spite of the chill. He saw one of the hunt members, Cassie Bryan, approaching, and he swallowed hard.

Cassie put her hand on his arm. “Doug, I wanted you to know that we caught Chancellor. My daughter’s taking care of him. I just didn’t want you to worry about him.”

“Thanks, Cassie,” Doug replied, avoiding eye contact and working hard to keep his voice steady. “What about Sunday?”

“We have him,” Cassie said. “Smitty’s going to take him back to the barn at the Hunt kennels.”

Doug sighed and nodded. “Okay. Thanks. I’ll be there in a minute.” But Cassie didn’t leave. Her eyes kept darting towards the left side of his face.

“You have some blood on your face,” Cassie said.

Doug instinctively reached his hand up towards his cheek but then jerked it away in midair. His hand was smeared with blood too. He lowered his arm and looked down. A large dark red blotch spread across his canary vest and crept up the front of his white shirt. Doug’s stomach flip-flopped. He had Nancy’s blood all over him.

“Excuse me, Cassie,” he whispered, and turned away. He drew a deep breath as he watched the rescue team move Nancy onto the stretcher and put her into the ambulance. They put a white blanket over her. He could see just the outline of her body and the sole of one black riding boot protruding from under the blanket. Then the rear doors of the vehicle clanged shut and Nancy was gone.

A young rescue worker picked his bag up off the ground and started towards the front of the ambulance, then stopped and looked at Doug. “You okay, sir? You need anything?”

Doug shook his head and lied. “No. I don’t need anything. I’m okay.”

The young man nodded sympathetically and looked past Doug towards the pasture gate.

Doug turned around and saw a sheriff’s car pull up next to the ambulance. A stocky, middle-aged deputy got out and walked over towards them, his clear plastic raincoat flapping in the wind.

“Oh, no. It’s that new guy. He thinks he’s God’s gift to law enforcement,” the rescue worker said, shaking his head.

The deputy stared at Doug as he approached, his eyes traveling slowly from Doug’s face down to his boots and back up again. “I’m Clyde Dickson,” he said, chewing on something. “What’s going on here?”

Doug stared back and didn’t answer him.

“Carol Simpson’s in charge. She’s over there,” the rescue worker said, pointing towards the other side of the ambulance. “I’ll go get her.”

The deputy ignored the young man and gestured towards Doug. “You’ve got blood all over you,” he said, still staring. “What happened?”

Doug held the deputy’s gaze without answering. He didn’t like this guy’s attitude. “There was a riding accident,” he finally said.

The deputy turned his face to the side and spit out a wad of chewing tobacco. “Really? An accident you say? You look in pretty good shape to have lost so much blood.”

“It’s not mine,” Doug replied.

“Excuse me?” the deputy said. “What’s not yours?”

“The blood,” Doug replied quietly. “It’s not my blood.”

Carol Simpson interrupted them. “Hello, Clyde. Hi, Doug.” She reached over and put her arm around Doug. “You okay?” she asked.

Doug nodded.

“He’s okay,” the deputy said. “But he’s wearing a lot of someone else’s blood. And he doesn’t seem to want to tell me what happened.”

Carol squeezed Doug’s arm. “There was a riding accident involving a woman who was a friend of Doug’s,” she told the deputy.

“Was a friend? You mean she’s no longer a friend, or she died?” the deputy asked.

“She died,” Carol said quietly.

“No shit? What happened?” the deputy asked, removing his plastic-covered sheriff’s hat and smoothing back the thin strands of dark hair that crowned his balding head.

“We’re not exactly sure,” Carol replied. She dropped her arm from around Doug and looked at him. “Doug, Kathy said that Nancy was unconscious when you found her. Is that right?”

Doug nodded. “I wasn’t able to revive her, so I called nine-one-one and brought her here.”

“How’d you get her here?” the deputy asked, placing the hat back on his head.

“On my horse,” Doug replied.

The deputy stared at him. “Why’d you move her?”

Doug stared back. “Why the interrogation?”

Carol interrupted. “Doug, I think Clyde’s asking because it’s generally not a good idea to move someone who’s unconscious.” She frowned at him. “I must admit, I was surprised when I heard that you moved Nancy. I thought you knew better than to do something like that,” she said.

“Well, it was my judgment call,” Doug replied. “You couldn’t have gotten the ambulance anywhere near her. You would have had to come in on foot. It would have taken too long.”

Carol didn’t speak, but her expression said that he had clearly done the wrong thing.

“Do you think that I made it worse by moving her?” Doug asked. “That you could have saved Nancy if I’d left her in the woods?”

Carol shook her head. “No, I’m not saying that,” she replied. “I don’t think anyone could have saved her.”

The deputy studied Doug. “I still want to know where all the blood came from,” he said.

Carol answered him. “Nancy had a nasty head injury. The back of her skull was crushed.”

The deputy frowned and took a notepad and pen out of his shirt pocket. “What’s your name?” he asked Doug.

Doug hesitated, debating whether or not to let the deputy go on grilling him. “Doug Cummings.”

“Your full name.”

“W. Douglas Cummings. The third,” Doug said slowly.

“What does the ‘W’ stand for?”

“Nothing.”

The deputy smirked and Doug saw him write “Attitude” in block letters across the top of his pad. “What’s your address?”

Doug struggled to keep his cool. “Hunting Hollow Farm. Middleburg.”

“I need a number where I can reach you, Mr. Cummings. I’m sure that there will be a follow-up investigation on this,” the deputy said.

Doug stepped closer to the deputy and glanced down at the name above the man’s badge. “Look, Deputy Dickson, what happened here today was a tragic accident. People fall off their horses all the time out foxhunting, and Nancy just fell wrong. Period. End of story. Don’t try to make it into something else.”

Doug saw a flicker in the deputy’s eyes, but the man didn’t back off. No one spoke for a moment.

“No matter how many questions you ask, nothing you can say or do will bring her back,” Doug said quietly, stepping away.

Carol spoke up. “Doug’s right, Clyde. Let’s put an end to this.”

The deputy glared at Carol but didn’t argue with her.

Carol reached out and patted Doug’s arm. “Go on,” she said softly.

Doug gave her a slight nod and walked away.

The hunt was over and the pasture was busy with riders. As he headed towards his trailer, he heard a woman’s shrill voice rise above the whinnying of the horses and slamming of vehicle doors. “Oh, my God, someone died?”

Doug glanced over in the direction of the woman’s voice and saw Heather from California. She was crying. Jimmy Slater was standing next to her and put his arms around her. Doug quickened his pace and avoided eye contact with anyone as he walked to his horse trailer. He didn’t feel like talking.

Someone had loaded Chancellor on the trailer for him, and Doug picked up his saddle and bridle and carried them to the tack room. As he reached up to put the saddle on the top rack, he heard a voice behind him.

“Doug, I just heard the awful news about Nancy. What happened?”

Doug turned around and saw Pat Smithers standing outside the trailer. He put the saddle away and stepped outside, closing the door behind him.

“I really don’t know much more than you do, Pat. Nancy took a bad fall from her horse. I don’t know how or why.” He took a deep breath. “She was dead when I found her.”

“Oh, no. Just like her father,” Pat said, covering her mouth with her hand.

Doug nodded and they were both quiet for a moment.

“I was there, you know. When Buck Williams died,” Pat said. “He was leading the field on a run, and I was just a couple of horses behind him when his horse stepped in a hole. He went down head first and never moved again. Just snapped his neck. Killed him instantly.” Pat’s voice cracked. “Oh, God,” she said, and reached up to wipe her eyes.

Tears stung Doug’s eyes, too, and he took a step towards the Range Rover. “I’m sorry, Pat,” he said. “I just can’t talk about this right now.”
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Clyde Dickson watched Doug Cummings drive his Range Rover and trailer out of the pasture. He saw Cummings glance his way, but Cummings didn’t so much as give him a courtesy nod. Arrogant asshole. Clyde flipped him an imaginary finger.

“Cummings sure hightailed it out of here in a hurry,” Clyde said to Carol.

“I imagine he just wanted to be alone,” Carol replied. “You obviously couldn’t know this, Clyde, but Doug and Nancy used to date. In fact, they just broke up. I guess that’s hanging pretty heavy on Doug right now.”

Clyde’s pulse quickened and he raised an eyebrow. “Really? Any bad blood between them?”

“Oh, no, I don’t think so,” Carol said, pulling her raincoat closer around her. “I think they were still on friendly terms. At least I haven’t heard anything to the contrary.”

Clyde chewed on his tobacco and thought it over. He couldn’t quite put his finger on it but something wasn’t right. Finally, he shook his head. “I’ve got to tell you, there’s something about all this that just doesn’t set right with me.”

“What do you mean?” Carol asked.

Clyde turned his head and spit the juice from his chewing tobacco, then looked at Carol and frowned. “The whole thing smells fishy to me. Cummings finds his ex-girlfriend in the woods. Dead. Covered with blood. And he picks her up, puts her on his horse, and brings her here. It doesn’t seem right. A sophisticated guy like him, doing something dumb like that.”

“Doug told you why he moved her,” Carol replied. “He thought it was the only way he could help her.”

“Yeah. I heard what he said. But I’m not sure I buy it.”

“Why else would Doug move Nancy?” Carol asked.

“To cover something up. Maybe there was something in those woods he didn’t want anyone to see.”

Carol’s mouth hung open. “Are you saying that you think there might have been foul play? That Doug might have been responsible for Nancy’s death?”

“I’m saying that I don’t buy his story, and I’m not going to just write this off as a riding accident,” Clyde replied. “I’m going to request an autopsy.”

“You can’t be serious,” Carol said, giving a little half-laugh.

Clyde didn’t respond.

“You are serious. Oh, Clyde, I don’t believe this,” Carol said. “You’re suspicious of Doug? Do you know who he is?”

“I don’t give a fuck who he is. Pardon my French,” Clyde snapped. “I know his type and it doesn’t impress me. My daddy used to work for guys like him. They aren’t all the model citizens they’re made out to be. I know that better than most.”

Carol pursed her lips. “I think you’d better be careful about jumping to conclusions, Clyde. There’s no indication that this was anything other than a riding accident.”

“I don’t agree,” he said. “What about her head injury? How’d she bash her skull in like that falling off a horse?”

“Any number of ways,” Carol replied. “Nancy could have landed on a rock. Her horse could have kicked her in the head after she fell off. She could have hit her head on a branch. There’s no telling.”

“Her helmet would have protected her from that,” Clyde replied.

“Not necessarily. There are all types of hard hats, and some are a whole lot safer than others. I really don’t know what kind Nancy wore, but if she wore one without a chin strap to secure it, the fall could have knocked her hat off,” Carol said.

Clyde wasn’t deterred. “Okay. Then answer this. How come she and Cummings were both out there in the woods all alone? I may not know much about foxhunting, but I know enough about it to know that it isn’t a solo sport.”

Carol shrugged. “Doug said he was hacking in early, and I assume that Nancy was doing the same. That should be easy enough to find out.”

He popped some more tobacco in his mouth. “Okay. Let’s go talk to someone who knows,” he said, gesturing towards the riders in the pasture.

“Come on, Clyde, there’s no point in getting everyone all riled up. Why don’t you let things settle for a couple of days? Request an autopsy if you want to. If anything suspicious turns up, then you can conduct an investigation. A couple of days won’t make a difference.”

Clyde considered her advice. “I suppose I could hold off on questioning anyone for a few days. But I won’t wait to examine the site of the so-called accident. I want to get there before any evidence is disturbed.”

“Well, I’m afraid you’re out of luck there, Clyde,” Carol said. “I believe Doug’s the only one who can show you the spot where he found Nancy, and he just left.”

Clyde looked down at his notepad and saw the blank space where he had failed to write Doug Cummings’ phone number. He scowled. He was sure he could find it easy enough. But it pissed him off that Cummings had avoided giving it to him. “Tell me more about this guy,” he said to Carol.

“Doug?” Carol asked.

“Yeah. Is he from around here, or is he a city boy?”

“Well, both actually. Doug’s an attorney in Washington and he has an apartment there. The Watergate, I think. But he also has a farm out here. He grew up here. Doug’s definitely a local,” Carol said.

“An attorney?”

Carol nodded. “At a big Washington law firm that his father started. I’m telling you, Clyde, Doug’s a rock-solid citizen. You’re barking up the wrong tree with that one.”

Clyde ignored her last statement. “He’s single, I take it.”

Carol nodded.

Clyde wrote “Womanizer?” on his notepad. “Does he have any family around here?”

Carol shook her head. “No. Doug was an only child and his parents passed away, oh, must be going on a dozen years by now. They both perished in that big hotel fire in Manila. A real tragedy. Douglas and Marie Cummings were well respected and loved in this community.”

“Were they rich?” Clyde asked.

Carol shot him a look of annoyance. “Yes, I guess they were well-off. They owned a beautiful farm. Hunting Hollow. Of course, it belongs to Doug now.”

“Rich,” Clyde wrote. “Local.” He tapped his pen lightly against the notepad as he thought about it. Then he circled the word “rich.”

Clyde saw a woman wearing an outback coat and cowboy hat walking towards them.

“Excuse me, Carol,” she said, nodding a greeting at Clyde, “I don’t mean to interrupt, but there’s something I feel you should know.”

“Clyde, this is Kathy Morris,” Carol said. “Kathy’s an EMT, and she assisted Doug when he arrived here with Nancy.”

Clyde nodded at her. “Hi, I’m Deputy Dickson.”

“Pleased to meet you,” Kathy said.

Kathy hesitated for a moment and her eyes darted towards the group of people standing around them. When she spoke she kept her voice low. “This may not mean anything, in fact, it probably doesn’t, but I thought I should pass it on.”

She stopped and Clyde nodded. He chewed on his tobacco, waiting for her to go on.

“It’s about Nancy,” Kathy said, pausing again.

“Yeah, go on. What is it?” Clyde asked.

“Nancy had some unusual marks on her neck,” she said, looking down at the ground. The pointed toe of her cowboy boot tapped nervously against a tuft of rough pasture grass.

Now she had his full attention. Clyde’s pulse quickened. “What kind of marks?” he asked.

Kathy spoke so quietly Clyde had to lean forward to hear her. “Purplish. Bruises. Almost like finger marks.”

“You mean you think someone strangled her?” Clyde’s voice was loud and he saw a middle-aged balding man in a red coat poke his head out of a nearby horse trailer to look at them.

Carol gasped and Kathy glanced at her. “I’m sorry. Maybe I shouldn’t have said anything. It’s probably nothing,” Kathy mumbled, taking a step backwards.

Clyde looked at Carol, not bothering to conceal his smile. “I suppose I shouldn’t say I told you so,” he said, lowering his voice a bit.

Carol just glared at him, her lips pursed in a thin line.

“So, we’ve got an ex-girlfriend.” He raised a finger. “Alone in the woods.” Finger two. “Dead.” Finger three. “With serious head trauma.” Finger four. “And strangulation-type marks on her neck.” Finger five.

He slowly wiggled his raised fingers. “I’d say that brings this inquiry to a new level, wouldn’t you?”

Carol sighed. “I’m afraid to say I have to agree with you that an investigation is called for. But I’d still caution you to wait until the autopsy results are in first.”

Clyde ignored her and addressed Kathy. “I’d like you to come back to my car and make a formal report.”

Kathy nodded her consent and Clyde steered her towards his squad car, giving Carol a slow smile as he brushed past her.

When they had walked out of Carol’s earshot, Kathy stopped and turned to Clyde.

“I may as well get it all out right now. There’s something else that didn’t set quite right with me,” she said with a frown.

“What’s that?” Clyde asked.

“It was something Doug said to Nancy, when he was kneeling by her side.”

“Go on. Tell me.”

“Doug told Nancy …” She hesitated for a moment. “Well, he said he was sorry.”

Clyde raised an eyebrow. “Really? Sorry about what?”

Kathy shook her head. “I don’t know. I guess that’s what bothers me. At the time, it didn’t really register. But then when I thought about it, along with the marks on Nancy’s neck … well, like I said, it just didn’t set right with me.”

Clyde nodded. “It doesn’t set right with me either. Come on. We need to get this all down on paper.”


CHAPTER
6

[image: ]

Doug felt his tension ease some as he reached the stone walls and four-board wooden fencing that surrounded Hunting Hollow. He drove along the black-fenced boundary until he came to the stone pillars that marked the farm’s entrance. He turned off the paved road, drove through the open iron gates and onto the gravel drive that wound around stately oak, maple, and pine trees, towards his barn. Doug saw his farm manager, John, mending a fence board in the front pasture and three men in front of the house, fighting against the wind as they raked piles of wet leaves into bags.

As he neared the barn, his groom, Babs Tyler, came out to meet him and stood in the rain waiting for him to pull the rig to a stop in front of the barn. She walked purposefully to the back of the trailer, and by the time Doug had turned off the engine and climbed out of the Range Rover, she had already unloaded Chancellor. The tip of her nose was red and she sniffed, and then wiped her nose with the cuff of her sweater. She didn’t have a raincoat on and water droplets clung to the fuzzy yarn on her gray sweater. She smelled like wet wool.

Babs wore no makeup and her face was leathery, making her look older than her twenty-five years. She carelessly poked a loose strand of hair into the rubber band that held back her ponytail.

“Hey, boss, what were you doing today, partying at the hunt breakfast and neglecting your horse? Look at him, all lathered up and shivering. You could have at least put a cooler on him.”

Doug bit back an angry retort and took a deep breath before responding. She obviously had no idea what had happened at the hunt. “Babs, there was a bad accident out there today involving Nancy Williams. I rode for help and Chancellor had a pretty hard workout. I didn’t have the time afterwards to cool him out.”

Babs snorted. “So, you were out there playing hero again. I know how much Nancy loves it when you do that. In fact, I almost wouldn’t put it past her to stage something just to get your attention. Well, how bad was it? Is she okay?”

Doug shook his head. “She didn’t make it, Babs.”

Babs’ mouth hung open. “Jesus, you mean she’s dead? Oh, my God. Oh, Doug, I’m so sorry.” Her eyes filled with tears and she looked more closely at him, then reached out and touched his cheek. “What about you, are you okay? You’ve got blood on your cheek.” She looked down at the rest of him and her eyes widened. “It’s all over you.”

Doug backed away. “I’m fine. Please just take care of Chancellor. Give him a good rub-down and see that he gets a hot bran mash for dinner. I’ll be back later to check on him.”

Babs’ face reddened and she turned abruptly and led Chancellor into the wash rack. Doug sighed. He hadn’t meant to hurt her feelings, but the last thing he wanted to do was give Babs a play-by-play of what he’d just been through. He couldn’t. Not right now.

Doug got his tack from the trailer and carried it into the barn. He hung his bridle and girth on the hook by the sink in the tack room and went around the corner to put his saddle on the cleaning rack. As Doug leaned down with his saddle, a loud bang sounded behind him. He turned and saw the outside door to the tack room blowing freely in the wind. He went to close the door, and for a fleeting instant thought he caught a glimpse of a figure near the far corner of the barn. Doug stepped out into the rain for a better look, but no one was out there. He dashed back inside and locked and dead-bolted the door.

Doug walked back out into the barn aisle. “Babs, you left the side door to the tack room unlocked. The wind just blew it open.”

“No, I didn’t,” Babs replied. “I haven’t used that door since Maureen delivered the blankets last week. And I locked it when she left. Just like I always do.”

Doug didn’t want to argue with her, even though he knew that Babs was the only one who would have had a reason to use that door. “Well, maybe John or someone else went through there. At any rate, I’ve locked it now and put my tack away. I’ll see you later.”

Doug turned to head out of the barn and Babs called out to him. “I almost forgot to tell you. Some guy was here looking for you early this morning, right after you left to go hunting.”

Doug stopped and looked back at her. “Who was it?”

Babs shrugged. “He didn’t say. He just said that he was a ‘voice from your past’ and he wanted to surprise you. He was dressed for deer hunting, but I don’t think he was from around here. He sounded like a redneck. Like he was from West Virginia or someplace. He wanted to know how to get to where you were foxhunting today, but he didn’t seem to know the area very well when I tried to give him directions. It was kind of weird. I didn’t see a car or anything. He just seemed to appear out of nowhere.”

Doug was surprised that someone would wander down to the barn like that. But he hadn’t closed the front gates when he’d left to go foxhunting that morning. Anyone could have come onto the property. He remembered the figure he’d thought he’d just seen outside the barn. “If he shows up again, call me,” he said. “And if I’m not around, have John deal with him.”
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